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PRAISE FOR MAY AT 10


“A remarkable distillation of a very complex story.”


TIM SHIPMAN


“Extraordinary … This book reminds you of a time when Downing Street was paralysed by self-doubt. You feel almost dirty reading of such failure.”


QUENTIN LETTS, THE TIMES BOOK OF THE WEEK


“A treasure trove … of insights from the heart of government … Marvellous.”


STEPHEN BUSH, SUNDAY TIMES


“Absorbing and revelatory … Authoritative and insightful … If you want to know who did what when and why, this book will tell you. Seldon excels at piecing together how critical decisions came to be made before coming to well-reasoned judgments about their wisdom and impact.”


ANDREW RAWNSLEY, THE OBSERVER


“Skilled and committed … Seldon has done the nation and historians a service by digging deep into what went wrong inside May’s No. 10.”


EVENING STANDARD BOOK OF THE WEEK


“Where May succeeded in hiding behind the curtains, Seldon draws them open and casts disturbing light on a prime minister who too often preferred to rule in the comfort of darkness.”


NEW STATESMAN


“Anthony Seldon has cornered the market in instant accounts of recent premierships. Senior civil servants and politicians trust him so he always has unusually good access. May at 10, the first serious look at Theresa May’s disaster-struck three years, is no different. Tears, disappointment, recriminations and bitterness. Perfect for Christmas Day.”


THE TIMES POLITICS BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“Extraordinarily detailed … Anthony Seldon manages to be fair yet devastating about Theresa May’s time in office.”


SUNDAY TIMES POLITICAL BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“Seldon … grasps the smallest of detail, yet has a practised eye for the bigger picture.”


DAILY MAIL POLITICAL BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“You might think there was nothing new to write about Theresa May’s turbulent tenure on Downing Street. But Anthony Seldon’s gripping account of her rise to the top is packed with fresh insights.”


i BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“Gripping.”


PROSPECT BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“Excellent.”


NEW EUROPEAN BOOKS OF THE YEAR


“Fascinating.”


MONEY WEEK


“Compelling.”


CHOICE MAGAZINE


“A fantastic book. It does the incredible job of the historian in showing to outsiders what it was really like on the inside.”


JEREMY HUNT
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To Jeremy Heywood, Lord Heywood of Whitehall (1961–2018), and to the civil service he led, the finest in the world.


Profits from this book will be donated to the Heywood Foundation.
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Boris Johnson thought he should have been Prime Minister in 2016 instead of May. Whether in her Cabinet or outside, he constantly probed away at her. Here, he observes her during the 2017 general election campaign.





INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


As well as this new introduction, the paperback edition of May at 10 has an added conclusion, ‘The Verdict’, which assesses the May premiership overall. The introduction, meanwhile, is designed to set the scene and to consider the important questions in assessing the record of Prime Ministers.


The Prime Minister has no clearly delineated job description for new incumbents to read on first entering their new home and office. But that doesn’t mean that criteria for evaluating them are not available.


TEN PRIME MINISTERIAL QUALITIES


No agreed list exists of the qualities Prime Ministers require to be successful in office. My own reading of history suggests these following ten qualities best cover the field; how well did May rate against them?


Prime Ministers above all need strategic clarity about their core mission. They soon find they have very limited discretionary time, and if not completely clear about their goals, they quickly lose focus from the multiple pressures under which they labour. May had to define what her core mission was and relentlessly pursue it. An intellectual strength is essential, because of the sheer volume of work that any PM has to cover. Without rapid absorption and processing skills, they are soon found out and fail to inspire confidence. They need to be good judges of character, and to make appointments that will allow them to achieve their mission. Prime Ministers do not develop policy detail themselves: they have to leave it to others, above all Cabinet ministers. Many Cabinet posts effectively choose themselves, however, and hence the PM’s freedom of choice is limited, so they have to make those appointments they can choose truly count. The discretion to appoint and dismiss is a core prime ministerial power, and they need to know who has talent, how to assess performance, and when and who to sack. Their personal teams are where they have total control, one reason why they rely so heavily on them. But it is the PM who is responsible always for what these aides do, and how they conduct themselves in the name of the Prime Minister.


PMs have to be able to command the room, as effective chairs of full Cabinet and endless Cabinet committees, as well as other regular meetings several times each week. Unless they can keep to the agenda, bring the right people in at the right time and conclude meetings promptly, they will soon lose the respect of their colleagues. They are required to work fiercely long hours without a break, meaning emotional and physical endurance is essential, because the demands on the Prime Minister are relentless and exhausting. They can continue seventeen to eighteen hours a day, seven days a week and throughout the whole year. Many Prime Ministers of the fifty-five to date have had to retire prematurely. Since the Second World War, Winston Churchill, Anthony Eden, Harold Macmillan and Harold Wilson all retired earlier than planned, at least partly on health grounds.


Prime Ministers have to be good negotiators and persuaders: to be able to charm, convince and cajole MPs and others to do what they might not otherwise want to do. They need to be strong communicators, able to command the House of Commons, think on their feet during Prime Minister’s Questions and media interviews, deliver rousing addresses to party conferences and on other set-piece occasions. They have to be decisive, to know when it’s right to take a decision and when to delay. Paradoxically, they also need to be flexible: when the facts, or the balance of opinion, change, they need to change with it. Finally, they have to be empathetic, with their own staff as well as, ideally, with their party at Westminster and with the country. Prime Ministers who lack empathy and appear wooden sacrifice support.


ASSESSING PRIME MINISTERS


What should history make of Theresa May and her three years in Downing Street? Assessing the performance of a Prime Minister is a very inexact science. Words like ‘great’ or ‘deplorable’ are liberally banded around about previous incumbents of No. 10, with little sense of evaluation against agreed criteria. The absence of any clear framework limits the ability to convincingly compare individuals.


This problem of judgement is not new. Britain has had Prime Ministers for 300 years, since Robert Walpole was appointed Britain’s de facto first PM by George I in 1721. Immediate judgements on Prime Ministers leaving office are traditionally considered unreliable: not all the documents are available, passions are still raging and distorting perspectives, and we don’t know what will happen after the PM stands down. All three propositions, though, can be factored into the weighing of a premiership, and this book builds towards a verdict on the May premiership in the conclusion which we believe will stand the test of time. It is doubtful that any fresh documents will come to light in years to come which will alter our understanding of May in any fundamental regard. Passions will continue to rage about the prime issue her premiership confronted: Britain’s exit from the EU. Though the prevailing winds may be blowing in another direction a decade hence, there will be different passions, not an absence of passion. Finally, it is at best debatable the extent to which historians should factor in ‘what happened next’: a strong case can be made for judging the Prime Minister on the decisions they took based on the evidence available to them at the time.


So, what are the different ways of evaluating prime ministerial performance? We lay them out here, as these will be the measures by which we explicitly judge May at No. 10.


Assessing what changed during a premiership, and the extent that the Prime Minister themselves was involved, is perhaps the most obvious way of assessing a PM, and it is the method deployed in a series of my edited books, from The Thatcher Effect (1989) to The Coalition Effect (2015). These volumes asked contributors, all authorities on a particular aspect of policy, to consider what changed between the bookends of the Prime Minister’s time in No. 10, how far the Prime Minister was responsible for the change themselves, where their particular interventions were made, and how effective they appeared to have been. The approach also considers what did not happen during the premiership, and what the opportunity cost was of the time the Prime Minister gave to particular activities: how might Tony Blair, for example, have expended the political capital he gained in the 2001 general election if he hadn’t spent so much of it on the war in Iraq from 2003? This will be the first way that we will assess the premiership.


Examining a Prime Minister’s electoral record forms a second way. This approach concentrates on the political aspect of the job of the Prime Minister, specifically their role as head of their political party, to the exclusion of other areas, including chief executive. It lays particular stress on the verdict of the electorate. What was the PM’s record as a campaigner in general elections, including their timing and success, and how did they perform in other elections, including local and European, and any referendums? This is a clear, if restricted, measure. Harold Macmillan (won one, lost none) and Harold Wilson (‘won’ four, lost one) do well by this yardstick. But the first left office with his party in disarray and heading for defeat, while two of Wilson’s wins were barely victories at all. In contrast, Winston Churchill led the country successfully in the Second World War, but into a landslide defeat in 1945, while Clement Attlee headed one of the most agenda-setting peacetime premierships following him, but saw his huge majority all but extinguished in 1950. So we must be qualified, considering not only a Prime Minister’s electoral performance but the landscapes they inherited and bequeathed.


Prime Ministers can be assessed thirdly in their performance against ten key roles, the first five dating back to Walpole in 1721, and the other five accumulated since. The most basic function of the Prime Minister from the start was to be able to command a majority in Parliament to allow government to pass financial and other necessary bills, and thus to ensure political stability. The Prime Minister is First Lord of the Treasury (the Chancellor of the Exchequer is the Second Lord), and from the very beginning, the Prime Minister has had particular responsibility for the nation’s finances, ensuring that the country is solvent and its economy able to function. Of all a Prime Minister’s relationships, the one most fraught with potential challenges is that with their Chancellor: where creative and constructive, as between H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd George between 1908 and 1915, it can make a premiership; where destructive, as between Tony Blair and Gordon Brown between 1997 and 2007, it can significantly limit its achievement. How did May manage the relationship with her Chancellor?


Relations with the monarch as head of state has been another constant, as seen in the weekly audiences at Buckingham Palace when the Queen is in London. This aspect of the PM’s job has grown to include being a source of dignity and decorum, providing an example of trustworthy leadership to the nation. Patronage was another power evident from the very beginning: this expanded in the nineteenth century to include the appointment and dismissal of Cabinet ministers and wider government posts. Today, it is one of the PM’s most significant powers. Finally, ever since 1721, the Prime Minister has had a national responsibility for keeping the country safe and secure, from foreign attack and internal disorder, from threats including bad harvests and plagues, and to protect the constitution, historic institutions and the Union. Were the constitution, the civil service, Parliament, universities and the Union stronger or weaker in 2019 than they had been in 2016?


Chief executive is the first new role the Prime Minister has acquired since 1721: it was George I, not Walpole, who was the effective head of the limited number of government departments in the early 1700s. The size and complexity of government has increased decade by decade since, and the Prime Minister has borne ultimate responsibility for ensuring its effective working since at least the 1830s. Next, the Prime Minister is the chief communicator: at times of national crisis, major anniversaries or war, it is now the Prime Minister, not the monarch, who speaks to the nation and delivers the key messages. Though it is inconceivable today to imagine the job of the Prime Minister separately from the leadership of their political party, this role emerged in the early nineteenth century. The devising and oversight of economic and social policy has become a core feature of government in the past 150 years: though they do not create policy themselves, the Prime Minister has thus become the chief policy director, setting the policy direction Cabinet ministers follow and ensuring that policy has been properly defined, costed, delivered and executed. Finally, the Prime Minister is chief diplomat and war leader. The PM has taken over progressively from the monarch in the nineteenth century as decider on war, and from the Foreign Secretary in the twentieth century as the dominant figure deciding foreign policy, overseeing intelligence and representing the country abroad.


The fourth and final way of assessing a Prime Minister is to focus on how they perform in the one major challenge they all to differing extents face, select or have thrust upon them. For Margaret Thatcher, it was restoring Britain’s economic vitality; for Tony Blair, the response to 9/11 and the war in Iraq; Gordon Brown, the global financial crisis; and David Cameron, finding a way forward for the nation on Britain’s membership of the European Union.


The result of the EU referendum on 23 June 2016 meant that Theresa May, who succeeded David Cameron as Prime Minister three weeks later, was only ever going to have one overriding mission as premier: to take Britain out of the EU. How did she perform at that task? Were the difficulties she faced insuperable, or were they fundamentally of her own making? The judgement of her entire premiership will rest most heavily on the answer to this question.


