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‘The real proof of whether you understand something is whether you can explain it to someone else clearly and simply.’

BILL GATES



PREFACE TO THE
PAPERBACK EDITION

If reliving difficult memories when writing this book was as painful as I feared, looking back a year later I am glad people persuaded me to do it.

Having put my heart and soul into it, I have been relieved by the reception. Critics have been almost universally kind. So too have members of the public who have messaged me on social media, spoken to me at various literary festivals and on a couple of occasions found themselves on a train sitting next to the author of the book they were reading. Most gratifying of all has been the reaction of some of the people who play a leading role in the story and with whom I didn’t always see eye to eye. One of my chief ambitions was to write something that people who didn’t agree with me would still be able to enjoy (not easy when it comes to Brexit!). Based on the feedback I have received, it feels like I succeeded in that aim. So with the exception of this preface and a small change to chapter 16 (where the original wording unfairly implied DExEU officials were somehow responsible for the duplication of effort in the run-up to Chequers), I haven’t changed a word.

There have been some criticisms, of course, and, at the risk of appearing thin skinned, this seems like an appropriate place to respond to them. Tim Shipman, doyen of the lobby (the journalists embedded in Westminster) was kind enough to say the book is ‘far better and more important’ than another memoir of the same period and that it ‘throws genuine light on how governments are run and might operate better’. He made two criticisms, however: first, that I am ‘too partisan’ in my defence of Theresa; and second, that I could have been more ruthless (‘the impression left is of a good man who, like his boss, lacked the killer instinct’). On the first charge, I am clearly guilty: I saw at first hand Theresa’s commitment to public service, her work ethic and her resilience under extraordinary pressure, and in addition to the respect I have for her, I owe her loyalty for the faith she put in me. So while you will find in these pages some reflection on things she could have done differently, I cannot pretend to be objective: I think the country and our politics would be in a far better place if Theresa’s Brexit deal had been approved and she, not Boris Johnson, had led us through the last couple of years.

Tim may have a point on the second charge too, although sometimes what he and others perceive as a reluctance to spill all the gory details because I am too nice is actually a reflection of gaps in the notes on which the book is based. Experience has taught me that memory is an unreliable friend, so I have only quoted people where I made a note of exactly what they said at the time. But fundamentally Tim is right – I wrote the book to provide a first-hand account of what happened in this crucial period, not to put the boot into those who brought Theresa down. I believe people can disagree about what is in the national interest without it having to become personal. If that makes me too nice for modern politics, so be it.

To my surprise, the most common criticism I have received from lay readers has been that the book is too short. They tell me they would have liked to hear more about domestic policy and Theresa’s interaction with other world leaders beyond Donald Trump and the Brexit negotiations. This is another valid critique. The explanation lies in the fact that I spent most of my time on Brexit and key domestic announcements (budgets, conference speeches and so on), so I didn’t accompany the prime minister to G7 or G20 summits or get involved in much of the day-to-day domestic policy work.

If gratification at the book’s reception is one reason for being glad I put pen to paper, subsequent events are another. When I started writing, Boris Johnson had just won his landslide election victory. There was every prospect that Brexit would soon be ‘done’ and he and his Downing Street operation would be in place for years. The book would be an insight into a fascinating period of history and the role of chief of staff, but not particularly relevant to the politics of the 2020s.

Even during the course of writing the first edition, however, it became clear that Boris’s Brexit deal was leading to all the problems that Theresa had predicted and that he wanted to renegotiate the Northern Ireland Protocol, a key element of it, despite heralding it as a great deal in the run-up to the 2019 election a few months earlier. Brexit was not yet ‘done’. As I write this preface to the second edition, the problems with his deal are even clearer and the negotiations on the Protocol drag on with no end in sight.

Economically the impact of his deal was initially obscured by the pandemic, but it is now clear that the introduction of customs and regulatory checks at the UK/EU border has had a significant impact on trade (trade with the rest of the world has recovered to pre-pandemic levels; trade with the EU has not). And that’s before the full impact has been seen – checks on the UK side were only introduced in January 2022 and the full set won’t be introduced until July 2022. The independent Office for Budget Responsibility estimates that in the long term UK productivity will be 4 per cent lower than it would have been without Brexit. To put that in context, that is twice as damaging as the COVID-19 pandemic (the latter obviously had a much bigger short-term impact, but the economy bounced back pretty quickly once restrictions were lifted). Theresa’s deal would not have avoided all of this damage, but by maintaining frictionless borders it would have significantly reduced it.

For many in the Conservative Party the economic harm that Boris’s deal has done is a truth that dare not speak its name. It is dismissed as more Project Fear from Remoaners – after all, they say, our economy was the fastest growing in the G7 in 2021. And so it was. But they neglect to say that it was also the fastest shrinking in 2020 – when you look at the pandemic as a whole, we sit somewhere in the middle of the pack. And more worryingly, if you look at the Bank of England’s medium-term forecasts, once the economy has rebounded from the pandemic we are forecast to grow at an anaemic 1 per cent a year.

My former colleagues may not want to acknowledge this, but it has consequences for something they certainly do want to acknowledge: the tax burden, which will be approaching a post-war high by the end of this parliament. Why is the tax burden so high? Partly because the pandemic did lasting damage to the economy, creating a structural deficit that had to be filled by tax rises in the March 2021 budget. Partly because this government believes in higher spending than previous Conservative governments. But partly because as a result of Boris’s deal the economy is smaller than it would have been, so to pay for a given standard of public services the state has to take a bigger slice of it.

There is a grave danger that this flawed deal will leave us with a low growth, high tax economy. I would like the government to improve the deal, but if it refuses to do that it must make use of the regulatory autonomy that it prioritised over all else in the negotiations. It is one of the few things that David Frost and I agree on: if we are going to stick with this deal, regulatory divergence is a national necessity. We have taken a significant economic hit by introducing trade barriers with the EU, and trade deals like the recent one with Australia are, even on the government’s own projections, not going to get anywhere near repairing the damage. The only real upside to Boris’s deal is the ability to gain economic advantage through a more competitive regulatory regime (particularly in services and emerging technologies – changing our regulations on food standards and industrial products is likely to be politically unpopular and make the Northern Ireland Protocol even more painful), but the government is barely using it. One of the most remarkable things about Brexit is that those who championed it had no plan whatsoever for what they were going to do with the regulatory freedom for which they were prepared to sacrifice so much.

If the economic harm is denied even though the impact on trade is clear, the political damage to the peace process in Northern Ireland is undeniable. At the time of writing, the DUP has withdrawn from North/South Ministerial Council meetings set up under Strand 2 of the Good Friday Agreement and partially collapsed the Northern Ireland Executive. I can understand why they are so upset about the customs and regulatory border between Great Britain and Northern Ireland that Boris Johnson signed up to and why they feel the need to shore up their vote before May’s election, but undermining devolved government is likely to do long-term harm to the wider unionist cause. As they have done time and time again, they are putting short term tactics before long term strategy.

They and the ERG need to come to terms with three painful truths: first, the EU is not going to give in on the need for some checks on goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland; second, the more Great Britain diverges from EU rules, the more extensive the checks; and third (and most painful), even this government, led by conviction Brexiteers, is very unlikely to trigger Article 16 of the Northern Ireland Protocol because doing so would damage relations with the US and probably lead to the EU terminating our trade deal, which would do even further harm to our economy. At the end of 2021, David Frost became the latest in a growing list of Brexit negotiators who, when they realised they couldn’t get what they wanted, walked away rather than accept reality (Boris Johnson’s decision to replace him with Liz Truss was a good one – she has changed the tone of the negotiations overnight, even if the substance remains difficult).

But if the DUP and ERG need to come to terms with painful truth, so do others. I fear that any Brexit deal that tries to impose a border either between Northern Ireland and Ireland, or between Northern Ireland and Great Britain, is not going to work and for a similar reason – the former doesn’t respect Nationalist identity and the latter doesn’t respect Unionist identity. Both would breach the spirit of the Good Friday Agreement and therefore pose a risk to the peace process. If, as looks likely, Sinn Féin win this May’s elections, I fear the DUP will refuse to serve under a Sinn Féin first minister – even if the UK and EU reach a deal, there might be no devolved government to implement it. As Theresa argued, the best solution is one that avoids the need for any new border, but it is anathema to both the Johnson government and the EU. For the former, it would involve agreeing to stay aligned with EU rules in some areas and customs co-operation; and for the latter, it would involve conceding free movement of goods without the other three freedoms. A friend recently told me my continued adherence to this idea reminded him of a Japanese solider still holding out in the jungle in the 1950s not realising the war was lost. Maybe, but if both sides prioritise stability in Northern Ireland – as they should – it is the only solution I can see enduring.

