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INTRODUCTION


EXIT





At 10 p.m. on 7 May 2015, a handful of numbers shocked Britain. The exit poll for the 2015 general election was so far from what every pollster and pundit had been predicting that none of the main party leaders could believe it.


Like millions of others across the country, the leaders were watching on television at home in their constituencies, with their families and closest aides. Ed Miliband turned to his advisers to ask if the exit poll was wrong. David Cameron hoped it was right but dared not quite believe that it was. A dumbfounded Nick Clegg reached for a packet of cigarettes.


Instead of a ‘knife-edge’ election, with perhaps a dozen seats separating the two main parties, the exit poll forecast the Conservatives would win 316 seats, only ten short of an overall majority. Labour were trailing far behind on 239. In Scotland, the SNP were predicted to take all but one of the fifty-nine seats north of the border in an unprecedented landslide, while the Liberal Democrats were on course to hold just ten of the fifty-seven seats they won in 2010.


Inside Conservative headquarters in Westminster, jubilant campaign staff erupted. Perhaps only Lynton Crosby, the Tories’ Australian election strategist, and a handful of his colleagues who had been conducting seat forecasts in secret for months, were not astounded. As the first results were declared, showing swings to the Tories in crucial marginal seats, Crosby told his team that the exit poll was wrong: they were going to win a majority. By the morning, he had been proved right.


The scale of the shock that the Tory majority delivered can be measured in its impact on the party’s opponents and other figures in the story. In the months before the election, both Labour and the Conservatives were making plans for ruling without a majority in their own right. Both, as it happens, were also preparing for the possibility of a second election later in 2015. But in the space of an hour on the morning of Friday 8 May, Ed Miliband, Nick Clegg and Nigel Farage had all resigned. Labour initiated an inquiry into what went wrong. The polling industry launched an investigation into how they failed to see the majority coming. UKIP descended into a spiral of infighting, with Farage ultimately reversing his resignation and seeing off an attempted coup. Meanwhile, Jeremy Corbyn, a radical left-wing underdog, emerged from the shadows to succeed Miliband as Labour leader.
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This book is an attempt to understand how the Tories managed to pull off such an unexpected victory, in defiance of political history and every reputable opinion poll and professional expert who had offered a view. What techniques did the Conservatives use? Who was responsible for their success? Did they always know that they would win? What impact did the extraordinary failure of so many opinion polls have on the contest? Why did so many journalists, academics, pollsters, civil servants – and politicians from all parties – fail to see what was coming?


In order to answer some of these questions, this book relies on the first-hand accounts and personal testimonies of individuals drawn from the backroom offices to the very top of all the main parties. Some agreed to provide interviews on the record, but the vast majority – many of whom remain active in politics – needed to talk anonymously in order to be free to give their most candid reflections. Their generosity – through hundreds of conversations, interviews, phone calls and emails – has made it possible to piece together the inside story of the 2015 election. In the endnotes, the term ‘private interview’ is used to attribute quotations and other information stemming from formal but anonymised interviews with sources, many of whom played extremely senior roles in the election campaign. References listed as ‘private information’ in the endnotes refer to other material for which the confidential sources cannot be revealed.


This story needed to be written quickly, before the election-night shock faded too far from the public consciousness. It also had to focus on the battle for No. 10, which was only ever between David Cameron and Ed Miliband. While the Scottish political landscape was radically redrawn on polling day, with the SNP sweeping Labour and Liberal Democrat MPs from the map, the Tories won their majority entirely in the south. This essential fact means that the book does not dwell in detail on how the SNP won its landslide. That important story will be told by others.


The effect of the political earthquake in Scotland, however, was to send tremors south of the border that were felt in the homes of Liberal Democrat voters in Devon, Somerset and Cornwall, and those tempted to back Nigel Farage in Kent, Essex and Lincolnshire. Ultimately, the surge of the Scottish National Party provided an essential context for the Conservatives to launch their most damaging attacks on Ed Miliband.


In tracing the reasons for the Tories’ success in England, this book examines in some detail what happened to Ed Miliband’s campaign. The Conservative victory was also Labour’s abject defeat, as Miliband returned to Westminster with fewer MPs than even Gordon Brown managed at the height of his unpopularity, and amid a global financial meltdown, in 2010.


It also deals with the fate that befell the Conservatives’ coalition partners, the Liberal Democrats. Killing the Lib Dems, in what has been nicknamed the ‘black-widow strategy’, above all else enabled David Cameron to return to No. 10 to rule alone. The destruction of Nick Clegg’s party in England was every bit as dramatic as the Scottish National Party’s near clean sweep in Scotland, and, in terms of the results, it was ultimately more important for determining the outcome of the election.
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The first part of this book seeks to explore the reasons why the Conservative campaign proved to be such an effective election machine. Of critical importance is the character of Lynton Crosby and the team he assembled around him. Through these characters and their stories, the book then traces the Conservatives’ strategy to fight the election through the national media in the ‘air war’; on the streets in 100 target seats; and, for the first time in Britain, in a major operation through social media and digital communications. The book then looks behind the scenes at the pivotal moments of the campaign, through the eyes of those who fought it. The final section describes the drama of the election itself and its bloody aftermath.
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History is frequently written by the winners and this book tells the story of the Conservative victory. But it seeks to be fair to all sides. It would be misleading to see the Tories’ election success as inevitable, or their campaign as flawless. The truth is that there were many mistakes and even moments of crisis behind the scenes. Cameron and his team would rather forget how they were plagued with doubts at key points in their campaign. Some details of their story will embarrass senior figures, while others may prove controversial. Miliband’s bid for power clearly faltered, but he inspired considerable loyalty and affection among his senior team. Even Lynton Crosby would acknowledge that the Labour leader held his party together exceptionally well. This book sought contributions from all the major parties. Nothing would have been possible without the generous responses of so many individual sources who gave up their time to share their personal accounts of the general election of 2015.