A HISTORIC PREMIERSHIP


May’s 1,106 days in office (the twenty-third shortest to date of the fifty-five since 1721) were remarkable in historical terms, which aside from any other factors makes it a significant premiership. Outside of reshuffles, it saw thirty-five ministerial resignations – the highest annual rate in modern history. It witnessed the first and the fourth biggest government defeats in parliamentary history. The defeat on 15 January 2019 on the first meaningful vote by 230 (432 to 202) far outstrips the previous historic landmark, the losses of 166 and 161 votes suffered by the minority Labour government under Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald in 1924. The fourth biggest defeat would come less than two months later, the government losing by 149 votes (391 to 242) on 12 March on the second meaningful vote. Following the 2017 general election, there were twenty-eight government defeats, the second highest number (after the 1976–79 James Callaghan government) since 1945. The May government suffered five defeats on a single day on 3 April 2019, the most in history. The 2017–19 parliamentary session was the longest in modern history.


The May 2019 European elections saw the Conservatives’ worst performance in a national election in the party’s history since the 1830s, coming fifth with just 9.1 per cent of the vote. The volatility of May’s three years in office can be illustrated by the rise of the Brexit Party, which didn’t exist when she came to power but which had become the largest party in the European elections just before she left. Under May, conventions of collective responsibility and Cabinet government were stretched to breaking point. Ill-discipline and leaking never recovered from the suspension of collective responsibility by Cameron during the referendum campaign. On 13 March 2019, three Cabinet ministers openly defied a three-line whip in a vote but were not dismissed by May. Cabinet ministers challenged not just the authority and objectivity of the Prime Minister but also that of the Cabinet Secretary and Cabinet Office.


Speaker of the House of Commons John Bercow broke several conventions, including allowing a vote in January 2019 on an amendment (from Dominic Grieve MP) to a government business motion; allowing backbench MPs to use Standing Orders for emergency debates to take control of the order paper and initiate legislation; and citing a precedent dating back to 1604 to prevent the government from putting the same question to the House (a third meaningful vote on the withdrawal agreement and political declaration) more than once.


The Prime Minister regularly referred to the historic nature of the task of bringing about Brexit, as on 15 January 2019 when she called it ‘the most important vote in our political lives’. There may not have been a constitutional crisis under May, but from the Chequers Cabinet in July 2018 to May 2019 when she announced her retirement, the country experienced a prolonged and distracting political crisis which failed to produce a resolution. Historians will ask about the extent of her responsibility for it, and enquire what opportunities were lost domestically and abroad because its all-encompassing nature was allowed to run on for so long.


THE WRITING OF MAY AT 10


This is the sixth book in my series about modern Prime Ministers. It is less the history of the government and its policies than of the Prime Minister and 10 Downing Street: the view from the PM’s study.


Aside from this new introduction and the new conclusion, ‘The Verdict’, the text itself has been substantially unaltered in this paperback edition. The first edition, published in November 2019, was based on 175 interviews, a lower number than for previous books in the series, concentrating more on figures very close to the Prime Minister. Unattributed interview quotations come primarily from these individuals. The identity of the source, and the context of the quotation, can be confirmed, after the time embargo is lifted, against the typed interview records in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, alongside the many millions of words of interviews from my earlier PM and other books. Most of the key figures in May’s premiership were interviewed for the book, some many times over. The few who were not, and many of the key figures who were, talked to us for this paperback edition.


Would Cameron at 10 have been written differently if we knew how the referendum would play out? Certainly. The vote turned a potentially successful premiership upside down. Similarly, should Boris Johnson’s comfortable election victory in December 2019, and his exit from the EU in January 2020, diminish May’s efforts? Or was she facing a very different set of circumstances? Should credence be given to the argument made by her supporters that her premiership constituted the inevitable hard yards that the country had to go through to come to terms with the idea that Brexit had to be done under her successor?


All history relies on the evidence available. Historical figures who leave behind large archives, including copious letters, diaries and memoirs, will always feature larger than those who did not. It is the craft of the historian to compensate for this disparity as best they can. Such a book as this, the first draft of history, lacks the benefit of documents, though some were made available to us. It lacks the benefit, too, of books. With the exception of those by the incomparable Tim Shipman, few have been written, and none have appeared in the year since May at 10’s publication. We trod mostly virgin snow. Much of May at 10 draws from the primary source, interviews, quoted liberally throughout the book (albeit not attributed to the most important source, officials, for obvious reasons). We tried to clear all quotations with their source, and the book was read over by several who were in or close by Downing Street, invaluable for factual accuracy and sparking fresh memories. Others will judge how well we succeeded in being fair to all sides in a particularly polarised premiership.


For the previous books in the series, I had co-authors, including Guy Lodge on Brown at 10 and Peter Snowdon on Cameron at 10. For this volume, I relied on my principal researcher and associate author Raymond Newell, who had just completed his undergraduate study at my university, and a particularly brilliant one he was too. He already writes better and thinks more clearly than many academics twice his age. I acknowledge my debt of gratitude to him and others at the end of the book.


I believe the judgements in the earlier five books have stood the test of time. The first such book, on John Major, saw him as rather a good PM, an unpopular view at the time but now more widely accepted. All the books tried to give the PMs the benefit of the doubt. Some will think the judgements that follow are over-kind to Theresa May; others, that they are too harsh. Above all, I hope this book is, in part at least, worthy of the late figure who helped me in all those earlier PM books, Jeremy Heywood, to whom it is dedicated. It could equally have been dedicated to the oft-maligned officials who served under him, who strove to do their best for their political masters. It has become fashionable to blame officials. The failures of our age are those of ministers. Heywood respected May as a deeply committed and serious politician. Had he not been ill with cancer, and absent altogether from the summer of 2018, the history of these years would have been different.


Anthony Seldon


July 2020





PART ONE


THE MAKING OF THE PREMIERSHIP
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Theresa May had been Britain’s longest serving Home Secretary in sixty years. For her first year at No. 10, her mindset remained that of Home Secretary.





CHAPTER 1


MADE IN THE HOME OFFICE


The nation was still in a state of disbelief on 13 July 2016. Few had anticipated that Remain would lose the referendum just three weeks earlier. Even fewer predicted that Theresa May would become the next Prime Minister, replacing David Cameron, who announced his resignation the morning after the result. But here she was, standing proud, tall and confident as she delivered her first speech as Prime Minister outside No. 10.




David Cameron has led a one-nation government, and it is in that spirit that I also plan to lead … The full title of my party is the Conservative and Unionist Party, and that word ‘Unionist’ is very important to me … We believe in a Union not just between the nations of the United Kingdom but between all of our citizens, every one of us, whoever we are and wherever we’re from.


That means fighting against the burning injustice that, if you’re born poor, you will die on average nine years earlier than others. If you’re black, you’re treated more harshly by the criminal justice system than if you’re white. If you’re a white, working-class boy, you’re less likely than anybody else in Britain to go to university. If you’re at a state school, you’re less likely to reach the top professions than if you’re educated privately. If you’re a woman, you will earn less than a man. If you suffer from mental health problems, there’s not enough help to hand. If you’re young, you’ll find it harder than ever before to own your own home.


But the mission to make Britain a country that works for everyone means more than fighting these injustices. If you are from an ordinary working-class family, life is much harder than many people in Westminster realise. You have a job, but you don’t always have job security. You have your own home, but you worry about paying a mortgage. You can just about manage but you worry about the cost of living and getting your kids into a good school…


I know you’re working around the clock, I know you’re doing your best, and I know that sometimes life can be a struggle. The government I lead will be driven not by the interests of the privileged few, but by yours.


As we leave the European Union, we will forge a bold new positive role for ourselves in the world, and we will make Britain a country that works not for a privileged few but for every one of us.





Theresa May made her statement just after seeing Her Majesty the Queen, having accepted her invitation to form a new government as Prime Minister. Her words rank among the more powerful of the opening gambits of her fifty-three predecessors who accepted the job from the monarch. Less dramatic, maybe, than when the Duke of Wellington rode into Downing Street on his horse Copenhagen when he became Prime Minister in January 1828. Less immediately arresting, too, than Margaret Thatcher’s words outside 10 Downing Street on 4 May 1979, when Britain’s first woman Prime Minister said:




I would just like to remember some words of St Francis of Assisi which I think are really just particularly apt at the moment. ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is despair, may we bring hope.’





But no other Prime Minister had given such a confident assertion of the direction in which they were going to lead the country. No other Prime Minister had provided so many hostages to fortune. It spoke volumes of her ambition and confidence.


May’s speech was widely and favourably commented upon. The normally sceptical Guardian said, ‘She delivered one of the boldest statements of intent a Conservative prime minister may ever have made. If she envisaged this as a way of introducing herself to the voters who will never have paid much attention to her in the past, she will have made an impact.’1


The speech became the rallying cry for action in her first year as Prime Minister, chiming with the spirit of a nation that wanted strong leadership. ‘The doorstep speech was the guiding document for us in the Policy Unit,’ says John Godfrey, her first head of policy. ‘It was framed and put up all around the building, including in the waiting room at No. 10. In the Policy Unit, we constantly referred to it.’2 She spoke of her passion for the Union and made a powerful commitment to preserve the United Kingdom – the ‘precious bond’ that holds the nations together. The large numbers across the country who had little previous idea of who she was sat up and paid attention. She was promising a new direction for the nation. The speech ushered in a honeymoon period for May that was to last for almost a year, one of the longest for any incoming Prime Minister. The perfect start, one might have thought. But few foresaw that the speech provided three clues to how May would struggle to find success in office.


First, there was nothing of any substance about how she was to approach Brexit, the dominant concern of her premiership, in a way that would bring her divided party together behind her, bring the country together and guarantee Britain’s future prosperity, security and stability. She offered no hint as to how she might unify a nation that had split itself, just three short weeks before, 52 to 48 per cent in favour of leaving the EU, with feelings of betrayal still raw. Would she deliver Brexit as a national or as a tribal leader? Would she interpret the referendum result as a mandate for a complete withdrawal from Europe, or for retaining some continuities? Her lack of clarity in the speech suggested a lack of clarity in her own mind about where she was heading and how she was going to get there.


Second, as she had been elected unopposed, she had no personal mandate for the direction of travel and aspirations she outlined. Her leadership election speech in Birmingham the week before had outlined some radical ideas, including an industrial strategy, a bigger role for regional cities, a tough line on tax evasion, an economy and society that worked for everybody and a greater stake for those who felt dispossessed in areas left behind. But what was her legitimacy for enacting these ideas? And what was the status of the party’s winning manifesto from 2015? She had emerged by default as the victor in the Conservative Party contest for leader, and hence Prime Minister. On what authority, many of her MPs asked, quietly at first, then more noisily, was she leading the country in a different, and far more centrist, version of Conservatism?


Third, and perhaps most tellingly, the words were not her own. They were penned by Nick Timothy, who, along with Fiona Hill, was the co-architect of her bid to become Prime Minister. A gifted wordsmith, Timothy had written the bulk of the speech in fifteen minutes in the Home Secretary’s room in the House of Commons while Hill was spending time secreted away with May, preparing her for the speech.3 May looked at the draft and requested just a few changes on tax policy, to keep open the option of reducing the top rate. He sought to encapsulate her thinking – which he had also helped forge – on social injustice and helping those ‘just about managing’. She delivered it exactly as Timothy wrote it.4


THE MAKING OF THERESA MAY


Theresa May was born on 1 October 1956, the very day that fifteen nations whose ships used the Suez Canal, including Britain, France and (West) Germany, formed the Suez Canal Users’ Association. May was only four weeks old when British and French forces invaded Egypt. Comparisons are inevitably drawn between the conduct of the Suez crisis presided over by May’s Conservative predecessor as Prime Minister Anthony Eden and the Brexit crisis she presided over. Not since Eden, many believe, has there been such an unsuccessful Prime Minister.