It is not just in relation to Brexit that this book is very much relevant to what is happening now. It isn’t just an account of the last two years of the May government, it is also about the role of chief of staff and how this country is run behind that famous black door. When I was writing the first edition, Dan Rosenfield had just been appointed chief of staff following the implosion of Boris’s original Downing Street operation with the departure of Dominic Cummings. A year later, Rosenfield was gone too, as well as the three other most senior officials and advisers in Number 10. Dan’s replacement, Steve Barclay, is a good man – smart, always across the detail, insistent on high standards – but as a sitting MP and cabinet minister he won’t be able to do the job on the same basis as Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill, Ed Llewellyn, Jonathan Powell and I did it, and in any case it doesn’t matter how good the adviser is if the boss won’t listen.

What we witnessed over the winter of 2021–22 is unprecedented in my lifetime. Normally a prime minister gets into political trouble because they pursue a policy which the British people don’t support (think Thatcher and the poll tax, Blair and Iraq or Cameron and remaining in the EU), because they are the victim of events beyond their control (think Brown and the global financial crisis) or – as in Theresa’s case – because they fall out with a significant chunk of their own party about a key issue. But Boris’s problems are entirely the result of his personal behaviour. The character flaws that Number 10 has so cruelly magnified were all apparent during his time as foreign secretary and are detailed in this book: a lack of seriousness, a belief that the rules don’t apply to him, a lack of honesty when challenged about his behaviour and a preference for courtiers over people who would tell him what he needs to hear.

I am often asked whether partygate would have happened if I had been chief of staff. I like to think that on the day the prime minister announced the first lockdown I would have sent a memo to ministers and special advisers pointing out that he had just introduced unprecedented restrictions on the freedom of everyone in the country, that the media would be watching closely to see if we abided by those rules and that if anyone was in any doubt about whether something was allowed they should err on the side of caution because the prime minister would have to sack anyone caught breaching them. But ultimately the character of Number 10 comes from the top. If Dominic Cummings is to be believed, plenty of people warned Boris Johnson that the parties were against the rules and he ignored them. Advisers advise, ministers decide as the adage goes.

At the time of writing, it is not clear how long Boris has left in Number 10. It looks like Conservative MPs have decided to wait until the local elections and/or the police have concluded their investigation and Sue Gray’s full report is published before deciding whether to remove him, although further leaks may yet change that. But I think it highly unlikely that he will lead the Conservative Party into the next election for the simple reason that I don’t believe he can recover his standing with the electorate. We all remember what our lives were like in lockdown, so this story touches us all personally. People have made up their mind about him, and history tells us that once they do that about a politician it is very difficult to change them. His personal approval rating is currently about the same as Jeremy Corbyn’s before the last election, and if he can’t reverse that then sooner or later Conservative MPs will remove him.

If partygate does end up bringing him down, what will his political obituary be? The Conservative Party was in a terrible hole when he took over in the summer of 2019. Some would say he was partially responsible for that hole; others would blame Theresa and myself. Whoever was responsible, by sheer force of personality he managed to break the Brexit deadlock and defeat Jeremy Corbyn. Even if I don’t like his Brexit deal, these were impressive achievements. He has taken forward Theresa’s work on net zero and geographic inequality and he can be proud too of the vaccine rollout and the judgements he made to roll back restrictions in July 2021 and not to lock down again in December.

But set against that, he drove some of the Conservative Party’s most talented ministers out of Parliament (and in some cases out of the party) and left others languishing on the backbenches. Their experience was sadly missed during the pandemic. I have already covered the damage his Brexit deal has done, both to our economy and to the peace process in Northern Ireland. If he can be proud of his decisions towards the end of the pandemic, he was too slow to lockdown in both March and late 2020 (in the former case, the system as a whole was behind the curve, but in the latter case he ignored clear advice). But most of all he will be remembered for a decline in standards in public life — a failure to take action against ministers who broke the ministerial code, a disregard for the international agreements he signed, a refusal to correct the record when he got something wrong, an attempt to overturn the standards procedures of the House of Commons to get a friend off the hook, a disregard for the draconian rules he imposed on everyone else during the pandemic, lies when he was caught out and a disgraceful smear of the Leader of the Opposition to distract attention from his own problems. It is tragic that a man with such political gifts should have frittered away the opportunity to transform our country.

On social media, I am sometimes accused by Boris’s supporters of taking pleasure in his current problems. It always amuses me when people who have never met you claim to understand your motivation. Why should I feel happy? The reputations of Number 10 and the Conservative Party, two institutions I care deeply about, have been trashed. If Boris is forced out, it won’t bring Theresa back, nor will it lead to the more sensible relationship with the EU that I would like to see.

The best word to describe how I feel is homeless. Though I respect some of its ministers and agree with some of its policies, this is not a government I can be proud of. Having given my life to the Conservative Party, that is not a nice feeling. I am sometimes challenged by people on the other side of the political spectrum over why I haven’t resigned the whip or my party membership. The answer is complex. It is partly emotional attachment – I am bound by ties of friendship to many of the MPs, advisers and activists I have worked with over the years. I still think of myself as a Conservative – it is the party that has changed, not me. But there’s a rational element to it too: the country need a moderate, one nation centre-right party and if people like me give up, how is it to get one back?

However things turn out, there is an urgent need to restore the standing of Number 10 and to resolve our relationship with the EU. I hope this book will continue to offer lessons on both these crucial questions.

GAVIN BARWELL,
February 2022




INTRODUCTION

I agonised over whether to write this book for over a year, because I knew that doing so would bring back painful memories. If it is, in part, the story of Theresa May’s inability to secure support for her Brexit deal, it is also the story of my failure, because – whatever other roles the chief of staff to the prime minister may have – their primary responsibility is to keep their boss in office. Whenever I’ve said this to friends and colleagues, they have sought to console me with some variant of ‘no one could have done more’. But kind words cannot disguise the truth: it was my job to keep Theresa May in Number 10 and help her ‘get Brexit done’, and I couldn’t find a way to do it. Revisiting that failure was not an inviting prospect. I also thought it would be unfair to Boris Johnson to publish anything until he had negotiated and ratified his Brexit deal. And finally, I was conscious that there was no point writing something unless I was prepared to be honest about what I think, even if that risks upsetting people who I admire and enjoyed working with.

I eventually concluded that the case for telling my story outweighs those considerations. The last two years of the May government were among the most turbulent and important in modern British political history. The existing accounts are second-hand, at best partial and at worst get important details wrong. As Theresa May’s chief of staff, I was with her when she negotiated her Brexit deal, met Donald Trump, learned about the poisoning of Sergei and Yulia Skripal in Salisbury, made the decision to authorise the use of military force in Syria, took the call from Boris Johnson in which he told her that he was resigning from her cabinet, met Jeremy Corbyn to try to break the Brexit logjam and made the decision to stand down as leader of the Conservative Party. Apart from Theresa herself – and, at the moment, at least, she has no plans to write her own memoirs – there is no one better qualified to describe what went on behind the scenes and to give an insight into what motivated this most private of prime ministers. Subsequent events – Boris Johnson’s decision to withdraw the whip from a number of his senior colleagues, his attempts to prorogue parliament, his willingness to break international law, the slow realisation of what his Brexit deal means for trade both with the EU and between Great Britain and Northern Ireland – and potentially for the future of the United Kingdom – have prompted a reassessment of Theresa and what she was trying to achieve, reinforcing the case for telling my story.

However, this book is not just an account of those two years. There has been huge interest in Dominic Cummings, the person who was effectively my successor, and the dysfunctionality of the Number 10 operation Boris Johnson has put in place. I am uniquely placed to give an insight into how the country is run from behind that famous black door.