The techniques and tactics that the Tories used look certain to be scrutinised by others hoping to emulate their success. Yet the Conservative victory also raises questions about what it means to fight a professional election campaign in the twenty-first century, and whether the British political system itself is in trouble. The 2015 election was an extraordinary moment in the story of British democracy. For anyone who cares about that story, it essential to try to understand why the Tories won.

















PART 1


THE TORIES























CHAPTER 1


COALITION





Steve Hilton was in the mood for dancing. It was 3 a.m. in Stockholm, in February 2012, and the temperature was -12°C. European leaders, including Hilton’s boss, David Cameron, were in the middle of a two-day summit on social reform. But the Prime Minister’s director of strategy paced the ice-bound streets dressed in a short-sleeved blue polo shirt and jeans, searching for another nightclub that was open and willing to let him in. The world did not yet know it, but Hilton, a charismatic and visionary Tory who had been Cameron’s close friend and political inspiration for years, had had enough. Less than two years into a five-year parliament, he was so disillusioned with life in government that he had resolved to leave. The causes of Hilton’s frustration were complex. He felt Cameron should be doing more to give power away, reducing the dominance of government in society and putting more control into the hands of the people. Yet the Prime Minister seemed too willing to wait, to compromise on the agenda that they had mapped out together for governing through the Tories’ ‘Big Society’ programme, on which the party had fought the 2010 election. 1


Lingering disappointment at the outcome of that contest may also have played its part. At least one reason Cameron was not able to be the Prime Minister that Hilton wanted him to be was because he was forced to govern in coalition. Hilton was sure about what he wanted to do in government, but the Conservative campaign had failed to convince the country to give them a Commons majority with which to enact their plans. According to those who worked on the 2010 election campaign, a damaging clash of personalities between Hilton and Cameron’s communications director, Andy Coulson, was partly to blame. Relations between the two were so bad that they barely spoke. Cameron was adamant that the pair needed to work together effectively in order for his campaign to succeed, so he made them share a single office inside the Conservatives’ headquarters at Millbank Tower. But veterans of the Tory campaign speak with horror about what went on, blaming shambolic disorganisation for the party’s failure to win a majority. According to one Conservative who witnessed the 2010 operation, nobody was clearly in control. ‘You knew that you would come in on any given day of the week and you’d not have a flipping clue what you were going to be doing,’ the Tory says. ‘There was a real “them” and “us” culture,’ another party insider recalls. ‘Coulson wouldn’t speak to the press office. There was a big war going on between Coulson and Hilton. Cameron put them in an office together and told them, “There can’t be a cigarette paper between you.” But they obviously weren’t getting on.’ 2


While many staffers were dismayed at the tensions and disunity that undermined their chances, some saw the funny side, notably the Tories’ favourite jester, Boris Johnson. ‘Boris came in and gave a pep talk to the troops,’ a former 2010 campaign insider says. ‘He rode a scooter up and down the office and when he had finished, he took one step into Hilton and Coulson’s room and said, “This smells like the rhino enclosure at the zoo.”’ 3


The Stockholm summit in February 2012 – officially called the Northern Future Forum, gathering north European and Scandinavian leaders – was designed as a sort of super-charged brainstorming conference for prime ministers looking for ideas. Hilton was instrumental in establishing the event and the trip to Sweden was to be one of his last foreign assignments as Downing Street’s director of strategy. When he left two months later, in April 2012, observers concluded that he took with him Cameron’s guiding sense of what he was in power to achieve. As the Tories languished ten points behind Labour in the polls, the Prime Minister, it was often said, had lost his muse.


Coulson had quit No. 10 the previous year at the height of the phone-hacking scandal, which had already cost him his previous job as editor of the News of the World in 2007. The public was sickened to learn that among the hacking victims was the murdered schoolgirl Milly Dowler. Others included celebrities such as Jude Law and Sienna Miller, and politicians including the former Home Secretary Charles Clarke. The scandal demanded a radical response. Rupert Murdoch closed the News of the World, after 168 years of printing, in the summer of 2011. David Cameron announced a public inquiry led by Lord Justice Leveson.


In 2014, Coulson was convicted of plotting to hack phones and sentenced to eighteen months in jail. His co-defendant, Rebekah Brooks, the former editor of The Sun and News International chief executive, was cleared. It emerged during the trial that Coulson and Brooks, both of whom were close to Cameron, had conducted a secret six-year affair. The hacking scandal prompted questions over the Prime Minister’s judgement. Ed Miliband accused him of bringing a criminal into No. 10.


The departures of Coulson and Hilton left Chancellor George Osborne as the sole survivor of the trio who ran the 2010 campaign. He, too, would come close to disaster during the course of 2012. The Conservatives had been within touching distance of Labour in the polls, until the Chancellor got to his feet to deliver the Budget at 12.30 p.m. on Wednesday 21 March. Most of the significant announcements had been trailed in the media in the days leading up to the Budget, leaving little new material for journalists to report on the day. Instead, the focus fell on smaller changes, including what became known as the Pasty Tax, a plan to charge VAT on hot savouries, which had previously been exempt. This would have put up the price of pasties and sausage rolls by 20 per cent. Other proposed reforms affected caravans, churches and charities.


Osborne and Cameron encountered strident opposition from Cornish bakers, Tory MPs, the media and the high-street chain Greggs. Under intense questioning from the Treasury select committee, Osborne was forced to confess that he had no idea when he had last eaten a Cornish pasty, leading to accusations that he was clearly ‘out of touch’ with the real world. Cameron tried to limit the damage by professing that he loved pasties and had eaten a ‘very good’ one recently from the West Cornwall Pasty Company outlet at Leeds railway station. Unfortunately, almost immediately, it transpired that no such pasty shop existed at Leeds station at the time when the Prime Minister claimed to have eaten the takeaway.


Ed Miliband enjoyed it all so much that he celebrated by reheating a phrase from the BBC political satire The Thick of It, which instantly stuck. Across the despatch box during Prime Minister’s Questions, Miliband told Cameron:




Over the past month we have seen the charity tax shambles, the churches tax shambles, the caravan tax shambles and the pasty tax shambles, so we are all keen to hear the Prime Minister’s view on why he thinks, four weeks on from the Budget, even people within Downing Street are calling it an ‘Omnishambles’ Budget.