May’s distinctive character and style as Prime Minister were shaped by a number of critical events earlier in her life. Her father, Hubert Brasier, an Anglo-Catholic vicar, and her mother, Zaidee, had no other children. In a rare comment on being an only child, she later said, ‘You don’t feel the same need to be in a big group … You’re given more of a sense of … relying on yourself a bit more.’5 With no siblings at home, and with a mother and father often out on church business, she was thrown onto her own resources, spending long hours alone. She later recalled that her father ‘couldn’t always be there necessarily when you wanted him to be’.6 At the age of twelve she began her lifelong ‘love affair’ with the Conservative Party, ‘the relationship that has meant more to her than any bar that with her parents and husband’.7 Many years later, on one of her first trips abroad as Prime Minister to the G20 summit in Hangzhou, China, she turned to Fiona Hill in the car and said, to Hill’s surprise, ‘You’re like the sister I never had.’ Hill took her to mean that, because she’d never had any siblings, especially a sister, she’d never had anyone in whom she could confide or with whom she could have fun.8 As a government minister much later in life, she would find little reason to reach out to others, to enquire how they were, or to share her own feelings with them.


Her education made little obvious impact on her. She was bright and successful but did not shine academically and showed little evidence of being intellectually excited by what she learnt in the classroom or activities in which she participated outside. For two years, she attended St Juliana’s, a Catholic convent school, before moving to Holton Park, a girls’ grammar, which became a mixed comprehensive, Wheatley Park, during her time as a pupil. She has said and done little since she gave up formal education to suggest that it set her alight, and she has displayed little obvious interest in reading books, attending lectures, the theatre or concerts or going to art galleries. She won a place as a commoner at St Hugh’s College, Oxford, in October 1974 to read geography. Conservative politics was her principal extracurricular excitement. She met her future husband, Philip, at a disco organised by the Oxford University Conservative Association: ‘He was good looking and there was an immediate attraction … We were jointly interested in politics.’ They began to meet up at the Conservative events, ‘so we had some common interests to start off with’, she later recalled.9 She revelled in his company, and found even less need for other friendships. She graduated with a second-class degree in 1977 (the classification was not then split into 2:1s and 2:2s).


Philip, just under a year younger, had become President of the Oxford Union in his final year at university. He proposed to her in the spring of 1979, and they were married by her father on 6 September 1980, at her local childhood church of St Mary’s. The Mays settled in Wimbledon. Her life revolved around work at the Bank of England, at which she made steady if unspectacular progress, and serving as a Conservative councillor in the south London district of Merton. Philip, whose career at Oxford had been the more glittering, decided to forsake his own ambitions in politics for the sake of hers. They had no children. Many couples who are without children are immensely curious about and engaged with the children of family and friends. ‘You look at families all the time,’ she later said, ‘and you see that there is something there that you don’t have.’10 We can never know how different May might have been had she had siblings or children of her own. It seems to have made her more inward and dependent upon Philip, and him on her. As an adult, she developed neither an empathetic persona nor any obvious curiosity about the lives of others.


In October 1981, just a year after her marriage, her father was driving his Morris Marina to Evensong in a nearby church when he was hit by an oncoming Range Rover. He suffered severe injuries and died a few hours later in hospital. Several months later, her mother also died, succumbing to the multiple sclerosis she had contracted shortly before May went to university. To have lost both parents in such a short space of time at the age of only twenty-five, and with no close family to share the grief, and no children in whom to sublimate her emotions, was an incredibly cruel blow. The loss of her parents affected her greatly. She could not bear to tell her friends, many of whom discovered only much later.11 The loss drew her still closer to Philip, the undoubted cornerstone of her life. ‘Crucially, I had huge support in my husband,’ she later said, ‘and that was very important for me. He was a real rock for me. He has been all the time we’ve been married, but particularly then, of course, being faced with the loss of both parents within a relatively short space of time.’12


Besides her husband, two other rocks in her life have been the church – she attends St Andrew’s Church, Sonning, every week in the constituency when she can, where the Conservative-inclined vicar, Reverend Jamie Taylor, is a great source of solace to her – and her constituency of Maidenhead, which she first won as an MP in 1997, the year the Conservatives entered opposition after eighteen years in power. She has no close friends in national politics, and the friendships she does have revolve around her constituency association and her church. Church bolsters her sense of duty and mission to be of service, while the constituency gives her life a sense of profound purpose. Its importance could be seen at her fiftieth birthday party in 2006: constituents, rather than school, university, banking or political friends, made up the bulk of her guests.13 When she first became Prime Minister, officials ‘were struck by her enthusiasm to get back to Maidenhead as much as possible – she’d do a lot of her thinking there’. Political advisor Chris Wilkins notes, ‘What she liked best was going to Maidenhead. You had to convince her very hard that she should do something else if it got in the way of that.’14 Everyday activities, going to Waitrose, picking up her dry cleaning or visiting her personal trainer kept her grounded. She was rarely happier than when she was knocking on doors in the constituency and taking part in old-style political campaigning. When she’s not doing that, she’s happiest at home with Philip, curled up on the settee with him watching boxsets on television over a glass of wine. Cooking is her favourite pastime, along with watching programmes like The Great British Bake Off on television, with cricket, a shared interest with her father, a distant second.


She climbed dutifully up the ministerial ladder, beginning when William Hague appointed her shadow Secretary of State for Education in June 1999, where she held a traditionalist view and drew on experience from her time in charge of education as a local councillor for Merton. May rose to political prominence as chair of the Conservative Party, a position she held from July 2002 to November 2003, when she famously delivered her ‘nasty party’ speech. Then leader Iain Duncan Smith is purported to have agreed with what she said, but, under the surface, he was fuming, and it created even more distance in their relationship. She was closer to his successor, Michael Howard, who appointed her shadow Environment Secretary in November 2003. Later, David Cameron appointed her shadow Leader of the Commons, which gave her a broader vision across policy, and she remained in post from 2005 to 2009. However, she made her biggest impact as Home Secretary between May 2010 and July 2016, and it was at the Home Office that she encountered the two biggest influences on her political career: Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill.


May was diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes in 2013, following a blood test after a recent bout of weight loss. When the tablets she was prescribed failed to work, further tests revealed that she had Type 1 diabetes, which is more unusual to develop later in life. She was prescribed insulin injections, initially two a day, subsequently increased to four a day, adding extra pressures to her job. ‘I go to a lot of functions where I’m eating and I speak at dinners, so that brings an added complication … I have to make sure that I have tested and know where I am, and adjust as necessary,’ she explained. Following her diagnosis, she wrote to schools in her Maidenhead constituency, ensuring they understood the support required by students with Type 1 diabetes, and she is seen as an ambassador by the diabetic community for showing that people can lead a very busy and successful life despite having the condition.15


WHAT DOES THERESA MAY BELIEVE?


May’s core beliefs have shaped her politics, but it is easy to lose sight of what they are because her speeches have almost invariably been written for her by aides and officials. More instinctive than intellectual, she owes her beliefs not to philosophers or to a reading of literature and history, despite the fact that at Oxford she was president of the Edmund Burke Society (Philip May succeeded her the following year). She is at heart pragmatic: her beliefs in life have been forged by her experience of it.


She was fired up in part by injustice and was instinctively supportive of the underdog, a position owing much to her lived Christianity, to which she rarely refers. She presented herself often as anti-status quo and anti-privilege, a supporter of working people against the middle and upper classes, an advocate for those from ethnic minorities and those who attended state rather than private schools. She championed the rights of women in the workplace when she was shadow Minister for Women and Equality from 2007 to 2010. She scorned the public school entitlement of her Conservative contemporaries, epitomised by David Cameron (Eton) and George Osborne (St Paul’s School), both of whom attended the elitist and macho Bullingdon Club at Oxford. She once slammed her hand on the oval table in her room in No. 10 when someone suggested that Cameron and Osborne were the party’s ‘modernisers’. ‘I’m the original moderniser,’ she shouted.16 She was passionate about changing the perception of the Conservative Party from the party of the privileged, like Cameron and Osborne, to the party of the aspirational and those from modest backgrounds, like former leader Margaret Thatcher. She would occasionally blurt out, ‘Because I’m not a bloke and don’t go around talking to journalists and being clever, people forget what I did. I am the authentic moderniser. I am the person who gave the nasty party speech.’


The post she enjoyed most before Home Secretary was chair of the Conservative Party. But how far was she herself responsible for her most memorable sound bite: ‘You know what people call us? The nasty party’? She was close at this time to other modernisers, notably Michael Gove and Nick Boles, friendships that were not to blossom. Mark MacGregor, the feisty chief executive at Conservative Central Office and a fervent moderniser, had been agitating for a full-blooded assault, but it needed May to deliver the message. Some credit MacGregor with responsibility for prodding her into making such an uncharacteristically outspoken statement about how the new party needed to change and modernise. Although her political advisor Chris Wilkins wrote the speech, she insisted on including those words.17 It captured a truth about the party, and the arrogance and sense of entitlement of many of its big beasts, though as Prime Minister she found it hard to prevail against public school figures. What she really loved as party chair was the side of the job that defeated many others: travelling the country visiting associations, attending dinners and going door-to-door campaigning.


May’s world view was shaped, however, less by the conversations she had in constituencies around Britain than by her intensive preoccupation with one: her own, Maidenhead. Without political friends in Westminster or beyond, her social life revolved around friendships within Maidenhead, and her views on a range of issues were significantly a reflection of the views she heard from them – inevitably middle class, provincial and conservative.


She believed very strongly in belonging and a sense of identity at both family and national level, with a fondness for communities and traditional values. She was suspicious of the merits of immigration, and deeply sceptical about the benefit of students from abroad studying at British universities. This brought her into conflict with the intelligentsia (not that it worried her), as did her support for grammar schools (ditto). She approved of the latter for providing opportunities for working-class children, and argued for them in her first senior position in the shadow Cabinet, as shadow Secretary of State for Education. A deep believer in the British nation and in the importance of the Union, as seen in her first doorstep speech and frequent trips to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, she became fixated as Prime Minister by the need to hold the Union together.


Comparisons with Thatcher, whose beliefs were often different from her own, were inevitable but always made her feel uncomfortable. On economics, she harked back to pre-Thatcher days, with her scepticism about markets and her belief that intervention and stewardship are often required to get the best out of markets in the interests of all. Despite her time at the Bank of England, economics and finance were never subjects on which May felt confident or which she prioritised, placing national security and social values way above them.


One cannot comprehend May’s beliefs without considering Philip, her closest (indeed, only) true friend and her most influential counsellor before and after she entered Downing Street. Long before she was elected to Parliament in 1997, they were on a joint mission. Philip has been utterly devoted to her every step of the way, playing the role of her constant supporter faultlessly, helping her manage her ascent, her time at the summit and her descent. Their political views chime, though he is more instinctively pro-European than she is, and even more naturally cautious.


THE WAXING OF TIMOTHY AND HILL


May needed others to turn her instincts into words if she was to ever rise above her contemporaries. Two figures rivalled, and for a time even exceeded, the influence of Philip: Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill. Timothy grew up in a working-class family in Birmingham, his father a factory worker who became head of sales at a local steel and wire company, his mother a school secretary. Prodigiously bright, he attended an all-boys’ grammar school in Birmingham and went on to Sheffield University, where he gained a first-class degree in politics. He first encountered May in 2002 when he went to work at the Conservative Research Department (CRD). They formed a close bond, sharing a similar social background and a common belief in social injustice and building a fairer society. He went back to work for her for a year in 2007 before returning to the CRD and was a natural choice as her special advisor when, in 2010, Cameron appointed her Home Secretary.