I have only censored myself in four regards. First, there are things that it would be damaging to national security for me to reveal. Second, people sometimes told me things in confidence or agreed to meet me on the condition that I would keep the fact of our meeting confidential; I have respected those confidences. Third, I have not revealed what was agreed at meetings of the cabinet or its committees except where those decisions have subsequently been made public, nor have I quoted what ministers said at those meetings except in relation to discussions on Brexit, which were extensively leaked by many of the participants. I have drawn on such coverage, giving a particularly full account of two crucial meetings, the meeting in July 2018 that agreed the Chequers proposals and the meeting in November 2018 that agreed the deal. Details of both were leaked and dissected in the press. And fourth, when I’ve quoted other heads of government, I’ve been more relaxed about revealing what those who have since stood down from public office said than those who are except still in post.

* * *

Theresa’s key job as prime minister was to deliver Brexit, and she failed. However much time passes, that will always be the first line in any judgement on her premiership. But subsequent events have led to a reappraisal of what she was trying to achieve. The disagreement between her and Boris Johnson over Brexit boiled down to a philosophical difference and four arguments on which we can now reach a conclusion.

The philosophical difference concerned compromise. Theresa’s view was that the referendum result was clear but close and that two of the four nations of the UK had voted to remain, so while we should leave, we should have a close relationship with the EU after we had left. Boris rejected any idea of compromise – if you didn’t break completely free of the EU, he said, there was no point leaving.

The first argument was about whether leaving the European Union without a deal was a good outcome. Boris thought it was, or at least claimed to. Theresa’s position was that while you have to be prepared to walk away from any negotiation if the proposed deal isn’t good enough, leaving without a deal would not be a good outcome economically. But of greater concern to her was the risk that it could lead to the break-up of the UK, given the opposition to it in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Second, setting aside the argument about whether no deal was a good policy, was it a viable one? If the government tried to leave without a deal, would parliament block it? Boris believed that if the party was led by someone who supported leaving without a deal, those in cabinet and on the backbenches who opposed it would fall into line. You could unite the parliamentary party and, with support from the DUP and a few ‘Labour Leavers’, win a vote. However, Theresa thought that those who opposed no deal felt just as strongly on one side of the argument as Boris did on the other.

Third, would the threat of leaving without a deal force the EU to shift its position? Boris believed that it would. Theresa was much more sceptical, in part because the EU had less to lose from no deal than the UK but mainly because they didn’t regard it as a credible threat, given the parliamentary arithmetic and the Speaker John Bercow’s willingness to bend parliamentary conventions.

Fourth, if parliament remained gridlocked, was going back to the country a credible strategy? Could the Conservative Party win a general election without having delivered Brexit? Boris was confident that he could. Theresa, coloured by her experience in 2017, was more sceptical.

We now know who was right on at least three of these questions. Boris Johnson was unable to force through no deal, thanks to the opposition of twenty-one Conservative MPs, including five members of Theresa’s cabinet (Philip Hammond, David Gauke, Greg Clark, Rory Stewart and Caroline Nokes). In retaliation, he withdrew the whip from them and prevented some of them from standing as Conservative candidates at the election he was forced to call, effectively ending their political careers. Their ministerial experience – and that of others such as Sajid Javid, Jeremy Hunt and Julian Smith, who he has exiled to the backbenches – was sadly missed as the government struggled to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The threat of leaving without a deal when Boris became prime minister did not extract any meaningful concession from the EU. Despite all the talk from his chief negotiator David Frost about how the May government had blinked at key moments, the truth is that the deal Boris agreed was 95 per cent Theresa’s deal, with the 5 per cent that was new involving a concession by the UK. Boris went back to what the EU had wanted all along: special arrangements for Northern Ireland that created a partial border within our own country.

At the time, Boris hailed his deal as a triumph and denied that it meant a partial border down the Irish Sea, but the government was subsequently forced to admit that it would mean increased checks when goods move from Great Britain to Northern Ireland. Indeed, it turned out that what had been a great deal in the run-up to the December 2019 election was so problematic the following September that the government attempted to pass legislation to override parts of it in domestic law, doing grave damage to the UK’s international reputation in the process. And now that the protocol is in partial operation, the effect is clear, both in terms of the difficulties it is causing businesses and the political unrest it has provoked. Things will be even worse if it is ever fully applied.

But if Boris was proved wrong about his ability to force through no deal and whether the threat of it would extract concession from the EU, he was proved right about his ability to win an election. The coalition he built, holding on to Conservative seats in the South and gaining Leave-supporting Labour seats in the Midlands, the North and in Wales, was the coalition Theresa was trying to assemble in 2017, but he ran a better campaign and benefited from the fact that in the intervening two years, Leave-supporting voters had witnessed parliament doing everything it could to block Brexit. The need for a large Conservative majority to get Brexit done was self-evident.

On the fourth question, we will never know what a no-deal exit would have meant for the future of our United Kingdom, but over the next few years we will discover the consequences of Boris Johnson’s hard Brexit, and the omens are not good. Support for Scottish independence rose from the moment he became prime minister, driven by antipathy to him, opposition to his government’s Brexit policy and the perceived relative handling of the COVID-19 pandemic by the UK and Scottish governments. Seventy-two of the 129 members of the Scottish parliament elected in May 2021 stood on a manifesto promising a second independence referendum. If the Scottish parliament was elected using the Westminster system, the SNP would have won sixty-two of the seventy-three seats. The UK government is on strong ground arguing that it is not the right time for a second independence referendum – polls show Scottish voters want the immediate focus to be on recovery from the pandemic – but the democratic mandate for the question to be asked again at some point is clear.

A clear majority of MPs in the 2017–19 parliament would have preferred Theresa’s compromise to the deal Boris negotiated – indeed, some have publicly said they regret not voting for it (most notably former Labour MP Gloria De Piero, who tweeted, ‘I was an idiot for not voting for May’s deal’). I will try to explain why things turned out the way they did and consider whether there is anything we could have done differently (spoiler alert: it’s not all Gloria’s fault).

* * *

With the exception of my first few days and last few weeks as chief of staff, I’ve chosen to tell this story thematically rather than chronologically. Such an approach obscures the constant jumping between issues that is a fundamental of the job, but breaking the role down gives a clearer sense of what it involves. Furthermore, it is easier to understand why the government struggled to agree a Brexit policy, negotiate a deal and secure parliamentary approval for that deal if Brexit is told as a single narrative without budgets, party conferences and various crises intervening.

With the exception of the first few months, the book is based on my contemporaneous notes. I started taking these in November 2017 and they eventually amounted to nine bound volumes. The entries are of varying detail. For some key meetings, they are a near-verbatim account of who said what. At the other end of the spectrum, I sometimes wrote something like ‘Shit meeting on customs’ with no explanation. For my first few months as chief of staff, and in relation to any key meetings that I didn’t attend, I have spoken to former colleagues to ensure that my account is as accurate as possible. I am hugely grateful for their assistance, but will spare their blushes because some of them still work in government.

As any GCSE history student knows, it’s important to understand the provenance of a source in order to interpret their account. But before I tell you about myself, here’s an anecdote that should serve as a warning. When I was an MP, one of the things I most enjoyed was visiting schools to speak about being an MP. One of the questions I was frequently asked was a variant of ‘Are you like us?’ At first, I struggled to answer the question. I didn’t want to insult the students’ intelligence by pretending that I’d had as tough a childhood as some of them, but nor did I want them to think that I was so different from them that they couldn’t aspire to be an MP. In the end, I found a way of answering the question that grabbed their attention and made them think. I gave them two answers and said that at the end of the session they could vote on which one they thought was true. The first was that I had gone to a private school then Cambridge University and had worked in politics all my adult life. The second was that I’d lived in Croydon all my life, both my parents had left school at sixteen and I was the first person in my family to go to university. At the end I would reveal that both stories were true. I’d tell them that while very few politicians will tell outright lies, most will bend the truth to give their audience a favourable impression of them. I’d add that the question they should ask was not ‘Are you like us?’ but ‘Do you understand what it is like to be us?’ That is a much tougher thing to judge.

So with the warning that I’m trying to paint the best picture of myself out of the way, what should you know about me? When I was eleven, I did very well in an exam and it changed my life, allowing me to go to a private school in Croydon called Trinity on a full scholarship. It gave me an outstanding education, but just as importantly, I met seven boys who remain my best friends thirty-seven years later. That close friendship group was crucial in helping me cope with the pressure during my two years in Number 10.