As a measure of how enduring this description of the 2012 Budget turned out to be, the Oxford English Dictionary named ‘Omnishambles’ as their word of the year. Politics paused during the summer, when London hosted the Olympic and Paralympic Games, which were widely seen as triumphantly successful events. But the truce did not apply to Osborne. When he appeared at the Olympic stadium, the crowd of 80,000 spectators booed.


Death and taxes


When the coalition was formed, George Osborne and David Cameron were determined to cut taxes, an instinct common to almost all Tory politicians. However, they were far less dogmatic about precisely which taxes should be reduced first. This turned out to have unfortunate consequences for their relations with the Tory grassroots and right-wing MPs in the years that followed. Nick Clegg had already written a plan to raise the personal allowance, the earnings threshold at which working people have to start paying income tax. Cameron and Osborne looked at the Lib Dem plan and thought, ‘We want to cut tax – we might as well do that.’


For much of the 2010–15 parliament, however, Tory right-wingers wanted tax breaks first and foremost for marriage. These were often the same MPs who intensely disliked the idea of extending marriage to gay couples, a move that Cameron saw as symbolically important but strategically painful. Many MPs – including a number of senior ministers – also wanted Cameron to move more quickly to cut the tax burden on the middle classes. The Daily Mail was one of the papers to point out prominently how hundreds of thousands of middle-class professionals were being dragged into higher tax bands because Osborne had kept the thresholds at the same level while incomes increased.


Some of these frustrations over tax – and same-sex marriage reforms – can be traced back to a lingering resentment among Tories at the decision to enter into coalition with the Lib Dems in 2010. In private, and sometimes in public, Conservative MPs would complain that Cameron and Osborne were hopelessly out of touch, and call for the coalition to break up. Some would also whisper that Cameron was not really a winner. How could he have failed to beat Gordon Brown, the most unpopular Prime Minister in decades, a man who had bottled his chance of winning an election that was never called in 2007 and who was presiding over a massive economic crisis in 2010? Cameron was not the man to steer them to a majority in 2015, the malcontents grumbled. A number of more resolute critics sent letters of no confidence in their leader to Graham Brady, the chair of the 1922 Committee, whose role it was to keep these letters under lock and key unless and until he had received the required number to trigger a leadership election. In at least one painfully awkward conversation, Cameron personally requested that a known opponent of his leadership withdraw the letter of no confidence, during a private, one-to-one meeting in the Commons in 2013. ‘I might do it next year,’ the MP replied. ‘That’s not soon enough for me,’ Cameron said.


With cuts to the army adding to the disgruntlement of Tory traditionalists, it is little wonder that the party leader did not want Conservative membership figures to be published. When they were eventually released, they showed that Tory membership had almost halved since Cameron became leader, falling from 254,000 in 2005 to 134,000 by September 2013.


Selections and defections


Political parties have permanently roving eyes for the right kinds of celebrity endorsements, including, occasionally, recruiting actors and TV personalities to stand for Parliament. As they prepared for the 2015 election, Cameron and his team had their sights on several promising Tory supporters who they hoped would one day be added to the party’s team sheet. James Cracknell, the double Olympic gold medallist, and the television presenters Kirstie Allsopp and Jeremy Paxman were among the highest-profile individuals to be linked with the Conservatives, but never became candidates. Karren Brady, the vice-chairman of West Ham United Football Club, had made a number of star appearances at the party’s autumn conference, but ruled out standing for election. Cameron made her a Conservative peer instead in September 2014.


At one point, the Prime Minister personally asked Andrew Strauss, the former England cricket captain, to consider standing as a parliamentary candidate. It was not such a bizarre idea as it might at first appear, as the two men had met several times and appeared to be fans of each other’s work. In 2011, Strauss had helped raise £25,000 for the Conservatives after offering himself as an auction prize at a fundraising event. Then, during the England v. India Test match at the Oval on Friday 19 August 2011, Strauss invited Cameron into the England dressing room, where the Prime Minister toasted the performances of Kevin Pietersen and Ian Bell, who had both scored centuries. Cameron was so thrilled at having made a speech to the England team mid-way through a Test match that he spent the car journey home phoning his friends to tell them what he had done. 4 On 29 August 2012, Louise Mensch, the ‘chick lit’ author, formally stood down as the Conservative MP for Corby in order to spend more time with her family in America. On the same day, Strauss announced he was retiring from cricket, after fifty Tests as England captain. The coincidence immediately sparked speculation on Twitter and in the newspapers that Strauss could be lined up to deliver the key marginal seat for the Tories. Conservative sources played down the rumour at the time, insisting that it was too late to select him as their candidate for the by-election that Mensch’s departure caused, which they ultimately lost to Labour. But No. 10 had noted the idea.


When, on 19 July 2013, Cameron was making one of his semi-regular trips to watch England play against Australia (he was a left-arm bowler in his youth and remains a keen fan), he saw Strauss and seized his chance. In a typically blokeish and awkward exchange, in the MCC President’s box during a break in the Test match, the Prime Minister approached Strauss and made his pitch. ‘So when are you joining us?’ Cameron asked. According to one witness, ‘Strauss just looked completely flustered and unprepared for the question, mumbled something about having a lot of commentary and media and things he was working on and it didn’t go any further.’ 5


No. 10 was always on the lookout for new talent from whichever quarter it could be found. After Nick Clegg sacked Jeremy Browne, one of his most right-wing MPs, as a Home Office minister, Grant Shapps, the Conservative co-chairman, tried to get him to switch to the Tories. According to one account, Shapps sidled up to Browne in the Commons shortly after he was demoted in 2013 and asked him: ‘Shall we go somewhere quiet where we can talk?’ Browne is said to have answered bluntly: ‘No.’