Hill grew up in a similarly modest background, in Greenock, outside Glasgow, went to university in Paisley (now the University of the West of Scotland), and worked her way up as a journalist, first on the Scottish Daily Record and then on The Scotsman, writing on a range of subjects from football to news, until she landed a job at Sky News. While there, she married Tim Cunningham, a TV executive, whose name she took, before returning to using the name Hill after they separated. A committed Conservative and Unionist, she joined the press office of the Conservative Party in 2006. Hill, seven years Timothy’s senior, became inseparable from him, forging one of closest and most influential alliances in modern British politics. Very few others acquired their precious status, so great was May’s distrust of people. For any outsider, it was exceedingly hard to gain her full confidence. Once gained, her trust was absolute, and she rarely questioned their judgement or way of operating. ‘Back then, I used to find it very hard to say where I ended and Theresa began,’ observes Nick Timothy,18 words that echoed precisely those of former No. 10 policy chief Andrew Adonis on his relationship with Tony Blair.19 Timothy and Hill were the perfect match for May, complementing her in those areas where she was not strong. Timothy was the ideas man, the strategic thinker and the wordsmith; Hill was the tactical thinker who challenged the status quo and expanded the options available to May, taking no prisoners in doing so, and ensuring that her boss was always presented in the best possible light. She was fiercely determined and single-minded, with a sixth sense for how stories would play in the media.


Timothy, just weeks beyond his thirtieth birthday, moved into May’s Home Office inner sanctum in May 2010, acquiring considerable power. He quickly realised that the team was incomplete. May had appointed Annabel ‘Bee’ Roycroft as her second special advisor, who’d replaced Timothy as special advisor when he had left her at the end of 2007. Timothy told May she needed an advisor with national-level media experience, who would help shape May’s whole agenda and presentation. He convinced May that Hill was the right person for the job. ‘We’d overlapped when I was in the Conservative Research Department,’ says Timothy. ‘I’d seen what she was like to work with in the run-up to the 2010 general election. She was brilliant, having the tenacity to drive issues through the system, spotting dangers and eliminating them early on.’20 Roycroft was relegated within the team, and though May offered her civil service roles as a policy advisor and speechwriter, she turned them down. Hill was pleased to be at the centre of the action working with two people she admired, May and Timothy. Hill reportedly told friends later, ‘I should have reflected more on the way May dumped Bee for me after they’d been so close. There’s something very clinical and cold about her.’ Timothy and Hill took just weeks to establish their Home Office style with May. ‘The chemistry between us really worked,’ says Hill. ‘We would talk early in the morning, we would talk throughout the day between meetings, and we would talk again in the evening. We became extremely close, not just on work, but helping each other through difficulties too.’21


May was no rookie: since entering the House thirteen years before, she’d held six shadow Cabinet posts, handled efficiently if not with distinction. How did two young special advisors wield so much influence over her when in post? The answer is that she valued them because they made her a stronger and more plausible figure in one of the biggest and most challenging jobs in government, Home Secretary, much bigger than any other she’d held before. Her strengths were not in devising policy, taking decisive action or leading a department. Nor were they in presenting herself in public and projecting a strong image. Suddenly, she was surrounded by an army of Home Office officials and legions of external figures – the police, intelligence officers, the immigration service and others – whom she found it almost impossible to read and understand.


Timothy and Hill gave her confidence and certainty and ordered her life. They translated her inchoate principles and tendencies into firm policy, adding significant input of their own. Representation of workers on boards, corporate responsibility and grammar schools came more from Timothy, as did social and racial equality. Hill’s specialisms were domestic violence, counter-terrorism, organised crime and modern slavery. These ideas positioned May more in the centre of politics, whereas the traditional Home Secretary job – ‘chasing extremists around the world and banging on about immigration’, as Timothy describes it – made her come across as right-wing.22 Quicker, brighter, subtler, and better at handling people, they outshone all her ministerial and official team for influence on her. They avoided exposing her weaknesses, and instead drew on her strengths: her ability to digest detailed policy briefs, a relentless work ethic and her sense of fairness. She came across as most authentically her own person when she saw injustice from a distant establishment, as when she set up the criminal inquiry in 2012 into the 1989 Hillsborough stadium football tragedy. ‘She felt very keenly a sense of responsibility to those families who had lost loved ones,’ recalls Will Tanner, a close and trusted advisor of May’s. ‘Lots of people tried to deter her from setting up the inquiry.’23


May’s record in other areas as Home Secretary showed rather less compassion and came under fire for itself being ‘nasty’. Immigration was a topic she felt very strongly about, believing that too many immigrants had entered the country under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, and she had no qualms about – indeed, she showed satisfaction in – trying to fulfil the aim in the 2010 manifesto to reduce annual net migration to the tens of thousands. Though the goal was never met, she placed severe restrictions on non-EU migrants and created a ‘hostile environment’ for illegal immigration, which she defined as ‘deport first and hear appeals later’. Employers and landlords were required to carry out onerous identity checks. ‘In the UK illegally? Go home or face arrest’ declared advertising vans, which were withdrawn after a public outcry shortly after their introduction in 2013. ‘If one aim has defined May’s political career it is her desire to dramatically reduce immigration to the UK,’ said the New Statesman.24


Her strong stance and her lack of obvious empathy for migrants and their children made her vulnerable to criticism. The decision to destroy the landing cards of Windrush-generation Caribbean-born British citizens was not May’s personal choice, having been taken by the UK Border Agency under Labour in 2009. But the effects of her regime and hostile environment policy contributed to the deportation of legal citizens, and without landing cards they often lacked proof of legal status – a matter which would come back to haunt her as Prime Minister.


May’s vision on immigration reflected that of her Conservative constituents in Maidenhead. So too did her view on universities, which she thought had become too elitist and needed rebalancing towards technical and vocational education. Rarely has Britain had a Prime Minister less supportive of higher education. Her antipathy crystallised around student visas, where she bought wholesale the belief that there were too many bogus and staying-on students in the UK (despite evidence to the contrary), and she was almost alone in her team in persisting in wanting to count overseas students in the total immigration numbers. ‘She thought many overseas students were not high-end graduates,’ Nick Timothy says. ‘The majority are not at red-brick universities. Control of numbers was her big thing and her view of student visas was reinforced by her view that universities were becoming commoditised.’25


Police reform was another area which chimed with her deep instincts. She thought the police had got away with manipulating the government in the past and needed standing up to, and she was fierce in the way she handled them. She was booed offstage by angry officers at the Police Federation annual conference in 2012 when she told them they should ‘stop pretending’ they were being ‘picked on’ by the government. She cut their spending by 20 per cent as part of the austerity programme, with officer numbers falling by 19,000 by the end of her Home Office tenure, and she stood up for black communities who disproportionately experienced stop-and-search.26 Again, her stance backfired when soaring knife crime and the terrorist attacks during the 2017 general election campaign were blamed on her cuts.


May thus cut a strong figure as Home Secretary, to the surprise – and, increasingly, the concern – of Cameron and Osborne, as the coalition government’s senior woman in a job historically seen as one of the more difficult in Cabinet. Inevitably, people began to ask whether she might one day become Prime Minister herself. She had indeed harboured such thoughts and ambitions of her own, but she did not share them more widely, aware of the widespread scepticism, stemming from her lack of soulmates or even companions in politics, and lack of firm opinions on major political issues. Chris Wilkins was one of several to see her ambition at the time:




I had no sense when she was Conservative Party chair that she wanted to become party leader, nor later on; but you could never tell with her. I do not know what was underneath her thinking or what was truly on her mind. But though I worked closely with her, I hardly knew her at all, though I knew her better than many in politics did.27





Wilkins’s own conviction was that she didn’t have what it took to be Prime Minister. On the day she was appointed to the Home Office, he exchanged messages with political allies, and together they concluded that she was not up to even being Home Secretary. But when he found out that Timothy was going to work for her, he thought that she would cope.28 She certainly didn’t have the ability in his eyes, nor that of many contemporaries, to rise any higher than Home Secretary.


Timothy, however, believes that she flirted with the idea of having a pop at the time of the 2005 leadership election, when Michael Howard stood down: ‘She asked me about the leadership election, and only later did I realise that she was asking my opinion on whether or not she should stand.’29 Timothy’s advice was to use the opportunity to campaign on the causes she believed in, such as bringing more women into politics. She accepted the counsel and backed Cameron in the leadership election. As early as her first autumn as Home Secretary, Timothy and Hill discussed whether she had it in her to go to No. 10. The former’s view was that she didn’t, but Hill was more optimistic and thought she was open to advice. She’d listen to Philip, as always her closest influence, who would be the decisive factor. So her two chiefs of staff, Timothy and Hill, organised a dinner with both of them in September 2010 at the Skylon restaurant near the Royal Festival Hall. JoJo Penn, who had joined the Home Office as a policy advisor, was another present.30 Penn was a protégé of Timothy, who had been impressed by her work at the Conservative Research Department.31


As the five sat down at a table looking out over the River Thames, May was still uncertain about the reason, if any, for their dining together. Timothy was uncomfortable about asking the question himself, so Hill launched in. ‘Would you like to be Prime Minister?’ ‘Yes,’ was her immediate reaction. The one word had been spoken, the pact agreed. The rest of the meal was spent discussing other matters. For the next two years, they were all careful not to say or do anything to destabilise her relationship with Cameron or to make it appear that she was anxious to advance her own agenda: ‘She was very clear she would never be involved in undermining the Prime Minister. She never wanted to appear – or be – disloyal. It stopped us doing proper planning behind the scenes,’ says Timothy.32 But from late 2012 May became increasingly restless to put her own mark on the party, egged on strongly by her team. On 9 March 2013, she gave a speech about the case for leaving the European Convention on Human Rights which, though poorly delivered, put down a marker that here was a Cabinet minister with strong views of her own. Three months later, on 12 June 2013, she gave another landmark speech to the Reform think tank’s annual dinner. Far from exceptional in content, it was a not uncritical defence of government policy that ranged beyond her brief as Home Secretary. It confirmed her pulling power and revealed to Timothy and Hill the influence she had if she carried on making public speeches.


An early challenge looked possible with the Scottish referendum, held in September 2014. Together with the highly political Stephen Parkinson, who had now joined the team, the chiefs thought she was in with a chance if Scotland voted to leave and Cameron fell (as he himself thought a serious risk). Indeed, Cameron had planned to resign the morning of the referendum result if the result had gone against him.33 But Scotland voted 55 to 45 per cent to remain in the Union, and her moment silently passed.


But not her ambition, which was only stirred further by Cameron’s newly revealed fragility. Less than two weeks after the Scottish referendum came her most confident party conference speech, on 30 September, written by Timothy while in the United States. A powerful statement about the risks of extremism and the need for strong counter-terrorism measures, her speech was preceded by a headline-grabbing gambit. She was introduced by a black student from Brixton called Alexander Paul (once mentored by Timothy), who told the conference of the psychological effects of the police’s use of stop-and-search powers without reasonable grounds. ‘I too am a law-abiding citizen with no criminal past,’ he said, ‘yet I have been stopped and searched not once or twice, but over twenty times between the ages of thirteen and eighteen.’ His highlighting of the treatment experienced by many young black people made a powerful statement of intent about May and the kind of Britain she wanted to see. The Sun described her as ‘Maggie May’34 above an article that began, ‘Steely-eyed Theresa May positioned herself as the Tories’ “new Iron Lady”’.35 Comparisons to Margaret Thatcher were becoming more frequent.