It was at school that I developed a love of debating that fostered an interest in politics. Many people make the mistake of thinking that being good at debating is all about public speaking. That’s a part of it, of course, but it’s just as important to be good at listening. In order to rebut an opponent’s argument, you need to work out where the weaknesses are. I’d argue that an ability to listen is equally important in politics. Politicians need to understand the perspectives of those with different life experiences to them and to adjust their views accordingly. You might think there isn’t much racism in Britain today, but if you’re not from an ethnic minority background, are you able to judge? You might think people in London have life easy, but how do you know if you’ve never lived there? In this age of social media when too many people only hear from people like themselves, we’re losing the ability to listen.

From Trinity, I got into Cambridge, where I studied natural sciences, specialising in theoretical physics. That scientific background has shaped my approach to politics. I have a distaste for blind faith in ideology, preferring to base my views on evidence. Several people in Number 10 commented that you could tell I was a scientist by training because my interventions in meetings tended to be logically structured (‘I think we should go with option A for the following reasons . . .’).

After I’d graduated, I had no idea what to do next. My roommate, worried that I’d drift into unemployment without his intervention, came back from the careers library with a bundle of random job adverts. The only one I didn’t reject out of hand was a job in the Conservative Party’s research department. He dragged me down to the computer room to write a CV and covering letter, and a couple of months later I’d been offered a job.

So began a career in politics. I did two years in CRD (working alongside one George Osborne), followed by two years as a political adviser in what was then the Department of the Environment and another year back in CRD, before switching over to the campaigning department, whose job it was to help Conservative candidates get elected. I ended up as the Conservative Party’s chief operating officer, the most senior position at Conservative HQ. In 2010, I was elected as an MP and in 2013 I was appointed as a minister.

Finally, you need to understand my views on Brexit. I was never a rose-tinted supporter of the European project. In particular, I disliked the increasing extent to which power sat with unelected officials in the commission and with MEPs, who in the UK were largely anonymous in a way that MPs and councillors are not. But I always believed that whatever the EU’s flaws, we were better off being part of the club, so when the referendum was called, I campaigned for Remain. I was upset at the outcome, which led to an ill-judged tweet the next morning, when I said that I was proud that my hometown had rejected the politics of hate and division. The comment was aimed at some of the disgraceful things Nigel Farage had said during the campaign, but when I looked back at it a couple of years later, after people started raising it with me as evidence of my hostility to Brexit, it read like it was directed at everyone who voted Leave and I could understand why people had taken offence. I might have been upset, but the referendum result was clear-cut, so from that moment I’ve believed that we should leave. However, given it was close and that two of the four nations of our United Kingdom had voted Remain, I thought we should do so in a way that brought people back together, delivering the key things Leave supporters voted for but maintaining a close relationship with the EU.

I am conscious that lots of people will disagree with my views about the May government and why things turned out the way they did. I cannot claim to be neutral, particularly on the topic of Theresa May, whose sense of duty, work ethic and resilience under the most extraordinary pressure I witnessed at first hand. But I have tried to give every side of the story, explaining why those who disagreed with her thought as they did as well as describing what motivated her. I hope that even those who disagree with my views will find my account of this turbulent period interesting. Above all, my aim is to give a unique insight into what is involved in being chief of staff to the prime minister, which I hope will be illuminating to everyone who cares about how our country is governed.

* * *

The role of chief of staff is a relatively recent innovation in British politics, an import from the US. The first person to do the job in the UK was Jonathan Powell, who became Tony Blair’s chief of staff when Blair was leader of the opposition and held the role for the whole of his premiership. During his time in the job, Jonathan played a crucial role in the Northern Ireland peace talks that led to the Good Friday Agreement.

Gordon Brown, perhaps to differentiate himself from his predecessor, combined the role with that of principal private secretary (Bernard, for fans of Yes, Prime Minister). He appointed a civil servant, Tom Scholar, but that only lasted for six months, at which point a political adviser, Stephen Carter, took over the role. He lasted for less than a year, and no one held the title for the remainder of Brown’s premiership.

Ed Llewellyn had the job for the whole of the Cameron premiership, having taken it on when David Cameron was leader of the opposition. During his time as chief of staff, Ed played a crucial role in the renegotiation of the terms of our membership of the EU which preceded the referendum. He was our ambassador in Paris while I was chief of staff and so the one predecessor I could easily turn to for advice.

When Theresa May became prime minister, she appointed Fiona Hill and Nick Timothy as co-chiefs of staff. They had both worked for her in opposition and at the Home Office, and, thanks in part to their work, she was in a strong political position when she called the 2017 general election. However, Fi and Nick were widely blamed for the disastrous 2017 campaign and, as I was to discover, they had fallen out with a number of senior cabinet ministers. They resigned two days after polling day and I was appointed shortly afterwards.

No one had the title for the first period of Boris Johnson’s government, but Dominic Cummings was clearly carrying out many of the functions of the role. In the aftermath of his departure, Boris appointed Dan Rosenfield, a former civil servant who had had been principal private secretary to both Alistair Darling and George Osborne. After his appointment, there was a noticeable improvement in the effectiveness of the Number 10 operation.

As I discovered, there is no job description – what you do depends on what the prime minister wants, what the political situation demands and your skill set. A few weeks into the job, the prime minister asked me which of two outfits she should wear to a particular event. Like most husbands, I knew to say ‘Yes’ when asked ‘Does this look nice on me?’, but being asked to choose between two options was outside my comfort zone. In essence, a chief of staff is a human Swiss Army knife, but for those chiefs of staff who are political appointments rather than career civil servants, the core of the role is to be the prime minister’s most senior political adviser and to manage the rest of the political team in Number 10 and, to a degree, political advisers across the government. Another key role is to tell truth to power. Very few people are prepared to say no to the prime minister or tell them something they don’t want to hear. I can remember one occasion in Brussels where the European Council overran and a discussion on protecting the steel industry from dumping was postponed to the next morning. The prime minister had kept the morning free to spend some rare time with her husband Philip, so had arranged for one of the other heads of government to represent her views. As we prepared to leave, James Slack said to me that he thought it was a mistake for the prime minister to miss the discussion, and it turned out that everyone else agreed with him. ‘Right,’ I said, ‘someone needs to tell the prime minister.’ Everyone looked at me. It’s fair to say that she wasn’t best pleased, but once she’d calmed down, she thanked me for saying something.

I am, so far, the only chief of staff who had previously served as a minister. That prior experience was certainly useful, but there are two big differences between the two jobs. First, as chief of staff you have to be across everything the British state is doing, rather than one particular area of policy. You have to help the prime minister make decisions based on a précis of the issue and options available. There’s no time to dig into the detail on every decision, which I often found uncomfortable. Second, as chief of staff you’re not there to argue for your own views. You have no democratic mandate – your job is to advise the prime minister and then get the government machine to do whatever he or she decides. A few months into the job, I was given a wonderful history of the office of White House chief of staff called The Gatekeepers. It was full of great advice, but a particular quote from James Baker, who served as chief of staff to both Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, has stuck with me:


You are extraordinarily powerful when you are White House chief of staff. You may be the second most powerful person in Washington. But the minute you forget that your power is all vicarious from the president then you’re in trouble.



The key word in the job title is ‘staff’, not ‘chief’. To reinforce that point in my own and others’ minds, I always addressed Theresa as ‘prime minister’ rather than by her first name during my time in Number 10, even when we were the only two people in the room. It was several months after she had stopped being prime minister before I finally got out of the habit, much to her amusement.

* * *

For two and a bit years, this incredible job took up virtually every waking hour of my life. I arrived at work before 6 a.m. and often stayed so late that it didn’t make sense to commute home to Croydon. Sometimes I would stay with George Hollingbery, then an MP and the prime minister’s parliamentary private secretary but now British ambassador to Cuba, who lived just off Parliament Square. Sometimes I would find somewhere else to crash for a few hours. Even when I wasn’t at work, I spent much of the time glued to my mobile phone. While ministers are reasonably respectful about not disturbing the prime minister late at night or over the weekend, they’re less bothered about disturbing the chief of staff.