Two leaders


By autumn 2013, prospective parliamentary candidates had been chosen for all of the Tories’ forty ‘attack’ seats – those target constituencies the party hoped to take from its rivals, chiefly Labour and the Lib Dems. The party had also begun to recruit in earnest for Team 2015, the army of volunteers who would be asked to travel around the country to knock on doors and campaign for the Tories in the run-up to the election. Grant Shapps, the party’s co-chairman, whose personal project Team 2015 had become, was proud that he had already recruited a ‘secret army’ of 3,000 volunteers to be taken by bus to canvass in the Tories’ target seats.


The autumn conference season in 2013 was dominated by one theme: Ed Miliband’s pledge to freeze household energy bills. His advisers had astutely noted that their conference, in Brighton at the end of September, would come at the beginning of the annual period in which the ‘big six’ gas and electricity companies announce their price structures for the winter ahead. These usually provoke a public outcry over soaring bills, with warnings that more pensioners and hard-pressed families will be forced to make the choice between ‘heating or eating’.


The result was that energy prices were rarely out of the headlines, giving Labour an ideal platform on which to hawk their latest election promise and denounce the ‘cost of living crisis’ that George Osborne and David Cameron were failing to address. Privately, Tory MPs and ministers were dismayed at how their side was failing to respond. The party was ‘on the back foot’ for a month, giving ample time for Labour’s policy to take root in voters’ minds. Eventually, towards the end of October – after Sir John Major unhelpfully suggested a windfall tax on energy firms – Cameron announced some measures to ‘roll back’ the green taxes that increase consumer bills. He made the announcement at Prime Minister’s Questions, only telling Nick Clegg of his plan thirty minutes beforehand, despite the fact that the Energy Department was under Lib Dem control. Even senior Tories were left in the dark, with negligible briefing before their broadcast interviews to explain the new policy. 6


The episode added grist to Labour’s argument that Miliband was more ‘in touch’ with ordinary families’ lives than Cameron and his ‘Cabinet of millionaires’. Public polling and focus groups for both sides revealed that the image of a wealthy, Eton-educated Prime Minister did not endear Cameron to the nation’s hearts. He was ahead on trust to manage the economy, but behind Miliband when it came to being trusted to help families with the cost of their everyday lives. For much of the parliament, prices of household goods were rising faster than people’s wages, causing a ‘squeeze’ for many families in the middle-income bracket, which the Labour leader tried to exploit. Though this could be easily portrayed as an old-fashioned socialist class war, there were signs that it was effective. For much of 2012, after the ‘Omnishambles’ Budget in March, and into 2013, Labour enjoyed a ten-point lead over the Conservatives in most polls.


Cameron knew the difficulty he had with his own image but rarely seemed troubled by it. He would confess to friends that since it was obvious that he was ‘considerably posher’ than the vast swathe of the electorate, it would be pointless to pretend to be otherwise. ‘So, I went to Eton,’ he would say. ‘I can’t pretend I grew up in a shoebox in the middle of the M6.’ 7 He was also relaxed about the fact that he lacked a defining policy for his time in office, telling friends that such a legacy was not necessarily a good thing: ‘Blair lacked definition until Iraq and now he is fucked.’


Labour strategists had been aware since 2010 that their leader, too, would require significant work in order to turn him into a winning brand in the eyes of the electorate. Weird, geeky, even too ugly to be Prime Minister: the terms used in the media to describe Ed Miliband rarely gave his side licence to gloat.




[image: ]





In the winter of 2013, minds began to focus on the general election. The major parties were putting their campaign teams together and preparing for a dry run during the European Parliament elections that were being held in May 2014. Lynton Crosby, the Australian election strategist, had taken charge of the Conservative election machine. For Tory MPs, as they peered over their shoulders to see the shadow of Nigel Farage looming ever closer, the priority was to address public concerns over immigration. Voters spontaneously raised the issue with MPs in many marginal seats, complaining that only Farage seemed willing to speak about their concerns. Nigel Mills was one of those who saw the threat of UKIP. His Amber Valley constituency was eleventh on Labour’s target seat list and could have fallen to Labour if UKIP had made inroads into his slim majority. At great risk to his own standing within the party, Mills led a rebellion over the government’s immigration Bill, demanding an extension of limits to the right of Romanian and Bulgarian migrants to move to the UK. These limits were to expire from 1 January 2014. Cameron was forced to delay the Bill in order to avoid defeat.


For other MPs, the European Parliament elections of 2014 looked as if they would be a moment of intense danger for Cameron, who many colleagues feel is not personally committed or confirmed in the Tory Eurosceptic faith. Cameron had to be forced, through a series of back-bench rebellions, to promise an in/out referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU. One Tory MP said: ‘If the Euros are disastrous for us, there could be repercussions for the leadership. Would it be too late to change leader before the election? No.’


UKIP


By early 2014, Cameron knew that he had to get down on bended knee to woo UKIP voters, a position that had not always come naturally to the Tory leader. For the best part of a decade, he failed to shake off remarks made in 2006, when he infamously dismissed UKIP as a party of ‘fruitcakes, loonies and closet racists’ on LBC radio. With eighteen months to go until the general election, such outbursts were banned. In private, Cameron referred to UKIP supporters as ‘my little purple friends’. They were no longer the enemy but increasingly, in Cameron’s eyes, the key to winning a majority.


The European Parliament elections in May 2014 seemed to confirm the seemingly unstoppable rise of UKIP. During the campaign, Nick Clegg decided to debate with Nigel Farage on live television, putting himself in the role of the champion of the ‘In’ campaign, while the UKIP leader was well known as a populist, charismatic advocate of leaving the EU. Even Clegg himself accepts that he did not do well, and his party came fifth in the national share of the vote, on just 7 per cent, losing ten of its eleven MEPs. Farage’s success in the debates also damaged Cameron. The Tories were beaten into third place, behind Labour and UKIP, which topped the poll with 27 per cent of the vote, taking its tally of MEPs from thirteen to twenty-four.