In November 2014, three events coincided in one week that seriously agitated her rivals as Cameron’s successor, above all Osborne. She appeared on both BBC Radio 4’s Desert Island Discs and, broadcast on the same day, the BBC’s Andrew Marr Show, again interpreted as a bid to raise her profile, even though her team protested that she did so at the instigation of No. 10. Equally, they said (totally fairly), they had had no foreknowledge of the timing of Desert Island Discs. Three days later, on 26 November, she introduced in Parliament new counter-terrorism powers. It culminated in newspaper headlines saying, ‘This is Theresa May’s week’. The Sunday Telegraph speculated on whether it was ‘the first stage of a campaign to bolster her image ahead of a bid for the Conservative Party leadership’36 and the Daily Mail spoke of ‘Theresa’s three-day media blitz’,37 while commentator James Kirkup asked, ‘Has Theresa May just declared war on Downing Street?’38


Timothy and Hill were so alarmed about adverse publicity that even members of her team were cut out from knowing about her designs on No. 10. One advisor who joined the team after the election in 2015 says, ‘There was some knowledge when I joined the team that her leadership bid was an ambition. But she was very gnomic about it and would never acknowledge it to anybody.’ Will Tanner, who joined the Home Office as an official in 2013 and moved into May’s office in 2014, had the same experience: ‘It was not at all clear to me when I was at the Home Office that she wanted to be Prime Minister. I had heard that there had been a dinner [at the Skylon restaurant] but it was not openly discussed.’39


Despite their attempts at secrecy, her ambition inflamed other rivals to the Cameron crown, especially those in pole position. ‘Halfway through the coalition government, suddenly Osborne realised May was no longer compliant and was a potential rival for his next job,’ says Hill.40 Her team had picked up that Osborne had only wanted her appointed to the Home Office so that she would be the lightning rod for its cuts that would fall heavily on police, with the subsequent rise in crime giving a pretext for then moving her on, replacing her with a younger and more amenable Home Secretary as the deficit narrowed and the austerity drive ended. Osborne in truth never took her that seriously and was baffled, as were others in Cabinet, when she emerged as a credible successor to Cameron.


Everything about May and Osborne grated on each other – philosophically, culturally and socially. Fifteen years his elder, she viewed him as a ‘boy’s boy’, upper not middle class, urban not shire, and cosmopolitan not nationalistic. Their first skirmishes were over immigration and student visas. Their teams echoed and reinforced the antipathy between their bosses, seeing slights even where none were intended. Osborne (with a compliant Cameron) relentlessly promoted his own supporters, helping them into safe seats in Parliament and thereafter helping them up the ministerial ladder. Today, Osborne downplays the tension:




Theresa May had the view that I, David Cameron and Her Majesty’s Treasury were doing her down at the Home Office. But it was not true. As Chancellor of the Exchequer, I regarded her as one of my equals. It had been my idea to make her Home Secretary in 2010. If I’d have become Prime Minister myself, I’d have made her Defence or Foreign Secretary. I thought at the Home Office she was her own person. I hadn’t minded when we’d clashed over some things. I thought she was a big figure, and robust debates over big policy decisions are what can and should happen in government.41





The friction with Osborne was manageable so long as May and Cameron remained on good terms. She took great pains to ensure she had a good relationship with the Prime Minister. Nick Timothy explains:




On many issues, David and Theresa were on the same page, including immigration and counter-terrorism. The main priority of the coalition government was the economy, and they were pretty much in the same place on that. The main fault line of the coalition government was on civil liberties, which was bang on her territory.42





When things became tricky, she and Cameron would get together and patch things up, despite her increasing suspicion that Osborne was whispering in his ear. Tensions cranked up following the appointment of Craig Oliver as director of communications, after Andy Coulson left over the phone-hacking scandal in 2011. Oliver rapidly became a hate figure to May’s team, and while relations were better with the emollient chief of staff Ed Llewellyn, they were more fractious with Kate Fall, his deputy.43 ‘Craig Oliver was always paranoid that we were trying to launch a coup. I thought that he had built his relationship with David in part on imagining dragons and then slaying them,’ Timothy says.44 To Oliver, the way that May, Timothy and Hill ‘unilaterally declared independence’ at the Home Office was the cause of the problem. ‘It was a constant battle to get them to engage properly on anything,’ he says. Oliver became the front figure of the increasing battle between No. 10 and the Home Office from 2013, ‘because no one else seemed willing to take her on’.45 From 2014, relations began to fray with other big beasts in Cabinet too. Whereas Timothy and Hill had had a good relationship with Gove, May’s once positive relationship with him had soured, and he was one of her few Cabinet colleagues whom she actively disliked. Tension with Mayor of London Boris Johnson was growing too. By the final year of the coalition government, relations with both were becoming distinctly uncomfortable, and they were about to get even uglier.


Cameron and Osborne had moved Gove from Education Secretary to Chief Whip in July 2014, believing he had become a liability with teachers. With a general election looming less than a year away, they wanted to tackle unwelcome political noise elsewhere, and they turned their sights on Hill and Timothy. Hill was caught up in a bitter and increasingly public struggle with Gove, who believed that the Home Office was not doing enough to stand up to Islamism. May took the MI5 and police line, that the danger was not Islam per se but the mixing of Islamism with violent thinking. Tensions flared up explosively one night in June 2014, after Gove had briefed journalists that the Home Office was to blame for an Islamist takeover of schools in Birmingham. Hill reacted furiously, placing documents in the public domain suggesting that the Education Department had been negligent when Gove had been in charge.46 Cabinet Secretary Jeremy Heywood was asked by Cameron to investigate the spat. Timothy and Stephen Parkinson wrote a joint letter to Heywood saying that all three were equally guilty and the leak was not just from Hill, reasoning that Cameron would not demand all three of them be sacked. But No. 10 wouldn’t buy it, and May ultimately agreed that Hill would have to go, after Cameron threatened that she herself might have to resign if she clung on to her advisor.47 May was free to fight another day, but one of her lieutenants had been sacrificed to spare her, and not for the last time.


Hill’s departure did not bring peace between the Home Office and No. 10. Downing Street wanted further scalps, May’s team suspecting Oliver was behind the offensive. Hill herself became an associate director for the Centre for Social Justice think tank, working to combat modern slavery, but she grieved deeply her lost job and felt a deep bitterness towards May. She had her first rocky period, too, with Timothy, and mourned no longer being in the team. Timothy wanted to be known as the sole chief of staff, leading to tensions within the remaining team, and making him even more of a target for No. 10. The agent provocateur was the chair of the party, Grant Shapps, whom May’s team suspected of trying to prove his loyalty to Osborne, the likely next leader, by setting himself up as the disposer of Osborne’s enemies. In December 2014, seven months after Hill’s departure, Timothy and Parkinson found themselves summarily dropped from the list of Conservative candidates, allegedly for refusing to campaign in the Rochester by-election the previous month. May’s attempts to hold on to Timothy came to nothing. He was out in the cold.48 What antagonised Timothy in particular was that the West Midlands seat of Aldridge-Brownhills, which he craved, had been quietly contacted to stop him being selected for it. He was convinced that Osborne was ultimately responsible, with Oliver his fellow assassin and Shapps merely the willing executioner.49 Timothy’s treatment would encourage him to temporarily leave front-line politics, but the bitterness he and Hill felt went very deep and simmered dangerously. He recalls:




I had had enough. We didn’t think a leadership election was going to come up any time soon, and I needed a break. Things had gone badly wrong with No. 10. Craig Oliver had poisoned No. 10 against us and made me feel they would try to get rid of us. Fi had been sacked and I had been thrown off the candidates list. I wanted to do something else.50





Any hopes in the No. 10 or Osborne camps that May might have been weakened with Hill and Timothy gone from the Home Office were soon disabused. Cameron’s surprise announcement during the 2015 general election campaign that he would not be fighting again sent an early leadership contest right back up the agenda. The slender majority of twelve that Cameron won in the general election on 7 May 2015, against the predictions of many, was not a disappointment to Hill and Timothy. It suggested that the end of Cameron’s premiership would only come sooner, in spite of the rigidities imposed by the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act. Nor were they too frustrated that Cameron had kept May at the Home Office in his post-election reshuffle, though Timothy had believed they might move her on to Defence or the Foreign Office and had contemplated staying on if they did.51 A change to a fresh post might have revealed her weaknesses. But, as one Cameron advisor comments, ‘Cameron was reluctant to move her: he took the view she was workmanlike, hadn’t screwed up, was a woman, and he’d leave her.’


2015–16 AND REAPPOINTMENT


In the autumn of 2015, Theresa and Philip May convened a dinner at the Corinthia Hotel by the Embankment and Whitehall, to which they invited Hill, Timothy and Will Tanner, who more than anyone stepped up after Timothy’s and Hill’s departures. Initially a civil servant focusing on police reform, Tanner broadened his interest to include counter-terrorism and immigration when he succeeded Parkinson as special advisor in the autumn of 2015. He shared a close personal and ideological bond with May.52 The EU referendum, due to be held on 23 June 2016, was the dominant issue of discussion that evening. The consensus view was that it would divide the Conservative Party again, after a period of comparative calm over Europe under Cameron, and would provide fresh opportunities for a May candidacy. ‘Do you actually want to do this?’ Hill asked her bluntly again, as she had at the Skylon dinner. May again replied in one word: ‘Yes.’ There was no need to discuss her answer. Everyone was clear that they should forge ahead on their course, and May herself did not need to know what preparations were being made.


Osborne was now very obviously the front-runner to succeed Cameron. May knew that her best chance was to concentrate on doing the best possible job as Home Secretary, ensure no more spats by pugnacious special advisors fighting on her behalf, and avoid a screw-up that could end her prospects. May herself was absolutely adamant: in public, as in private, she wasn’t prepared to do any active campaigning until the moment Cameron announced that he was standing down.53 But behind the scenes Timothy (now working at the free school champion the New Schools Network) and Hill had the green light from her to prepare for the candidacy they had spent five years anticipating, though they were still far from confident of victory. Neither foresaw how quickly events would unfold.


THE REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN: 2015–16


After the 2015 general election, May reverted to her stoic self, forging ahead with her personal projects on counter-terrorism, security and immigration, while keeping her head very firmly under the parapet. It took her time to adjust to her new team: she never found change easy. Tanner shared a close ideological outlook with May on many issues, as did Alex Dawson (half-brother to one of Cameron’s team in No. 10, Gabby Bertin), who had joined from the Conservative Research Department as a second special advisor to replace Timothy. Other members of her new team who were to play prominent roles subsequently in No. 10 were JoJo Penn, who had returned from studying in the US, and Liz Sanderson.


Shortly after Easter 2016, Timothy and Hill made a secret visit to May in her home in Maidenhead to glean where she thought MPs stood on her, in the event of an early leadership election. The task was not helped by May’s ignorance of, and lack of a relationship with, many Tory MPs. ‘We were not at all advanced,’ agrees a senior member of her campaign staff. ‘In contrast, Boris had been planning it for a while. He was disorganised by nature, whereas we were disorganised by design and timidity.’ Despite Timothy and Hill being no longer physically present, relations with No. 10 remained edgy. As 23 June approached, No. 10 became increasingly anxious about how she would declare in the referendum. Pressure from Cameron, as well as from Llewellyn and Oliver, intensified as the weeks passed. Although Cameron had said in public that he didn’t want anyone to declare until after his February 2016 re-negotiation with the EU, May felt constant pressure behind the scenes, from No. 10 to declare for Remain on the one side and from Timothy to declare for Leave from the other. She kept her intentions from her team, who thought her main concern was that not enough had been done to satisfy people’s concerns on immigration and taking back control of the borders; this worried her more than anything about the EU.


According to Tanner, meanwhile,




her main preoccupation was ensuring people, especially the most vulnerable, did not suffer economically. She feared an economic downturn. She cared too about sovereignty, but from the point of view of security rather than trade. She saw the EU as inflexible and ideological, as against the UK, which she saw as pragmatic. My sense was she only decided to come out for Remain about two weeks before she declared her allegiance in public.54





Hill, who was always more pro-EU than Timothy, and could normally read May’s mind better than most, was in the dark, too, on how she would declare:




We were all very Eurosceptic at the Home Office, as so much of what we wanted to do was hampered by the EU. We were against the EU courts in particular. I always assumed she would come out for Brexit. I was genuinely surprised that she came out for Remain. It was partly out of loyalty to David Cameron, but she also had a personal feeling in favour of the EU, but she then was always ambivalent.55





Pressure from the Cameron camp almost tipped her into Leave, especially when a deeply frustrated Osborne put the boot into her during the campaign, with stories that she’d be sacked appearing in The Sun newspaper. With the atmosphere becoming very nasty, Team May blamed Osborne and his team for the threats.