During those two years, I saw pretty much every submission the prime minister saw. I could attend whichever of her meetings I wanted to, and I got to know the leaders of the opposition parties and a number of world leaders on a first-name basis (at least, they called me by my first name). It was exhausting and at times very stressful, but it was also the most amazing job I’ll ever have. I hope this account gives a feel of what it was like.



CHAPTER 1

APPOINTMENT

On the morning of 18 April 2017, Clare Brunton, the civil servant who ran my ministerial office, told me that the prime minister had just announced that she was calling an early general election.

I had served as the member of parliament for Croydon Central for seven years and had been a government minister for three and a half years, first in a succession of roles in the whips’ office and then as minister for housing and planning and minister for London at the Department for Communities and Local Government. I loved both being an MP and being minister for housing. Some people become MPs because they want to be ministers, but I would have been happy just representing the town where I’ve lived for almost all my life. And some ministers get appointed to a role for which they lack any relevant experience or passion – often, a prime minister will know who they want to promote and fit them in, rather than thinking about the gaps and identifying the best people to fill them. Perhaps Theresa May knew that I had worked in the old Department of the Environment on housing policy and that housing was a key issue in my constituency. Or perhaps I was just – not for the first or last time – incredibly lucky. Either way, there can’t have been many people in the country who loved their job more than me.

I had a great relationship with my boss, Sajid Javid, the secretary of state for communities and local government. I worked with a fantastic team of civil servants, who shared our passion for transforming housing policy. The prime minister and her two chiefs of staff were supportive. The department had recently published a seminal white paper, Fixing Our Broken Housing Market, which for the first time acknowledged that we have a housing crisis and made the case that we needed to build more homes to buy and more homes to rent and to reform the planning system and the housing market. If things had turned out differently and I had held my seat, I would have been very happy to be kept in that job, ending the merry-go-round of housing ministers that so frustrates the sector.

The news that the prime minister was calling an early election was a hammer blow. At the 2015 election, I had managed to cling on to my seat by a wafer-thin majority of 165 votes, while similar London seats like Brentford and Isleworth, Ealing Central and Acton, Enfield North and Ilford North were lost to Labour. It was a gruelling campaign that had taken its toll. I was privately resigned to the fact that I was highly likely to lose next time because, like much of outer London, Croydon was changing demographically in a way that favoured Labour. The government’s benefit cap was leading poorer families to move from inner to outer London, the area was becoming more ethnically diverse and home ownership was in decline. Nevertheless, I had hoped that having held on by my fingertips in 2015, I would have five more years as an MP and as a minister. The prime minister’s announcement shattered that illusion. I had supported Theresa May in the leadership election, in part because I thought she was the best candidate to bring the party back together after the bitter experience of the referendum, but also because she had given a clear assurance that she would not call an early election.

I thought briefly about whether I wanted to put myself through another campaign, but at least this would be a short one. In any case, it is not in my nature to quit. I had clung on in 2015 with the help of an incredible group of Conservative councillors and activists in Croydon, who gave up hundreds of hours of their time to help get me re-elected. It was time to ‘get the band back together’. I got on the phone and we assembled at my house that evening.

At first, things went well. We were miles ahead in the national polls. A small number of former Conservatives were staunch Remainers and unwilling to vote for us, but the majority of the Conservative vote was rock-solid and lots of lifelong Labour voters were also saying they intended to switch to us. Privately, senior Labour activists in Croydon told us they expected us to win by about 5,000 votes.

Normally, the national campaign in the weeks before polling day makes little difference – the polls when the election is called tend to be a pretty good predictor of the final result. But in 2017, the publication of the Conservative manifesto transformed the election. Among the proposals were plans to make people with assets of more than £100,000 pay for any care they required in old age, including that provided in their own home. It was quickly branded a ‘dementia tax’ by opponents. The manifesto also proposed scrapping the planned cap on care costs, abolishing the triple lock on the state pension, means-testing winter fuel payments and having a free vote on legalising fox hunting. These plans simultaneously unnerved our elderly supporters and put off many of those lifelong Labour supporters who had planned to vote for us. Theresa was right to want to address inter-generational unfairness. She was also right to think that people with significant assets should contribute more to the cost of their care. But whatever the merits of these policies, announcing detailed proposals in the middle of an election campaign, without any preparatory work to explain the problem she was trying to solve, was a terrible mistake.

It is also the starting point of this story, because Theresa’s struggles over the next two years can be traced back to this manifesto. If these unpopular policies hadn’t been included, she would have won a comfortable majority, leaving her in a stronger position within the Conservative Party and in the Brexit negotiations. Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill would have continued as her co-chiefs of staff, while I would probably have continued as the MP for Croydon Central and, I subsequently learned, would have been made a cabinet minister.

But from the moment the manifesto was published, I was in trouble. I knew I had lost when the exit poll was published at 10 p.m. on polling day. I was driving home after nearly twelve hours knocking on the doors of floating voters. The response had been as good as I could have hoped for – it felt like more people were voting for me than in 2015 – but everything rested on whether the Labour vote increased by even more. The exit poll was far better for Labour than anyone expected, predicting they would gain thirty-four seats and deprive the Conservatives of an overall majority.

When I got home, my wife and my mum tried to cheer me up, suggesting that the exit poll could be wrong or that Croydon Central could buck the national trend. But I knew they were clutching at straws – in recent elections, the exit polls had been very accurate. And if Labour were doing that well nationally, they had to be doing very well in London – no matter how good a local campaign we had run, Croydon Central would be a Labour gain. A little later, a call from my campaign manager and friend Jason Cummings, who was at the count, confirmed my fears. It was obvious as soon as the ballot boxes were opened that we were going to lose by a significant margin. In the end, we got 1,500 more votes than in 2015, but Labour increased their total by 7,000.

I went to the count shortly before the result was due to be declared and delivered a concession speech, congratulating the new MP Sarah Jones and thanking the people of Croydon for giving me the chance to serve them for seven years. I ended by saying that there was only one silver lining, which was that ‘my wife Karen and my three boys will get more of my time that they so richly deserve’. How wrong I was.

I got home at about 6.30 a.m., physically shattered and emotionally drained. I had lost the job I loved in the most public way possible, rejected by the people in my home town. As a result, I would also lose the other job I loved: my role as housing minister. I had no idea what I would do next. All I knew was I really needed some sleep.

I woke up on Friday afternoon to hundreds of messages, some from friends saying how sorry they were and others from journalists asking me to comment on the Conservative campaign. I agreed to do three interviews the next day – BBC Breakfast, Today and an interview with Nick Robinson for an edition of Panorama that would go out a couple of days later.

When I emerged from New Broadcasting House, it was a lovely sunny day and central London was looking its glorious best. I decided to walk back to Victoria and reflect on what to do next, but I’d only gone a short way when my mobile rang. It was Gavin Williamson, the chief whip. After offering his sympathies, he started talking nineteen to the dozen about what a mess the party was in. I wasn’t paying much attention – it didn’t feel like my problem anymore – but then I heard him say something about me becoming chief of staff to the prime minister.

‘What did you just say?’

‘I’ve told her she should make you her chief of staff, but don’t worry – it probably won’t happen.’

After he rang off, I got a call from Julian Smith, one of my best friends in parliament and one of Gavin’s key lieutenants in the whips’ office. When he found out I was in central London, he suggested I come over to his flat near the City. We sat on his terrace and it became clear that, far from being some madcap idea of Gavin’s, making me chief of staff was being actively considered. I then got a text message from the Number 10 switchboard saying that the prime minister wanted to speak to me.

I called my wife first. It was, after all, barely twenty-four hours since I’d stood on stage and promised Karen and the boys that they would see a lot more of me now that I was no longer an MP (when my appointment as chief of staff was announced, some wag tweeted the footage with the message ‘#politicians #promises’). I decided to introduce the idea gently:

‘I’ve got some good news and some bad news.’

‘What’s the good news?’

‘I think somebody is about to offer me a job.’

‘And the bad news?’

‘The job is chief of staff to the prime minister, so it’s going to mean working even longer hours than before.’ I filled her in on the surprise turn the morning had taken.

She immediately gave me her blessing. ‘Politics is what you love and it’s an amazing job – you have to take it. How long would you be doing it for?’

‘I have no idea. It could only be a couple of days – there’ll be a meeting of the parliamentary party early next week and they may want her to stand down. But if I can help her secure her position I could be doing the job for a few years.’