The Tories were given another reason to worry about UKIP. Not only were the ‘people’s army’ taking votes from the established party of the right, they were also taking their MPs. In the course of 2014, first Douglas Carswell, the MP for Clacton, and then Mark Reckless, the MP for Rochester and Strood, announced they were defecting to join Farage and would seek to win their seats at by-elections. For Conservative election planners, by-elections were precisely the kind of high-profile, resource-intensive nightmare they could do without. One senior source said: ‘We need another by-election like we need a hole in the head.’ The Prime Minister declared twenty-four hours after Reckless defected that he wanted the MP’s ‘fat arse’ to be kicked off the Commons benches at the by-election. 8 But Carswell and Reckless delivered a double headache for Cameron, winning their seats as new UKIP MPs.


Perhaps the most alarming feature of the defections for the Tories, however, was the fact that they’d had no idea that either was coming until the MPs were on stage in front of UKIP audiences announcing the news on live TV. This stood in dramatic contrast to the Conservatives’ own defector, Amjad Bashir, a UKIP MEP who switched to the Tories in January 2015. This, too, was meant to have been a top-secret operation. But hours before the news was due to break, a whiff of the story had reached UKIP, who then put out a spoiler statement, suspending Bashir over what it called ‘grave’ allegations about financial and employment issues. The Tories’ prize had been tarnished by a brutal UKIP media operation before they could take it out of the trophy cabinet.


Security


UKIP had already proved its ruthless streak by announcing Mark Reckless’s defection the day before the Conservatives’ crucial pre-election party conference was due to begin in Birmingham. The news dominated the opening of the conference and created an atmosphere of panic among MPs and Cameron’s aides, who worried that Farage was preparing to unveil another defector just before, immediately after, or even in the middle of his leader’s conference speech. In the end, no such announcement came and Cameron was able to dominate the news bulletins with dramatic election pledges to cut income tax for middle-class workers and to provide more tax breaks for the low-paid. The underlying subtext for the whole conference was that the Tories were the party of security and stability. The implicit question to the electorate was: who do you trust to keep you safe? The Conservative rhetoric of security was all the more powerful coming at a time of multiple international – and existential – threats. Vladimir Putin stoked the civil war in Ukraine, while RAF warplanes bombed terrorist fighters in Iraq, and a British-educated terrorist nicknamed ‘Jihadi John’ horrified the world by beheading western hostages in the name of the so-called Islamic State.


In September, fears over national security – and identity – played a central part in the debate over the referendum on Scottish independence. A shock opinion poll in the Sunday Times eleven days before the vote gave Alex Salmond’s pro-independence ‘Yes’ campaign a clear lead, causing panic in No. 10 and spurring all the main Westminster parties to flood Scotland and beg the country’s four million voters to stay. Cameron himself was said to be distraught at the prospect of presiding over the break-up of the Union after 300 years.


In the end, Scotland voted by 55 per cent to 45 per cent against becoming an independent country. The aftermath of this result, and the spectacular surge in the popularity of the Scottish National Party on the wave of patriotic fervour that the referendum had unleashed, was to become the single most decisive factor in shaping the general election to come. David Cameron felt overwhelming relief. A few days later, however, Cameron embarrassed himself with the kind of gaffe that an experienced Prime Minister ought to avoid. During a private conversation at a public event with the former New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, he was caught on camera revealing how happy the Queen had been when he told her that Scotland was safe. ‘She purred down the line,’ he said. Not for the last time, Cameron’s breezy manner, in a casual moment, had got him into trouble.

















CHAPTER 2


THE WIZARD OF OZ





Omnishambles


Lynton Crosby was adamant. He did not want to work with David Cameron.


It was autumn 2012 and the Australian election strategist had not forgotten that a few months earlier the Prime Minister and his unpopular Chancellor had nearly ruined his reputation. Crosby was furious with them for jeopardising his chances of winning a second term for Boris Johnson as the Mayor of London. For weeks leading up to the mayoral election, he feared that the mid-term mess that Cameron and George Osborne were making of running the country would fatally handicap his candidate’s campaign, allowing Ken Livingstone, the former Labour mayor, to sneak back into City Hall. 9


The election was taking place at the height of the coalition’s unpopularity. Six weeks before the vote, Osborne had delivered the ‘Omnishambles’ Budget, making the Conservative Party a national joke over policies to tax pasties and caravans. Labour had taken a ten-point lead in the national polls, while Ed Miliband was celebrating a successful night of local election results across England. Over lunch on a blustery spring day a few weeks before London went to the polls, Crosby was clear that the idea of working with Cameron was out of the question. He is even said to have believed that Osborne should be sacked. ‘If we lose, it will be their fault,’ Crosby confided to his friends. ‘They’ve got no idea what they’re doing.’ 10


On election night itself, 4 May 2012, Crosby feared that victory had slipped away. At 7 p.m. he had ‘more or less written off’ Johnson’s chances and was depressed, according to those who were with him at the time. But Johnson won. In so doing, he defied the opinion polls, and the political landscape of the time, to retain power in Labour-dominated London. Victory was not merely the result of the unique public appeal of the candidate known simply as ‘Boris’. It was, by Johnson’s own reckoning, in no small part due to Lynton Crosby, who executed the kind of highly focused and disciplined campaign for which he has become known.


In the months that followed his re-election, Johnson lobbied Cameron repeatedly, urging him to recruit Crosby to take charge of the Conservative Party’s campaign for the 2015 general election. Dozens of MPs joined the clamour for the man who ran Johnson’s campaigns in both 2008 and 2012. Cameron, it seems, was open to persuasion. He despatched Andrew Feldman, the Conservative Party co-chairman, and George Osborne to woo Crosby.