Timothy remained the most single-mindedly pro-Brexit among her supporters, although he was not physically with her in the Home Office. It was to him that she turned to write her speech during the referendum campaign which, although pro-Remain, suggested significant ambivalence and made her the most pro-Brexit of all those in Cabinet who came out for Remain. The speech countered ‘those that say the sky will fall in’ if Britain was to leave the EU, and referred expressly to her scepticism regarding the value to Britain of the European Court of Human Rights, advancing the case for leaving it instead of the EU. But it was what she said about Turkey not joining the EU that was the most striking. May told Timothy directly, ‘I don’t want to say that Turkey should not join.’ She believed their support against terrorism and the migrant crisis to be vitally important and was reluctant to strain the relationship. But he wrote back a terse reply explaining why she should say it, and why he believed it was important that Turkey was not a member of the EU. Timothy prevailed, indicatively, and her speech was unequivocal about the case for Turkey not gaining membership status.


Like all May’s team, Timothy expected Cameron to carry the day, and took himself off to Sicily to get away from it.




None of us expected Brexit. And none of us expected David to announce he was going immediately after the result. I went to Sicily because I hadn’t anticipated that result. I couldn’t stand the campaign and I was away in a remote mountain village when the referendum result came through. My phone kept on vibrating through the night, which woke me. I went down to breakfast and heard Cameron’s resignation speech. It was all very strange. I vividly remember a German couple who said very sternly, ‘Some questions should never be asked.’56





Timothy immediately called May, who was so distraught that she was in tears about the result. He and Hill saw her cry only half a dozen times in their entire career together, and then it was mainly from frustration. But now there was sadness too. ‘The ones who voted for Brexit will be the ones who suffer the most,’ she told him, thinking of those in the left-behind areas. Here in a nutshell, Timothy now believes, was the core of her entire belief on Brexit. ‘Ultimately, she saw Brexit as a damage-limitation exercise for those she thought would lose out, rather than what it could and should have been: a positive opportunity for a new start for Britain.’ The one silver lining she saw that she relayed to him down the telephone line was the greater opportunity it would now give to control immigration. Timothy remembers being impatient with her on the phone, but he had no doubts about her intention: she was going for the leadership.57


THE LEADERSHIP CAMPAIGN: 24 JUNE–11 JULY 2016


An hour-long conference call took place between Hill, Timothy, Penn and Damian Green, May’s long-standing friend from university and political colleague, to plan the next steps. On the call also were the first MPs to come onside: George Hollingbery (May’s parliamentary private secretary) and two whips, Simon Kirby and Kris Hopkins. Time was short, they acknowledged together, with the election teams of other candidates far ahead of them.


Cameron delivered his resignation speech outside No. 10 at 8.15 a.m. on 24 June, saying that he was leaving to ensure the country would have a ‘strong, determined and committed leadership’ to take Britain through Brexit. May watched it and called Hill to tell her she was ready to run, and ready for the campaign that she would need to fight. They met in person at 1 p.m. All traces of her tears at the result had disappeared in the few hours since she had spoken to Timothy. She hugged Hill and was, for her, highly animated and excited at the prospect of becoming Prime Minister.58 Tanner’s twenty-eighth birthday fell on that day. The party planned for that evening was immediately cancelled as he swung into action, calling Dawson and Penn and convening a meeting in May’s rooms in the Home Office.59 The race was on.


Hill talked May through the strategy later that day and spoke again to Timothy as he was making hurried plans for his return from Sicily. A skeleton staff came together in her house in Wimbledon to start planning. Johnson’s team called to ask if May was willing to do a deal with Boris. ‘Bog off,’ was the reply.60 With Osborne dead in the water with the referendum loss, they considered Johnson their principal rival, followed by Sajid Javid and Jeremy Hunt. Indeed, much of the early support for May came specifically from the ‘Stop Boris’ MPs.61 Andrea Leadsom emerged a few days later, while Liam Fox’s star was already fading, to their surprise, as they had expected him to do better. But Gove was a nagging worry too. They knew that Gove wouldn’t support May. But what was he up to? None of them knew.


Timothy was back in action by Saturday, and he and Hill began directing operations jointly. One who joined the team that weekend comments, ‘Nick and Fi totally ran the show. Everyone was very much working for them.’ Here was the moment that they had awaited for years, and they had a deep certainty and conviction about what needed to be done. As Timothy puts it:




Theresa trusted us. She would really only comment on the odd phrase or a particular point of strategy. But she had confidence in us to get the rhetoric and her voice right. Her leadership campaign was very focused. Fi and I did what we always did for her: we gave her the strategy, organisation and policy content.62





They counted upon a team of loyal lieutenants. Tanner joined forces with Penn, working on lists of MPs in May’s room in the Home Office on the Saturday, and from Sunday in her office in the House of Commons.63 Lizzie Loudon, another to join at this time, had been up in Scotland and had been neglecting to pick up calls from the Gove and Johnson teams. Once back in London, she went to see Hill, who had been impressed by her knowledge on Brexit (she’d spent a year as media advisor to Iain Duncan Smith and had worked on the Vote Leave campaign). She had good contacts across the media, including with New Statesman editor Jason Cowley and Guardian journalists Patrick Wintour and Nick Watt.64 On Sunday evening, Gavin Williamson, who had been Cameron’s parliamentary private secretary and knew the parliamentary party inside out, came on board: they considered this a real coup. Indeed it was. No one, including Timothy and especially May herself, had much knowledge of MPs across the party. Williamson knew the MPs inside out. Sunday also saw George Osborne formally retire from the fray, recognising that he was too tarred by the referendum to have a realistic chance of success. May’s team gave a vengeful cheer.


By the end of the weekend, Johnson looked as if he might walk away with it. Headlines in the Daily Telegraph on Monday morning suggested he had 100 names behind him. It made May’s team work even more frantically on Monday, going through all their lists and making pleading calls. By late evening, it seemed to be paying off, and they were pleased to see the Daily Telegraph suggesting that Johnson was losing support. Williamson had instituted 8 a.m. meetings in the Commons with MPs from Tuesday. They followed inner-team meetings, which provided stability and purpose, and leveraged to the full his deep links across the party.65 Promising support came from MPs like Alan Duncan and Justine Greening, who had backed Remain, and Chris Grayling, who had been prominent in the Leave campaign. Nicky Morgan’s prospects burned for a time, with backing from the liberal wing of the party and supporters transferring from Osborne. But when she ran out of road, she switched her allegiance to Johnson on the grounds that he was the candidate at the time most likely to unify the party. Gove’s alliance with Johnson, brokered on the Saturday after the referendum, with Gove receiving the post of Chancellor of the Exchequer in return for his support, equally burned bright for a time. A formidable pairing of the two big beasts, both with Brexit credentials and the ability to draw votes from across the party, it too soon fell apart. Gove began to realise, with Johnson’s failure to confirm Andrea Leadsom’s support, that he was not backing the right man. Nominations were to close at noon on 30 June, one week after the referendum. That morning, Morgan’s special advisor Luke Tryl was in her office in the Education Department when she phoned in high excitement: ‘You will never guess what has happened: Michael is standing.’66 She immediately threw in her lot behind him and became his proposer, while at the same time Johnson lost two other leading women, Liz Truss and Amber Rudd. May’s team were as shocked as anyone by Gove’s decision. ‘It had not been clear to us to begin with what Michael was going to do,’ says Timothy. ‘If he was going to run or position himself for a job. There has always been a split between the Michael who wants to lead and the part of him who is not quite sure if it is right.’67


Positioning themselves on the EU was one of the earliest challenges for May’s team. They met with some officials for a briefing about the preparations for Brexit, only to be told, ‘No work has been done, Home Secretary.’ Immediately after the referendum, Olly Robbins, May’s Second Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, had been brought in by Heywood to be the lead figure in planning Brexit, based in the Cabinet Office. Timothy came up with the idea of creating a fresh Brexit Department to ensure that, if May was to emerge as the victor, they would have at least one department untainted by the Whitehall pro-EU mindset, to be given added legitimacy by appointing a Brexiteer to lead it.


May rapidly had to establish her own identity and policy platform. Timothy and Hill decided that the most suitable venue to launch her campaign was the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), the world’s oldest security think tank, where she had announced her counter-terrorism and extremism policy in November 2014. On the morning of the speech, 30 June, the closing day for nominations, her team found out at 7 a.m. that the landscape was about to change rapidly. Social media was alive with talk about Johnson, Gove, Nick Boles and Andrea Leadsom. When the team arrived at RUSI, they saw Sam Coates of The Times make a face at them to indicate something big was up: they quickly concluded that it was to do with their principal rival’s campaign, but they did not know what.


Again, May’s speech was written by Timothy, and she made few alterations. She was visibly nervous as she stepped up onto the podium. It was to be one of only two speeches that she made during the leadership contest. Although both speeches were overshadowed by events off-stage, they still revealed much about her thinking. She announced ‘three clear reasons for my candidacy’. First, the country needed ‘strong, proven leadership’ to lead it through the uncertainty and to negotiate the best possible terms for leaving the European Union. Second, to ‘unite the party and the country’, with her powerful commitment to uniting all the nations of the United Kingdom. Third, to offer a ‘bold, new, positive vision for the future of our country’, one which would ensure a future ‘that works not for a privileged few but for every one of us’. Then she said she wanted to clarify a few matters. First and most importantly, ‘Brexit means Brexit’, a phrase coined by Timothy which was to come back to haunt her: ‘There must be no attempts to remain inside the EU, no attempts to rejoin it through the backdoor, and no second referendum.’ Next came other words that she, Timothy and Hill would for ever regret: ‘There should be no general election until 2020.’ Distinguishing herself from Cameron and Osborne on fiscal policy, ‘We should no longer seek to reach a Budget surplus by the end of the parliament’ – more delay than new direction. On the mechanisms of Brexit, she announced her intention to create a new department responsible for conducting Britain’s negotiation with the EU to be led by a senior Secretary of State who themselves campaigned for Britain to leave the EU. As Prime Minister, she was to fall short on many of these promises.


The speech was never cleverer than in the words written to describe herself, which made her social weaknesses appear as virtues: ‘I know I’m not a showy politician. I don’t tour the television studios. I don’t gossip about people over lunch. I don’t go drinking in Parliament’s bars. I don’t often wear my heart on my sleeve. I just get on with the job in front of me.’


She finished by talking about her successes as Home Secretary, judged to include: taking on the Police Federation; exposing police corruption, from Stephen Lawrence to Hillsborough; and deporting Abu Qatada. Whisked straight back to the Home Office in her official car, she went smartly up to her office and put on the television, where she saw the announcement that Johnson had withdrawn following Gove’s bid, recognising that his cause was lost. It rapidly became the news story of the day, eclipsing May’s speech and preventing it receiving the full attention and scrutiny that it merited.


Nominations duly closed at noon. May and Gove were the favourites, with Crabb, Fox and Leadsom the other three candidates. Leadsom had been in two minds whether to run: Gove’s standing, coupled with Johnson’s inability to issue a statement or written promise of a No. 11 job, spurred her into action.68 It was a remarkably depleted list. No Osborne, no Johnson, no Hunt. Deep within Whitehall, senior Permanent Secretaries met with Jeremy Heywood. They, like most others, were underwhelmed by the quality and lack of experience. They concluded that May was the best choice, not because she voted Remain but because she was methodical and serious and wasn’t wild or unproven at leading the country at such a pivotal moment. May’s team now focused their attention on Gove, the candidate they feared, who launched his campaign and policy platform the following day, 1 July: ‘We all thought to ourselves, “There’s no way that you came up with all that policy in twelve hours,”’ says Timothy.69 With just three days before the first Tory leadership ballot, the May team went into overdrive, working from their new offices in Westminster. As the pendulum swung towards May, they received a surge of calls from MPs pledging their support. She made it clear that she would make no deals, a calculated risk meaning that some MPs, like Priti Patel, who had previously been toying with standing herself, didn’t come over openly to support her until late in the day. But that was May’s style.