I suspect that she was at least as worried about it lasting for years as it lasting a few days. Politicians talk a lot about public service, and most of those I’ve met mean it – they want to change their local community and the country for the better. But there’s another side to it, too, and here seems the right point to acknowledge it: we also do what we do because we enjoy it and, like any other high-profile job, it comes at some cost to our loved ones. Taking on a job like chief of staff to the prime minister is an act of public service but also a selfish act prioritising career fulfilment over other areas of your life. I am more grateful than I can put into words to Karen for the support she has given me throughout my career – and for the sacrifices she has made in her own career in order to do that. I hope to repay her now that I’m done with active politics.

I called the Number 10 switchboard and was put through to the prime minister, who began by saying how sorry she was that I had lost my seat. Then she told me she was in a bit of a hole. She needed to make some changes at Number 10; Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill would be resigning, and she would like to offer me their job.

Even though I’d been given some advance warning by Gavin and Julian, I was taken aback and didn’t answer immediately. I suspect someone had told her that I had young children and might want to take a break from politics, because she quickly said that she would understand if I didn’t feel able to do it. I reassured her that I would be honoured to accept the role, but that she ought to be aware that I had just recorded an interview with Nick Robinson in which I had made some criticisms of her recent campaign. That didn’t change her mind, so we moved on to the logistics of announcing my appointment – at that point, Nick had agreed to resign but Fi had yet to do so. As the conversation drew to a close, I said, ‘Prime minister, I think you are in a big hole, and I should probably come and see you right now. Are you in Downing Street?’

She was in her constituency home in Sonning, Berkshire. She suggested I get a train to Reading, where her husband, Philip, would pick me up.

I hadn’t asked who had suggested my name and I never found out. In his account of Theresa’s premiership, May At 10, Anthony Seldon attributes the idea to at least three people: the Cabinet Secretary Jeremy Heywood, Gavin Williamson and George Hollingbery. Whoever’s idea it was, the logic was clear. The prime minister needed to rebuild relations with the parliamentary party, so it made sense to pick an ex-MP. It would be helpful to have someone who understood how government worked, so it made sense to pick an ex-minister. And it would also be helpful to have someone with knowledge of the Conservative Party outside parliament. I had worked in Conservative politics all my life, so I ticked all the boxes.

As I sat on the train, I thought about what lay ahead. I didn’t know the precise responsibilities of the role, but I did know I would be replacing two people who had worked with the prime minister for years, not just in Number 10 but at the Home Office and in opposition. I, on the other hand, didn’t know her very well. We’d served together as MPs for seven years, she’d come to campaign with me in Croydon Central a couple of times, I’d had one meeting with her in my time as housing minister and I’d worked in Conservative central office when she was party chairman. But you didn’t see her in the tea room, smoking room or members’ dining room at parliament as much as some other ministers. I needed to build a close relationship with her, and I needed to do it that afternoon. I needed to know why she thought the election had gone so disastrously wrong, and what she wanted to do to fix the situation. And I needed to know her views on pretty much everything; a chief of staff who can’t speak for their boss is no use at all.

How could I possibly build that relationship and find out everything I needed to know in a few hours, particularly with a notoriously private politician who had just been through a bruising campaign and the huge shock of the election result? What could I use as an icebreaker? I sat on the train and came up with what, looking back on it now, was a pretty high-risk strategy. I drew up two lists: three things that Theresa May had done as a politician that had made me proud to be one of her colleagues and three things with which I strongly disagreed.

Philip met me at the station and drove me to their home. George Hollingbery, her parliamentary private secretary, was already there. When I deployed my icebreaker, I detected a slight narrowing of the prime ministerial eyes. ‘What are the three things you disagreed with?’ she asked.

‘Well first, the vans telling illegal immigrants that they should go home or face arrest . . .’

A look of relief. They weren’t her idea, she said – they’d been approved while she was away and she’d put a stop to them.

‘Then there was that line in your conference speech that if you believe you are a citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere.’

She was frustrated that people had taken that phrase out of context, she said. It was from a section of the speech that was making an argument about the obligations we have to one another that make British society work, and how people in positions of power were behaving as though they had more in common with elites in other countries than their fellow countrymen. The people she was criticising were people who didn’t pay their fair share of tax, the people who paid themselves huge dividends despite knowing their company’s pension scheme was about to go bust.

In which case, I countered, the line was badly worded, because people who hadn’t read the whole speech would think she had been attacking people who thought of themselves as good global citizens. To me, that brought to mind the people in my constituency who were involved in Amnesty International, Christian Aid and Friends of the Earth – not global elites.

But it was my third example that sparked the strongest reaction: the moment in the recent election campaign when she had U-turned on the manifesto proposals on social care but then said that nothing had changed. She seemed surprised I had chosen this. ‘What would you have said?’ she asked.

‘I would have admitted that it was a massive U-turn,’ I replied, ‘and said that strong leadership is about owning up when you’ve got something wrong rather than ploughing on regardless – and that if people vote for me on 8 June, they can rest assured that if I get something wrong, I’ll put my hands up, admit it and put it right.’ I wasn’t in the room when she was being prepped for that press conference so can’t say for certain, but from her reaction I sensed that no one had suggested that she take this line.

With some relief, I moved on to my list of things she had done that made me proud. I started with her reforms to stop the misuse of stop and search, an injustice that disproportionately impacted young black men, before moving on to her work on Hillsborough that finally brought justice for the victims and their families. It is rare in politics to receive tributes from your political opponents, but I remember Labour’s Andy Burnham saying the cover-up ‘persisted because of collusion between elites in politics, police and the media. But this home secretary stood outside of that . . . I express my sincere admiration and gratitude to her for the stance she has consistently taken in righting this wrong.’ Her reforms of stop and search and her work on Hillsborough illustrate two of Theresa’s best characteristics: an anger when she finds injustice and the stubbornness to take on the establishment and tackle it.

It was when I came to my third example that I hit the jackpot: ‘The “country that works for everyone” speech you gave on the day you became prime minister.’

Her reaction was instantaneous. If anyone wanted to know what she believed in, she said, it was all in that speech. The election campaign should have been based on it. She should never have allowed herself to be talked into running a campaign she was deeply uncomfortable with, which presented her as an almost presidential figure.

This is why I had come to Sonning – to understand what motivated her and what she wanted to achieve in her remaining time in Downing Street. I had the answers I needed and, just as importantly, she had been in a better frame of mind than I had feared. She was upset, of course. But she wasn’t blaming everyone else – she was furious with herself for letting the party down, and she was focused on making things better. Over time, I was to learn that this resilience is another of her greatest attributes, but encountering it for the first time on that Saturday afternoon, I was very encouraged. We had the fight of our lives on our hands, but she was clearly up for it – to keep her job, to secure the government, to deliver Brexit and to turn that speech from lofty rhetoric into policies that would change the country for the better.

One other positive came out of the meeting. At some point we were joined by JoJo Penn, the prime minister’s deputy chief of staff. I didn’t know her, but the prime minister spoke highly of her and I was keen that she stay on to ensure some continuity. Meeting her was almost as important as meeting the prime minister – and she too seemed up for the fight.

I had one last question of the prime minister: what did she want me to do? Was there a job description? No. ‘You sit outside my office, attend whichever of my meetings you want to attend and give me advice. And I’d like you to focus on improving relations between Number 10 and the parliamentary party.’ That was enough to be getting on with.

During the two years I served her, politicians and journalists would often say, ‘She must be a nightmare to be chief of staff to – she’s so difficult to get to know.’ But from that first meeting, that was never my experience. I knew that – provided that she was among people she trusted – I could ask her whatever I needed to know. And just as important, I knew that she would allow me to speak my mind.

The first meeting established our relationship. With that done, I headed to Downing Street.



CHAPTER 2

STEADYING THE SHIP

Most chiefs of staff enter 10 Downing Street at a moment of triumph for their boss, who has either just won a general election or the leadership of the governing party. I was entering at a moment of crisis – Theresa’s job was on the line.

Having called a snap election in the belief that she would increase her majority, she found herself five seats short of the number needed to win a confidence vote in the House of Commons. Thirty-three Conservative MPs, myself included, had lost their seats and many others had seen their majorities cut, with Theresa and her key aides being personally blamed. There had been little consultation about the disastrous manifesto, and her own performance in the campaign was attracting criticism.