But, despite Johnson’s victory, the Australian was still reluctant. He remembered being blamed for the Tory election defeat of 2005, when he ran Michael Howard’s unsuccessful campaign against Tony Blair. More importantly, Crosby had serious doubts about David Cameron’s motivation and appetite for the job of Prime Minister. ‘How do I know it’s not just some fucking frolic for a rich bloke to do?’ he asked friends. 11


In the end, Feldman, Osborne and, ultimately, Cameron himself persuaded Crosby that it would be worthwhile, and in November 2012 he agreed to take on the role part-time. In addition to a hefty fee – reported to have been in the region of £500,000 – Crosby demanded total control over the Conservative campaign. Having been heavily criticised in 2005, he wanted to make sure he was in control in 2015 so that at least he would not be blamed for anyone else’s mistakes. To Tories who questioned the new hierarchy, and few dared to do so to his face, Crosby had a crisp response: the election is a campaign for the chance to run a democracy; the campaign itself is not a democratic process. Someone had to be in charge – and it was Lynton Crosby. He also had a job to do on coaching David Cameron himself. Over the months that followed his appointment, Crosby set about ‘breaking’ the somewhat diffident and laid-back Prime Minister, whom he had witnessed making a mess from afar, and ‘re-making’ him in the mould of a national leader who would command authority and respect. By the time of the election, Crosby was pleased to see his candidate had grown into the role.


For David Cameron, it would prove to be a price worth paying. Crosby’s remarkable stewardship was to be the decisive factor in the Conservatives winning a shock majority in 2015. One source close to the Prime Minister has described the Australian as a ‘genius’. 12 Another senior Tory figure says: ‘It was Lynton’s show. Everyone else was pretty secondary. He had that strength of character and personality. He just carries authority and doesn’t mess around. If it had not been for him, we probably wouldn’t have won.’ 13 


Australia


Born in Kadina, South Australia, in 1957, Lynton Crosby has described himself as ‘just a Methodist farm boy from the middle of nowhere’. His father sold the family farm when Crosby was a child and moved the family into the town of Kadina, where they started a craft shop. 14 His devoted parents were both loyal supporters of the right-wing Australian Liberal Party. As a precocious schoolboy, Crosby took on his left-wing teachers in classroom debates about politics and joined the Liberal Party aged eighteen. He even raised money for the party by staging musicals, and remains an avid theatre-lover. After studying for a degree in economics at the University of Adelaide, he went to work for the party, taking on a succession of roles.


In 1982, he tasted electoral defeat first-hand as a candidate, turning, in his words, a marginal Liberal seat into a safe Labor one. ‘In hindsight,’ he told the Australian newspaper The Age, ‘I wouldn’t have voted for me.’ Crosby took a number of roles in the oil industry before returning to politics in the 1990s, at a time when the Liberal Party was struggling. He won attention for his work at a regional level and was made deputy director and later national director of the Liberals in time for the 1996 general election, which, under John Howard’s leadership, the party won. With Crosby’s help – and that of his future business partner, the pollster Mark ‘Tex’ Textor – Howard won successive elections and remained Prime Minister until 2007. Crosby’s successes earned him his nickname, the Wizard of Oz.


His reputation as a political magician who had revived the fortunes of the flagging right in Australia saw Crosby hired to save Michael Howard’s struggling Tory campaign in the British general election of 2005. Although Howard failed to oust Tony Blair, he did significantly cut Labour’s majority. The Tories won thirty-two more seats in 2005 than at the previous election in 2001. Tory insiders from the time report that Crosby was drafted in too late to make a decisive difference to Howard’s chances, only starting work a few months before polling day. But he did inject a much-needed late burst of life into the campaign.


Not everyone was a fan. Plenty of commentators – a breed of journalist whom Crosby has grown to despise – objected to what was termed the ‘dog whistle politics’ that the Howard 2005 campaign deployed. Crosby’s message at the time focused on attacking Labour’s record on immigration, crime, school discipline and deadly hospital superbug infections. ‘Are you thinking what we’re thinking?’ was the Tory slogan for election billboards. It appeared at the bottom of handwritten posters with messages such as ‘It’s not racist to impose limits on immigration’.


It was a slogan that effectively urged voters to reject the political correctness ‘gone mad’ that the right believed New Labour was enshrining into the law of the land. It was also an attempt to make an intimate appeal to voters’ private thoughts, to sway their hearts rather than their heads. Crosby’s method was to point up a well-chosen selection of threats that had the potential to generate fear – killer infections, hordes of migrants, and marauding gangs of youths. While Howard’s campaign under Crosby’s direction may have been unfairly caricatured as ‘nasty’, it hardly amounted to a positive vision for Britain. However, when Blair returned to No. 10, with a significantly reduced majority, he declared that he had heard the voters’ message on immigration and on anti-social behaviour. He promised to ‘bring back a proper sense of respect in our schools, in our communities, in our towns, in our villages’. The message Blair said he had heard was one crafted carefully by Lynton Crosby.


London


Crosby set up the London arm of his company, Crosby-Textor, with Mark Fullbrook, to become CTF Partners in 2010. The venture required Crosby and his wife Dawn – who have two daughters and four grandchildren in Australia – to divide their time across two hemispheres of the globe.


When he was appointed as a consultant to David Cameron’s campaign in autumn 2012, Crosby’s critics feared he would fail because they remembered his unsuccessful ‘core vote’ strategy from 2005. Lord Ashcroft, the Tory grandee and former party treasurer, said his opposition to the appointment was ‘nothing personal’ but warned that the party must be able to appeal to the wider electorate beyond traditional Tory voters. ‘To win a majority, we need to attract people who thought about voting Conservative in 2010 but decided against it, not just keep existing Tories on board,’ Ashcroft wrote on the influential website ConservativeHome.com. 15


Crosby’s methods had been controversial in Australia, too. Particularly contentious was his use of so-called ‘wedge’ politics – messages that will split groups away from an opponent’s party by exploiting issues that generate powerful emotional responses, such as race, tax or migration. In the 2001 federal election campaign in Australia, John Howard’s win was partly thanks to a row over refugees and asylum seekers. Howard’s government refused permission for the Tampa, a Norwegian boat carrying shipwrecked Afghan asylum seekers, to enter Australian waters, in defiance of international maritime law. Howard later passed a law ensuring that the Australian government would have the final say over who entered the country. Then, one month before polling day, a boat carrying more migrants was intercepted. Howard claimed the migrants were throwing their children overboard in order to force the authorities to rescue them. An inquiry that followed found no evidence to support the claim, but Howard still won the election. 16