On Tuesday 5 July, the first Tory leadership ballot saw May emerge clearly in the lead with 165 votes (50.2 per cent), Leadsom second on sixty-six, followed by Gove on forty-eight, Crabb on thirty-four and Fox on sixteen. Fox was duly eliminated while Crabb withdrew later that day. Two days later, on 7 July, came the ballot to whittle the remaining candidates down to just two, who would then go before the Conservative Party members in the country to decide. May received 199 votes, a majority, but according to Nick Timothy, ‘The big thing in her mind was she didn’t get 200, which disappointed her.’70 Gove, to the surprise of many, came third and was eliminated, MPs still furious at him for stabbing Johnson in the back. He reflects on the defeat: ‘After the referendum, the parliamentary Conservative Party was in a state of mild shock. Theresa seemed the safe choice, especially after the bust-up I had with Boris, though I think the evidence is she’d have won even had we stood.’71 According to the rules, there would now follow two months of national campaigning before the Conservative membership had their say on the final two in September. Hill had a hunch that ‘this isn’t going to run the full course to the autumn’.72


The early signs were that Leadsom was going to be a much more formidable competitor than Johnson or Gove, not least with the money of Vote Leave backer Arron Banks behind her and the benefits of access to Leave.EU’s database. But, behind her calm exterior, Leadsom was appraising whether she really wanted to go ahead with it now that the reality had dawned, and she had already been hurt by what her team considered a deeply unpleasant campaign against her orchestrated by Grayling. It was so offensive that she had a meeting, unknown to anybody at the time, with 1922 Committee chair Graham Brady to discuss the mechanism if she decided to withdraw.73 On Saturday 9 July, an interview with her appeared in The Times, by journalist Rachel Sylvester. The Times had been asking for an interview for some days, and the Leadsom team had agreed to it only late in the day. Rather than it taking place in London, as Sylvester had expected, at the last minute Leadsom’s team asked for it to be conducted in Milton Keynes, close to her South Northamptonshire constituency. Sylvester found it an ‘almost surreal’ experience talking to her in a coffee shop while the fire alarm went off and babies cried all around. She found Leadsom very agitated when she turned up, clearly overwrought and distracted. She asked Leadsom about her references to being a mother in the EU referendum debates, to which she replied:




Yes … I am sure Theresa will be really sad she doesn’t have children so I don’t want this to be ‘Andrea has children, Theresa hasn’t’ because I think that would be really horrible, but genuinely, I feel that being a mum means you have a very real stake in the future of our country, a tangible stake. She possibly has nieces, nephews, lots of people, but I have children who are going to have children who will directly be a part of what happens next.74





Tim Loughton, Leadsom’s campaign manager, believes she was drawn into a deliberate trap by The Times.75 Sylvester denies this flatly, but reflects, ‘I don’t think her comments on May’s childlessness were a mistake – she meant to humanise herself and differentiate herself from her rival. I remember thinking it was really mean.’ Sylvester didn’t immediately realise, though, that there was a story in it, let alone the massive one it became.76 Sylvester is adamant that The Times did not give her any instructions to stitch up Leadsom: indeed, there was nothing in the way the interview was conducted to suggest that was Sylvester’s personal intention. But the May camp had no doubt that The Times, who did not like Leadsom, wrote it up deliberately in a way to cause trouble. Sam Coates texted one of May’s team to say, ‘You can thank me now or you can thank me later.’ One of May’s team comments, ‘They knew exactly what they were doing with the way they published the interview: it was very calculating.’ A storm ensued on publication, with Leadsom accused of punching below the belt. Hill gave firm instructions that there was to be ‘no comment at all’ on the furore following the interview, so they were not seen to be digging the knife in but letting the story run its natural course.77


On Monday 11 July, May travelled up to Birmingham accompanied by Philip, Lizzie Loudon and another aide, Rupert Oldham-Reid, leaving Timothy and Hill in London, for the second of a planned series of speeches laying out her platform. As May was reading her notes in the green room fifteen minutes before she went on the stage, her team received a message that Leadsom was anxious to speak to her. May messaged Hill back in London to ask whether she should take the call. ‘I said that on balance she should. But she didn’t call me back to tell me what she had said.’ May asked for Liam Fox, who was with her to introduce her to speak, to leave the room so that she could talk to Leadsom alone. ‘I’m pulling out,’ Leadsom told a passive May. ‘But I appreciate you not saying anything till I have told my staff and made my announcement public.’ May thanked her politely. ‘I think things are going to change a bit,’ she said to Philip, who then embraced her and gave her a kiss. ‘Don’t tell the campaign team yet,’ Philip said to her. ‘We should honour her wishes.’ She then went up onto the stage and kept her mind focused on her text, giving no indication about what she had just learnt.78 Hill recalls, ‘I watched her give her speech and heard her voice wavering at one point, so I thought that something might have happened.’79 The team back in London, though, were in the dark as they watched her speak.


Her Birmingham speech was intended to broaden out her platform to embrace the economy and saw her pivot decisively leftwards. Her drafting team had broadened, too, to include John Godfrey, soon to be her head of policy in No. 10, as well as Tanner and Penn. The principal author, though, remained Nick Timothy, who remembers, ‘I wanted it to take the policy agenda forward, moving into areas such as corporate behaviour, tax evasion, workers on boards, energy prices, job security and industrial strategy. We were crafting the agenda for what was looking increasingly likely to be her premiership.’80


The choice of Birmingham, Timothy’s hometown, was symbolic. The heart of industrial Britain for 200 years, it had faced major structural decline. May began strongly:




We need to reform the economy to allow more people to share in the country’s prosperity. We need to put people back in control of their lives. We need to give more people more opportunity. And we need to get tough on irresponsible behaviour in big business … So if I’m Prime Minister … we’re going to have not just consumers represented on company boards but employees as well.





In an unashamed attack on the excesses of crony capitalism, she went for the ‘irrational, unhealthy and growing gap between what … companies pay their workers and what they pay their bosses’. She advocated binding shareholder votes on corporate pay, greater transparency on top-end pay, and reform of competition law so markets worked better for all. Individual and corporate tax avoidance and evasion were other targets. ‘It is not anti-business to say that big business needs to change.’


In her closing passages, Timothy wrote words that showed quite how radical a leader he planned May to be. ‘This is a different kind of Conservatism, I know,’ she said. ‘It marks a break with the past.’ Here was a Conservatism that believed in communities, not just markets; in society, not just individualism; in an active role for the state, rather than seeing the state as the enemy; and which wanted to return to the Burkean One Nation tradition of conservatism uniting all, not just the successful and well-off.




From Robert Peel to Lady Thatcher, from Joseph Chamberlain to Winston Churchill, throughout history it has been the Conservative Party’s role to rise to the occasion and to take on the vested interests before us, to break up power when it is concentrated among the few, to lead on behalf of the people.





The words could only have come from Timothy. May’s view of the Conservative Party was one based on her own experiences within it, not its history. Then, with a peroration about the need to come together ‘as a party and as a country’, she quit the stage.


As soon as she left, the cocoon of the British state closed in around the Prime Minister-elect, and security whisked her and Philip back to London in an official car. Her team were desperate to ask her what Leadsom had said. As soon as she was safely in the car, she phoned Hill. ‘I’ve won,’ she said, exploding with elation as she spoke.81 Timothy and Hill had worked tirelessly to hear these words for six years. They knew now they would have to move at pace. May was driven to the campaign office, where she made a short speech over drinks to the twenty or so team members present, thanking them for their hard work. They were still in a state of shock, expecting the leadership contest to have gone on until September. ‘Everyone was slightly delirious,’ recalls Loudon. ‘We’d been anticipating a difficult, multi-week campaign, which we thought we could win, though nothing was certain. Suddenly, we discovered it was all over.’82


The team’s phones immediately lit up with calls from former backers of Leadsom wanting to speak to them, desperately hoping for jobs and favour. While the team went off to a pub on Horseferry Road near the Home Office to celebrate, May and Philip went to her nearby flat with Timothy and Hill. While there, Heywood called from the Cabinet Office: ‘I have made room for you in the building: you need to get to work on your Cabinet.’ Her two lieutenants shot off to it, working until 11 p.m. on 11 July before returning at 4 a.m. the next morning. The Cameron team asked for time to allow him to take one final Prime Minister’s Questions in the House, as Blair had done nine years before. All day on 12 July, Timothy, Hill and May worked tightly together finalising the Cabinet and the team they were to take with them to Downing Street. On Wednesday 13 July, May was summoned to Buckingham Palace for the Queen to invite her to become Prime Minister. Moments earlier, on the street outside No. 10, Cameron’s final words were to wish her well, saying she would provide what the country needed: ‘strong and stable leadership’.


The Home Secretary, the longest-serving in recent history, suddenly found herself Prime Minister. But being Home Secretary is poor preparation for No. 10. Prime Ministers need to be wide-ranging, strong communicators and creative. The Home Office is a bunker. And the longer an incumbent is there, the more its tendrils choke its political boss. If the Home Secretary has an introverted personality, the effect, as No. 10 was about to find out, could be even more pronounced.
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Theresa May’s chiefs of staff Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill, whom she imported into No. 10 from the Home Office, shaped every aspect of her first ten months as Prime Minister.





CHAPTER 2


FORTRESS NO. 10


Tuesday 12 July 2016 was the single most important day in May’s premiership. The truncated leadership campaign gave her little time to prepare herself, to think through what she wanted to achieve, or how to achieve it. Ted Heath, in contrast, had five years to prepare as Leader of the Opposition for No. 10, Thatcher four, Blair three and Cameron five. In recent history, Gordon Brown hadn’t been Leader of the Opposition, but he’d spent ten years preparing for the premiership as Chancellor. Only John Major in November 1990 found himself hurtled through the black door with no time at all to prepare. Brown and Major, like May, had similarly beleaguered and difficult premierships, never entirely on the front foot.


The unseemly rush placed even more raw power in the hands of Timothy and Hill, the two people who had made her Prime Minister. They rank among the most influential Prime Minister’s advisors in modern British history, even if they were at the top for less than a year. It took this one day, 12 July, for all their preparations over the previous six years to be scrunched together. Decisions were taken on her agenda, the style that her premiership would adopt, the team within No. 10 who were to shape her, who were to be the ministers in her government and, as significantly, who was to be shown the door.