But it wasn’t just the election result. A brief statement, made outside Downing Street the day after the election, had made things worse rather than better. There was talk of providing certainty and leading the country forward, but there was no sense of contrition about those colleagues who had lost their seats or of her taking responsibility for what had gone wrong. As I was to find out when I spoke with her, it wasn’t that the prime minister didn’t feel these things – she was distraught that she had let everyone down – but the advice she received was primarily from the civil service, who were concerned about ensuring there wasn’t a panic in the financial markets. It was Conservative MPs who would determine whether she kept her job, but the political advisers who should have tempered the civil servants’ advice had either resigned or were traumatised by the result. And her instinct was to focus on the national interest, rather than the politics.

My immediate priority was to help the prime minister steady the ship, which meant doing three things: appointing a government; assuaging the anger and calming the fear of Conservative MPs; and doing a deal with the DUP, so that the government could command a majority in the House of Commons.

Appointing a government

The first job was to put a new government in place. The question was, would ministers continue to serve under Theresa or would some of them resign to try to precipitate a confidence vote? To a degree, that question had been answered before my appointment. On the Friday, when she asked Philip Hammond, Boris Johnson, Amber Rudd, David Davis and Michael Fallon to continue to serve as chancellor of the exchequer, foreign secretary, home secretary, secretary of state for exiting the European Union and defence secretary respectively, all of them agreed to do so.

The question now was whether to make any changes to her cabinet below these five top jobs. Both the chief whip Gavin Williamson and I felt that, given her vulnerability, the last thing she should do was to destabilise things further by sacking people, who might then become a rallying point for angry backbenchers. That meant there was only one gap, created by the fact that the talented minister for the Cabinet Office, Ben Gummer, had lost his seat.

My advice to her was that she needed to bring Michael Gove back into government. She was not particularly close to him – they had clashed during the Cameron government – and after his behaviour in the 2017 leadership election, she had felt able to leave him on the backbenches. But in the situation she found herself, he was too significant a figure to leave there, whether she got on with him or not. He was highly regarded by the media and, more importantly, had demonstrated his ministerial abilities at the Department for Education, developing and implementing a package of reforms to raise standards and narrow the attainment gap between children growing up in the most deprived parts of the country and those born in more affluent areas. His mistake had been that in his zeal to drive through his reforms as quickly as possible, he had failed to take enough of the teaching profession with him; conscious of his unpopularity among teachers, David Cameron moved him sideways to chief whip in the run-up to the 2015 election. I knew Michael well, having served as his parliamentary private secretary and then in the whips’ office with him, and I felt he had learned from that experience. The question was, where to put him?

Before answering that question, the starting point of the post election reshuffle was to promote Damian Green from secretary of state for work and pensions to first secretary of state. The thinking here was clear: the prime minister was going to have to spend much of her time on Brexit, so it made sense to have a deputy to support her on domestic policy. She had known Damian since university, they had entered parliament at the same time and he had been one of her junior ministers when she was home secretary, so she trusted him completely.

That left a vacancy at Work and Pensions. There wasn’t a lot of new policy work needed there – it was a question of bedding down Iain Duncan Smith’s reforms and in particular addressing the problems with the universal credit system. We needed someone with the intellect to quickly master a technically complex policy area, and the prime minister chose to promote David Gauke from chief secretary to the Treasury. I had worked closely with him when I was the Treasury whip; as a middle-ranking minister at the Treasury, he had to do most of the grunt work getting bills and secondary legislation through parliament. I thought he deserved the promotion – he was always on top of his brief, popular with MPs and a safe pair of hands in the media. I remain a fan today – he’s a huge loss to the Conservative Party.

David’s promotion left a vacancy at chief secretary to the Treasury. Liz Truss was the first female lord chancellor and secretary of state for justice, but she had struggled in the role, coming in for criticism for not standing up for the judiciary when the Daily Mail had branded three judges ‘enemies of the people’ for ruling that the government needed parliament’s approval to trigger Article 50. The prime minister wanted to move her but didn’t want to sack her, so it was decided to make her chief secretary to the Treasury. Although it was technically a demotion, an economic portfolio was more to her taste.

The next decision was who to make lord chancellor. The prime minister decided to promote David Lidington, at that time the leader of the House of Commons. David had served as Europe minister throughout the Cameron government, and the hope was that his diplomatic skills and emollient style would rebuild bridges with the legal profession.

The final pieces of the jigsaw were making Andrea Leadsom, the secretary of state for the environment, food and rural affairs, leader of the house and giving Michael Gove her job. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs had a huge policy agenda (we would need our own agriculture and fisheries policies after we had left the EU and a new system of environmental governance), and the feedback was that Andrea was struggling. Policy development was one of Michael’s strengths and it seemed fitting that, as one of the leading figures of the Leave campaign, he should develop the UK’s new policies in these areas. Andrea took some persuading – she initially saw it as a demotion – but in time she developed a passion for her new role, helping to drive through reforms to tackle the bullying of parliamentary staff and progress the restoration and renewal of the Palace of Westminster. The finishing touch was to appoint Brandon Lewis, one of the up-and-coming members of the 2010 intake, as minister of state for immigration and invite him to attend cabinet.

This reshuffle would stand the test of time. Although Damian had to resign from government within six months, he and his successor David Lidington were pillars of support to Theresa over the next two years. David Gauke was a loyal and effective cabinet minister, both at DWP and when he succeeded David Lidington at Justice. Liz Truss proved better suited to chief secretary to the Treasury than lord chancellor. Andrea loyally supported Theresa until virtually the end of her premiership, despite her misgivings about the Brexit deal. Brandon would serve in cabinet for the remainder of Theresa’s time as prime minister, later becoming party chairman. And despite their not having a particularly close personal relationship, no cabinet minister other than chief whip Julian Smith did more than Michael Gove to help Theresa try to sell her deal.

With the new cabinet appointed, a meeting of political cabinet took place on the Monday afternoon. Political cabinet is a cabinet meeting to discuss party political business. No civil servants are present and it can’t take decisions about government policy. The agenda for this meeting was to discuss the election campaign, the talks with the DUP – which offered the only obvious prospect of a House of Commons majority – and the status of the 2017 manifesto. We weren’t going to be able to deliver some of our promises given the parliamentary arithmetic, and there was a question about whether others should be dropped, given the feedback we had received on the doorstep. Philip Hammond understandably thought that if we couldn’t deliver some of the manifesto commitments to reduce government spending, some of the spending commitments needed to go, too.

What became clear to me during this meeting was how angry many cabinet ministers were about the behaviour of my predecessors, with Sajid Javid particularly blunt about how he had been treated. I don’t think those who aired their grievances felt that the prime minister was aware of the behaviour that had so upset them, but she had appointed Nick and Fi. The strength of feeling was underlined in my first meeting with Philip Hammond later that afternoon. I said it was clear that relations between Number 10 and cabinet ministers hadn’t been as good as they should be and that the prime minister was keen for me to put that right. But before I could mention any of the things I wanted to discuss, he launched into a long account of how he had been treated. He clearly hadn’t wanted to say all this in front of the whole cabinet, but he needed to get it off his chest.

The strength of feeling he and others expressed came as a real shock. Since I’d left the whips’ office, I had fallen out of touch with what was happening across government. I’d been immersed in the detail of housing policy and had then spent every waking hour of the last two months trying to save my seat. It also didn’t chime with my own experience. I didn’t know Fiona very well – we had overlapped when we both worked for Conservative Campaign Headquarters years before, but while she was chief of staff I only had one meeting with her. I knew Nick much better. As with Fiona, we had worked together at CCHQ, but I also had quite a bit to do with him when he was chief of staff. In late 2016 and early 2017, we were trying to agree a white paper that would set out a new approach to housing policy. When we sent our proposals to Number 10 and other government departments for clearance, the Treasury wanted them changed in one direction and Number 10 wanted them changed in the opposite direction. Because Sajid didn’t have a particularly good relationship with Number 10, I became the intermediary and met with Nick several times. I was impressed by his grasp of policy detail. He also knew the prime minister’s mind – if he agreed something with you, you could be confident that she would sign it off. And although he had strong opinions, you could change his mind with good arguments. Whatever my own experiences, it was clear I had a big job on my hands if I was to restore relationships between Number 10 and the cabinet.