In the 2015 general election, his wedge of choice would be to exploit the divisions between Scotland and England in the aftermath of the independence referendum. The tactic would prove highly effective. The style of messaging Crosby uses has earned the nickname ‘dog whistle’ because it is designed to act subliminally. The intention is to make potential supporters sit up and listen to coded messages while avoiding causing offence to others, in the way that a dog whistle is not audible to humans but will agitate the canine world. ‘Are you thinking what we’re thinking?’, Michael Howard’s 2005 slogan, fits neatly with this description. Crosby himself has put it better than anyone: ‘In politics, when reason and emotion collide, emotion invariably wins.’ 17


Pigs and cats


While the politics of wedges and whistles seeks to persuade voters through coded emotive messages, Crosby’s own workplace methods are far more direct. In the office, he can be blunt to the point of rudeness and spares almost nobody’s blushes when it comes to making his views known. He gets away with it because he possesses the kind of exceptional personal qualities of charm, charisma and energy that have made him an accomplished leader of political campaigns.


He explains his guiding ethos in classical terms, quoting the ancient Greek philosopher Solon: ‘When giving advice, seek to help not to please.’ Crosby has said: ‘This is more than an excuse for us to be direct with people. It is a guide to what we see as our commitment to help our clients and add value to their affairs, and not simply make them feel good.’ 18


Although he jokes and swears freely, it would be wrong to characterise Crosby as a crude Aussie cross between Dennis Lillee and Crocodile Dundee. But his political candidates can certainly attest to his directness. Boris Johnson, during his first mayoral campaign in 2008, had to give a speech to a group of councillors at the end of a long week. He had not bothered to prepare and tried to deliver the speech off the top of his head. As he walked out of the room, Johnson thought to himself that it had gone adequately and he had probably got away with it. Then his phone buzzed. It was a text message from Crosby. ‘Crap speech, mate,’ it said. 19 Johnson’s misreading of the strategist was not unique. Another colleague who has worked closely with Crosby says: ‘Trying to really understand Lynton is a fool’s errand. I used to say my favourite waste of time was trying to understand what Lynton Crosby was thinking. You just stand back and wonder sometimes.’ 20


David Cameron and George Osborne have marvelled at Crosby’s gift for memorable maxims involving vivid animal analogies. These include such statements as ‘It’s time to scrub the barnacles off the boat’, meaning that unnecessary distractions that will slow down your progress must be ruthlessly purged. Critical to his election planning was the maxim that ‘You can’t fatten a pig on market day’, so it is best to begin marketing your messages before it is too late. If your political opponent is making all the running, it could be time to ‘throw a dead cat on the table’. Boris Johnson explained:




That is because there is one thing that is absolutely certain about throwing a dead cat on the dining room table – and I don’t mean that people will be outraged, alarmed, disgusted. That is true, but irrelevant. The key point, says my Australian friend, is that everyone will shout, ‘Jeez, mate, there’s a dead cat on the table!’; in other words, they will be talking about the dead cat, the thing you want them to talk about, and they will not be talking about the issue that has been causing you so much grief. 21





Needless to say, Crosby seasons his arguments with comments like these while sitting around the boardroom meeting table, in the most powerful company imaginable. Each of the rules above was deployed at some point during the Conservative 2015 campaign.


The pink cardigan


Boris Johnson hired Crosby at the end of 2007 because his attempt to unseat Ken Livingstone as Mayor of London in the election the following year was in trouble. Senior Tories knew that Johnson was ‘getting a hell of a kicking’ and needed to go ‘up a gear’ if he was to have any hope of winning, so they turned to Crosby. 22 His remit was to bring discipline to the unruly Johnson campaign – and for the Australian, nothing came more naturally than enforcing an iron will. After he was hired, Crosby is said to have warned Johnson to do as he was told or ‘we’ll cut your fucking knees off’.


For the general election of 2015, Crosby’s supremacy was unquestioned. The Chancellor briefed journalists that the Wizard of Oz was in charge. As one party official says: ‘Osborne and Cameron built the firm, and Lynton was leading the campaign.’


Crosby’s overriding preoccupation for political campaigns is to deliver ‘message discipline’. This means honing the election ‘messages’ until they lodge in people’s minds, and then repeating them remorselessly. Individual slogans will be tested in polling and focus groups before they are released upon the world. But once a message has been settled upon, Crosby insists his candidates display ‘discipline’ by keeping to his script. The temptation to comment on distracting media stories or interventions from opponents that do not fit with Crosby’s settled narrative is not tolerated. ‘Without discipline, you don’t have a message,’ one of Crosby’s colleagues says.


A senior Tory who worked with him on the 2015 election says Crosby’s all-round knowledge of every facet of political strategy stood out:




He knew about all parts of campaigning and would get involved. He understood literature and was looking at MPs’ local literature and saying, ‘No, yes, that works, that doesn’t’ and understanding the point. He knew about fundraising, he knew about media, he knew about campaigning, he knew about politics. I don’t think there’s anyone else next to Jim Messina [President Obama’s former strategist, who also worked for the Tories in 2015] in the world who does that.





He also based his observations ruthlessly on evidence. After ‘seek to help rather than please when giving advice’, this was the second key Crosby principle. ‘Polling was the science behind it all,’ one Tory official says.




In 2010, the feeling was the campaign was based on what people thought. Lynton’s whole thing was everything should be scientific and tested – ‘This is what the polling says’ … Sometimes people are in denial about that. People said the ‘long-term economic plan’ message was boring, but it was the key to victory.





If all this makes the Tories’ election supremo sound like a machine, he is far from it, personally at least. The myth that has grown up around him is of an alpha male who dictates terms to politicians and will not suffer fools. But, in person, he is surprisingly softly spoken, affable and willing to talk to virtually anybody. The result is a character who manages to command authority, as well as great loyalty and affection among those who work for him.


It is a common enough claim that a good boss knows everyone’s name, from the intern to the chairman, but so many different people say it of Crosby – including those who have worked with him at different times and on different campaigns – that it must be true. He would also make a genuine effort to get his teams to gel. Even during the doomed 2005 election, Crosby made sure that every Friday in the campaign, the entire Tory Party’s central staff came together for a motivational meeting.


On both of Johnson’s mayoral campaigns, Crosby initiated humorous awards for Tory staff who had excelled themselves during the day, again to boost morale. Johnson explains:




Lynton is a fantastic guy and he is brilliant at mobilising the campaign troops and making everybody feel involved. He just loves it and it’s infectious. It becomes a great war. In my campaigns there would be a thing called the pink cardigan, which he would dish out. Every day somebody who did something particularly heroic, like posing in a chicken suit next to Ken Livingstone, would get the pink cardigan as a badge of honour. 23





Crosby took many of these attributes and techniques into the 2015 campaign, motivating his team to work long hours, and demanding of everyone the highest possible standards. At the same time, his calmness and focus made him a reassuring presence inside the Conservative ‘war room’, even at times of crisis. ‘He built such a strong team,’ says one 2015 campaign insider. ‘If there was any division, ever – and I can’t recall any – Lynton really knocked it out of the organisation. They were long days, hard days. Some of them were dark days, but with that guy you’ll get through it all.’ 24


The flipside of being so approachable, however, is that he expects to be approached. ‘His big thing is that he doesn’t like being surprised,’ one former colleague says. ‘If you know there’s a problem and don’t tell him, and you’ve been sitting on it for a while, he won’t accept that.’ 25 When occasionally campaign staff made mistakes, Crosby would take the individual into an office and say, ‘Quick word, mate?’, rather than deliver a public dressing-down. ‘He would let people know if they hadn’t delivered. That didn’t happen often. He is pretty realistic about what we could and couldn’t achieve.’ When an irritating article appeared in the press, for example, he would say: ‘That’s fucking shit, mate. Who is this fucking correspondent?’ 26


Crosby made a point of talking to every Tory MP. He would regularly visit Parliament to give presentations to the potentially troublesome 1922 Committee of backbenchers and would pick up the phone to any MP who called. ‘His was a reassuring voice and that helped stop them speaking out,’ one source says. He would attend and run election ‘away days’ with all the Conservative MPs and present his latest findings and strategy messages to gatherings of the Tory Cabinet ministers. His main point was that everybody needed to maintain discipline in their public statements. MPs could not afford to be commentators on political events; they were participants, he told them. Even those restive Tories who felt that Nick Clegg had too much power over Cameron were persuaded to behave. ‘The fact that Lynton would pick up the phone or speak to anyone when they called really did calm things down,’ one Tory aide recalls.


Those MPs who insisted on behaving like commentators rather than protagonists in the election contest were given short shrift. On at least one occasion, an errant Tory who had openly criticised the leadership checked their messages and found one from Crosby which said: ‘That’s not fucking helpful, is it?’ Another senior Conservative aide says:




In 2010 there was confused messaging and differing camps. You needed to have a single figure in charge. Once a decision was taken, Lynton was very much the man in the driving seat. He was brilliant. It was a real privilege to see him at close hand. He is very astute politically. He’s incredibly robust and plain speaking, which is valuable in the heat of a campaign. You’re not left in any doubt about what you should or shouldn’t be doing.


But he is also a really good team leader. Morale was high and everyone was very loyal to him. He is pretty blunt but he treats people really well and he’s funny. You need to have a leader in CCHQ and Lynton did that really well.





Where others could not cut through the layers of advisers to reach Cameron, or persuade him to take a particular course, Crosby had the magic touch. ‘It’s a total nightmare to get the PM to sign off on things,’ one Tory says. ‘But you could say to Lynton, “We need to do this.” He would say, “Yeah, mate” and tell the PM to do it and it would get done.’


Cameron


Crosby’s influence went far beyond running a happy ship inside CCHQ, testing the party’s messages and enforcing discipline in the ranks. He designed and executed the election strategy that resulted in the Conservatives destroying their coalition partners. The ‘decapitation’ of the Liberal Democrats allowed the Tories to win enough seats to form a majority, giving Cameron his longed-for prize: the platform to govern alone. For Nick Clegg and his party, the outcome could not have been more brutal. Some Lib Dems regard Cameron as unspeakably ruthless for the way he treated their party. But they have got the wrong man. Until Crosby’s arrival, Cameron did not regard the Lib Dems as worth worrying about. Indeed, he believed he would still need Clegg’s help to form a government right up to the moment that the polls closed on 7 May. But one senior Downing Street figure explains that Crosby’s entire focus was to destroy the Lib Dems: ‘The genius of Lynton Crosby’s campaign was being able to spot that the route to victory was through the Lib Dem marginal seats in the south-west, and then to actually deliver it.’ 27


Two months after the general election, on a warm evening in the middle of July, the London arm of Crosby’s company, CTF Partners, held a summer party to celebrate their first five years ‘and the next five years of a Conservative government’. The hundreds of guests gathered at the Science Museum in Kensington included Cameron and most of his Cabinet ministers, Tory staff, journalists, Boris Johnson and the former Australian PM John Howard. In his speech, Cameron thanked Crosby for the colourful language he had brought to work with him at Conservative headquarters and for being ‘a thoroughly good bloke’. Crosby, he said, had handled Conservative Campaign Headquarters with ‘this incredible charm and mesmerising ability to bring people together’.


‘But, of course, most of all what I want to thank you for is the incredible work that you did to secure our election victory, and Lynton, we owe you an enormous debt of gratitude,’ Cameron said, to applause and cries of ‘Hear, hear’ from the guests.




Lynton, you always had faith. You always believed we could do it. In fact, of all the people in the room, you were always the most confident that it would break, and that it would break the right way, if we stuck to the plan and if we stuck to the strategy. And that is exactly what we did. 28 
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