The 1922 Committee

But that was for the future. Shortly after political cabinet, the prime minister was due to address the 1922 Committee, the collective body of backbench Conservative MPs, in what would clearly be a make-or-break moment. I had started work on some speaking notes for her on Sunday morning. My former colleagues were angry, but they were also scared. Would the Conservative Party be able to reach an agreement with the DUP? If not, another general election – against a rejuvenated Jeremy Corbyn – was on the cards, in which more of them might lose their seats and which might result in Jeremy Corbyn becoming prime minister. Their anger needed to be assuaged, but their fear was helpful to the prime minister. The last thing they wanted was anything that would strengthen Labour’s argument for another election.

It was clear that any repeat of Friday’s tone would be fatal. The prime minister’s colleagues needed to see how upset and angry with herself she was, how she blamed herself for the loss of those thirty-three colleagues. They needed to be reminded of her years of service to the party as an activist and councillor before she was an MP, that she knew how hard people had worked during the campaign. And they needed to know that she understood that the manifesto had been a disaster and that there needed to be a better relationship between the parliamentary party and Number 10. Only when she had left her audience in no doubt about her penitence could she make the case for stability, including gently making three points about the election result. First, although we had suffered a net loss of thirteen seats, she had got 2.3 million more votes than David Cameron in 2015 and increased the Conservative vote share by 5.5 percentage points. If we had managed to increase our share by that much after a lousy campaign, she should ask them, what might we have achieved with a decent one? The message here was that the campaign had been a disaster, but what she had been doing for the previous year was clearly working. Our handful of gains in the Midlands and the North, despite the national swing away from us, showed that a breakthrough in what is known as the ‘Red Wall’ was possible. Second, we should be pleased with the result in Scotland, where we had gained seats from the SNP. And third, the big increase in Labour’s share of the vote wasn’t just the result of us running a poor campaign; we, like much of the media, had underestimated Jeremy Corbyn’s appeal and needed to take his threat much more seriously.

I gave the prime minister my speaking notes on Monday morning and she told me she liked them. For the second time in three days, I then took something of a risk, telling her that in half an hour I was going to come into the office and take the notes away. She needed to use that time to put my suggested line of argument into her own words. One of the main criticisms of her during the election campaign had been that she was robotic, trotting out rehearsed lines without any emotion. Theresa May isn’t a performer like David Cameron. She can’t just say any old line and make you feel like she means it, but she can be a very effective communicator when she believes what she’s saying. And I felt that for this crucial speech, it was important that the words were authentic and not just the message.

Once she was happy with the speaking notes, a group of us discussed how she should handle the inevitable questions that would arise. The key one was how long she wanted to continue as prime minister. If she put a date on her departure, she would be a lame duck, as Tony Blair had discovered, but it would be tone deaf to imply that she intended to go on for years. Her colleagues might accept the need for stability, but few of them wanted her to lead the party into another election. She might be able to change their minds, but now was not the time for that debate. I suggested a formulation that struck a balance between ambition and humility: she would continue to serve as long as the party wanted her to.

The 1922 meets in Committee Room 14, the largest committee room in the Palace of Westminster, but on this occasion there wasn’t even standing room. I followed the prime minister in and stood just behind her. She started off by acknowledging that relations between Number 10 and the parliamentary party hadn’t been close enough. Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill had stood down, and she had appointed me in her place. That got a huge cheer. Some of the people in that room would change their minds about whether my appointment had been a good thing over the next couple of years, but four days after losing my seat, it meant a lot to get such a warm response from my former colleagues.

From that moment, the prime minister knocked it out of the park. She talked about the good colleagues who had lost their seats, the activists who had worked so hard and how she had let them down. You could feel the mood of the room shifting. And then, fixing them with a stare, she said, ‘I got us into this mess and I’m going to get us out of it.’ When she’d finished speaking, Graham Brady took questions. It was obvious that the whips had encouraged loyalists to be supportive, but when she got the key question about how long she intended to remain as leader, she was pitch-perfect: she spoke about how she had served the party for most of her adult life and said she would go on serving as long as it wanted her to. It was authentic and powerful. When we reached the point when the prime minister was scheduled to leave, Graham Brady said something like ‘The prime minister has to go now’ and she corrected him, saying she was happy to answer any more questions. The subtext was clear: she planned to invest more time in her relationship with the parliamentary party,

As the meeting went on, she was able to get in some of the nuance about the election result. At the end, there was a prolonged banging of desks, which is how the 1922 shows its approval, that was audible to the mass of journalists outside. We had made it through the immediate crisis.


A deal with the DUP

If I had taken a lead in preparing the prime minister for her appearance before the 1922, Gavin Williamson took the lead in negotiating the deal with the DUP that would allow the government to continue in office.

The decision to seek an agreement with the DUP had been taken before I was appointed. The prime minister had spoken to their leader Arlene Foster on Friday morning and in her statement outside Number 10 had said ‘we will continue to work with our friends and allies in the Democratic Unionist Party in particular’. Gavin had flown out to Belfast that afternoon, taking Alex Dawson, one of the most senior remaining political advisers in Number 10, with him, as well as two senior Cabinet Office civil servants.

Gavin offered the DUP a choice of what is known as a ‘confidence and supply’ agreement, where they would commit to supporting the government in tax and spending plans and confidence motions, but not necessarily on any other issues or – to the consternation of some back in Westminster – a full-blown coalition, where DUP ministers would be part of the government. That would mean they would have a say in determining government policy, but they would have to support all government policies. They quickly concluded that they didn’t want to be committed to voting with the Conservative Party on everything, so the talks then focused on the confidence and supply option.

On Saturday afternoon, the message came back that the deal was nearly done. Such was the desperation in Number 10 to provide some stability that a statement was released to that effect. The DUP took umbrage at what they saw as an attempt to ‘bounce them’ and decided they were not in any hurry, forcing the government to delay the Queen’s Speech. Eventually, the prime minister decided that things had dragged on long enough and scheduled the Queen’s Speech for 21 June as a way of forcing the issue.

In the end, the agreement was signed on 26 June by the two chief whips, Gavin Williamson and Jeffrey Donaldson, in the presence of the prime minister and Arlene Foster. It was Gavin’s finest hour, though he was ably assisted by Jonathan Caine, a political adviser who was steeped in Northern Irish politics, having worked for countless secretaries of state and shadow secretaries of state for Northern Ireland.

There are a number of things that are worth noting about the agreement. First, although it fell short of a full coalition, it went further than a simple confidence and supply agreement:


The DUP agrees to support the government on all motions of confidence; and on the Queen’s Speech; the budget; finance bills; money bills, supply and appropriation legislation and estimates. In line with the parties’ shared priorities for negotiating a successful exit from the European Union and protecting the country in the light of recent terrorist attacks, the DUP also agrees to support the government on legislation pertaining to the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union; and legislation pertaining to national security. Support on other matters will be agreed on a case-by-case basis.



Second, we had to make it clear that we would not proceed with two policies that had been in our manifesto:


Both parties have agreed that there will be no change to the pensions triple lock and the universal nature of the winter fuel payment.



This wasn’t much of a concession – there was no appetite among Conservative MPs to proceed with either measure – but it reinforced Philip Hammond’s argument that if we weren’t going ahead with some of the savings from our manifesto, we couldn’t go ahead with some of the spending commitments, either.

Third, the agreement provided the government with long-term stability: it would ‘remain in place for the length of the parliament’.

Fourth, it sought to address two of the concerns we knew people would have about us doing a deal with the DUP: that it was inappropriate, given the government’s obligation under the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement (if you want to understand Northern Irish politics, a good starting point is that the two sides can’t agree on the name of their peace agreement) to exercise its jurisdiction in Northern Ireland with ‘rigorous impartiality’ and that it would disincentivise the DUP from restoring the devolved institutions:


The Conservative Party reiterates its steadfast support for the Belfast Agreement and its successors and, as the UK government, will continue to govern in the interests of all parts of the community in Northern Ireland . . . The DUP recognises the need for early restoration of inclusive and stable devolved government in Northern Ireland and affirms its commitment to agreeing the formation of an executive . . . The DUP will have no involvement in the UK government’s role in political talks in Northern Ireland.
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