THE MAY AGENDA


May had shown at the Home Office that she was a politician with a strong instinct for helping the vulnerable. We see it in her support for the Hillsborough families whose loved ones had perished in the tragedy at Sheffield in April 1989; in her standing up for the powerless against the police and other parts of the establishment; in her support for black people in stop and search; and in her desire to help those who suffered from prejudice, whether racial minorities or those with mental health problems. But her skills did not extend to strategic thinking or policy formation, nor to persuasion: she was not good at winning others over to her views. All Prime Ministers depend heavily upon those around them. Not since Anthony Eden, whose experience was in foreign policy alone, was a Prime Minister so totally dependent on their team. The circumstances she suddenly found herself in on 12 July added greatly to her dependency. As Nick Timothy puts it:




Our biggest disadvantage was that the leadership campaign didn’t run its course, which meant that we were unable to develop her programme. We knew what the main challenges and problems were but didn’t have the opportunity or the time to work them through into properly formed policies or expose them to public scrutiny.1





The sudden cessation of the leadership election meant that May, her character and grasp of ideas were not fully exposed to scrutiny. Had she had a deep well of reading of political philosophy or history upon which to draw, she might have been better placed for the catapult into No. 10. But she travelled ideologically and historically light. The two speeches in her leadership campaign, at RUSI and in Birmingham, were high on rhetoric and ambition but short on detail. Many of the ideas were a radical departure for a Conservative leader, with roots in the domestic policies of Joseph Chamberlain, the Liberal Unionist leader whose party merged with the Conservatives in 1912, forming the Conservative and Unionist Party. It had similarities to the thinking of Conservative Prime Ministers Benjamin Disraeli, Stanley Baldwin and Harold Macmillan. It begged the question: how far were these ideas those of May herself, and how far those of Timothy? Will Tanner puts it thus:




We didn’t have enough time to work up our agenda ideas in the head-to-head with Andrea Leadsom. There wasn’t the time to set out and gain legitimacy for the more radical parts of it. It meant we were reactive from early on and didn’t have a coherent enough agenda from which the Whitehall departments could lead, even though we were trying to drive policy hard from No. 10. The departments would come back at No. 10 and say, ‘She doesn’t really believe all this stuff, does she?’ Yet she did.2





The May agenda, such as it was, consisted of four broad elements. On detailed policy for leaving the European Union, and on Britain’s future relationship with it, the cupboard was almost bare when she arrived at No. 10. Cameron and Osborne had given a very clear directive to the civil service: no contingency planning for a Leave vote was to take place during the referendum campaign. So Whitehall was waiting to be told what to do. The decision was announced during the leadership competition to create the Department for Exiting the European Union (DExEU), but not the strategy on Brexit that the department was to adopt. May had strong instincts on the EU and how Brexit might take place. But her policy for Brexit was an open book when she became Prime Minister, on which others, particularly Timothy, would write the words.


Economic and industrial reform, her second theme, was almost entirely based on Timothy’s thinking. It included putting workers on boards, making changes to corporate governance, intervening in the market to reduce fluctuations and short-termism, and introducing moves to reduce regional disparities. Less-publicised policy goals of Timothy’s included rethinking investment in human capital, expanding infrastructure spending and making energy costs more affordable. Overall, the programme most resembled the policies of Tony Blair, more than those of any Conservative Prime Minister since Thatcher. The agenda needed considerable preparation and pitch-rolling if it was to gain traction, due to the demands it placed on Whitehall and its lack of underlying popularity with Conservative MPs.


Her third theme, ‘a country that worked for everyone’, resonated deeply with May and was the policy area where her own instincts chimed most closely with those of Timothy. They shared a distaste for the arrogance of governing elites, which had led to an ‘us and them’ split, with a forgotten lower-middle-class group. Many living across the country, especially in deprived areas, felt they had been ignored and were experiencing stagnating incomes, a rising cost of living, extremism and increases in immigration, with local communities suffering from an unsympathetic government economic policy driven by Cameron’s austerity agenda in the wake of the global financial crisis of 2007–08. Government, whether from Brussels or London, seemed very remote. The civil service and media jumped on May’s phrase ‘just about managing’ (the so-called JAMs), but many felt it was never precisely defined. According to one source, Whitehall could be frustrated with Timothy’s lack of clarity on detail:




Officials in No. 10 thought, ‘How can we help define JAMs for you?’ But Nick didn’t seem to want to define it. He wanted it to be all things to all people. It only became clear later that he wanted to leave it undefined so that it could have broad appeal at an early general election.





This strand of thinking had most in common with that of Major, who was similarly hampered by his own lack of time to work his inchoate thoughts into a policy agenda before being overtaken by parliamentary division and a thinning majority.3


Like Major also, May had many socially conscious beliefs based on justice and fair treatment. She wanted to see action on mental health and on modern slavery, and extending to building more grammar schools, as a way of giving the educational advantages that were enjoyed by those who could purchase a private education to all with the academic ability to gain from one.


The fourth theme was that May believed passionately in the Union, in its preservation and security, and in the Conservative Party, to which she had given her life’s work. The last thing she wanted to see was either the Conservative Party or the Union damaged or disintegrating.


With a full campaign or a long period in opposition as leader, these four sets of ideas might have been worked up into policies with legitimacy, proper funding and a broad basis of support. But she had none of these. We shall see how this worked out in practice, as Cabinet ministers and their Whitehall departments struggled to implement changes and work to brief, while her close team felt ever-mounting frustration at the inertia across Whitehall. May’s own inability, or unwillingness, to drive the policy hard against resistance ended up frustrating even her own team. The need to secure a mandate for the agenda was to be a core reason in calling the early general election in 2017, an action that she had expressly ruled out in the leadership campaign and afterwards. It played its part, too, in the controversial Conservative manifesto in that election, leading to the disastrous result for the Tories and thus the problems of her ensuing two years. The seeds of not just her first year in power but the entire May premiership were thus sown.


THE MAY STYLE


When she first became Prime Minister, some insiders, including senior officials, saw evidence of a new, more inclusive style. One source points to examples such as ‘her No. 10 doorstep speech; reaching out in some of the Cabinet appointments; her early trip to Scotland when she was photographed with Nicola Sturgeon, two female leaders; her passion for all parts of the Union’. But soon the May style, in part because of lack of preparation, came to be defined by what she was against rather than what she was for. It emerged as a self-consciously puritanical, minimalist and unflashy style, and proud of it. It had a ring of the ‘quiet man’ description of himself by her fellow Christian Iain Duncan Smith at the October 2003 party conference. May had a distaste for the granting of honours and favours, and, for all her own love of clothes, she was horrified to learn that Samantha Cameron had a clothing allowance from the Conservative Party, quickly putting an end to it. Though she enjoyed the status of the office, she didn’t want to be hosting flashy receptions and wanted to minimise her personal exposure to the media. She presented herself as hard-working Theresa, ‘plain Theresa’, the woman from an ordinary British background who understood the concerns of ordinary British people. She was going to be on your side.


So she positioned her premiership as a reaction to Cameron and Osborne’s reign, though the opening words of her Downing Street speech gave no indication of the distaste that she and some of her team had for them:




In David Cameron, I follow in the footsteps of a great, modern Prime Minister. Under David’s leadership, the government stabilised the economy, reduced the Budget deficit and helped more people into work than ever before. But David’s true legacy is not about the economy but about social justice … David Cameron has led a one-nation government, and it is in that spirit that I also plan to lead.





The words, sincerely delivered by May, cloaked a deep negativity still disguised by Timothy and Hill towards a select few of the Cameron team, above all Oliver and Osborne, as well as the visceral dislike they shared with May of the upper-class, male, privileged world of Cameron and Osborne, with their public school entitlement. According to Chris Wilkins, ‘Theresa May genuinely thought that Cameron and Osborne had not done time in the party, as she herself had done and worked her way up, and that they didn’t understand modernisation. She thought they were superficial, and emblematic of the social class with a very different outlook to hers.’4


Lizzie Loudon remembers the mood: ‘Everything became “Year Zero” when Theresa May took over. She felt the Osborne team had blocked her repeatedly at the Home Office. She had a deep contempt for him and the David Cameron chummy public school style. Any mention of Osborne’s phrases, like “financial security”, were banned.’5


The new team demanded that it be called a ‘new government’, not a continuation government. They interpreted Brexit as a vote for change. A senior official in No. 10 recalls:




They wanted to ensure that ‘Day 1’ was the day that she took over. They had very little time for what happened before she became Prime Minister. No Twitter was one feature of her new style, another deliberate reaction. Her disdain for the entire David Cameron team at No. 10 was obvious to us all. Civil servants who had worked for Cameron were treated with suspicion. For the initial period, they really didn’t want civil servants in the room at her key daily meetings.





Not since the Blair team arrived in May 1997 had an incoming administration held such suspicion of the civil service. Indeed, we have to go back to the arrival of the Harold Wilson team at No. 10 in October 1964 to find such a social clash with the civil service and revulsion at an outgoing administration. By any standards, it was extraordinarily naive and counterproductive.


To many Conservative MPs, the distancing of Cameron and Osborne seemed in poor taste as well as bad politics. Supporters of Osborne were particularly angry. One insider recalls, ‘What really infuriated Conservative MPs was the trashing of Osborne and everything that he had achieved. They hated the trashing of his financial record.’


The initial few months saw May’s team indulge in some score-settling for slights, both real and imagined, over the previous six years. Oliver was the target of the most egregious example of their animosity. May had been awarded the 2016 ‘Politician of the Year’ by The Spectator and had to deliver a speech at their annual awards dinner on 2 November. She and her team debated whether she should go, deciding only at the last minute that she would. Jokes were suddenly required. They knocked around various ideas, including several that were particularly poisonous. Osborne and Johnson were the principal subjects, but it was Oliver who received the full force of the ire. May delivered these words in front of the crowded room and television cameras:




I am particularly pleased to see Craig Oliver … sorry, ‘Sir’ Craig, is here tonight … In his book … Craig says that when he heard the result of the referendum, he walked out of the office, he walked into Whitehall and he started retching violently. I have to say, I think we all know that feeling. Most of us experienced it too when we saw his name on the resignation honours list.





It displayed an extraordinary lack of judgement for a Prime Minister and showed how much she had yet to learn about the office. Oliver says:




It was a surreal experience. Part of me was mortified, part fascinated at what I was witnessing – the Prime Minister demeaning herself and scoring points in a hard hat and a high-vis jacket. I gritted my teeth and grinned. At the end, many people told me they thought she appeared vindictive and petty. It was the worst of a steady campaign to make our lives difficult.6





Oliver thought that the jibe came from Hill; in fact, the author was Chris Wilkins, who says that he had not intended her to use it and was shocked when he saw on the news that she had.7


Timothy came to regret the approach that they adopted towards Cameron and the team:




Looking back, we drew too much on the contrast between DC and Theresa and pissed off a lot of people. Sometimes there was unauthorised briefing coming out of the building which disparaged David’s record. The media jumped on it and hyped it up. Those briefings shouldn’t have happened, and we shouldn’t have drawn the contrast: we should have emphasised we were building on what they had achieved, as we did in the Downing Street speech.8





Both behind the scenes and in the open, Cameron proved to be a loyal former Prime Minister to his successor. Unlike Heath and Thatcher, he did not show disdain, whatever he may have felt. He was on the phone when she wanted to talk to him, and he came in to speak to her. He’d send occasional texts to her or to her team to say he was seeing a foreign leader and could he do anything to help? On her side, she agreed to Cameron’s chief of staff, Ed Llewellyn, becoming British Ambassador in Paris. She accepted, too, his honours list, which aroused widespread criticism for the peerages to several of his team, among other gongs, recognising that it was his prerogative. In private, Timothy and Hill were irritated and thought it poor.


THE NO. 10 TEAM


Margaret Thatcher was the last commanding Prime Minister to run No. 10 without a chief of staff. No Prime Minister since has found it possible to govern without one. Managing the multi-dimensional aspects of their job and driving their command across Whitehall and the country requires a political loyalist by their side. Blair brought in former Foreign Office diplomat Jonathan Powell to be his chief of staff and appointed former journalist Alastair Campbell to the role of press secretary and then director of communications and strategy. Both had powers over civil servants, to the alarm of senior mandarins.


Gordon Brown stumbled in his team organisation as Prime Minister until he brought Heywood back into No. 10 as Permanent Secretary. David Cameron chose to retain the chief of staff title, bringing with him his old friend who had done the same job in opposition, Ed Llewellyn, with Kate Fall and Oliver Dowden to be his deputy chiefs of staff.


May had not given detailed thought to how she was to run Downing Street. No more a student of government than she was of history, she had remarkably little understanding of how No. 10 operated. Not having spent time as Leader of the Opposition, learning about policy and process across the whole of Whitehall, was a disadvantage, and nor could she do as Blair and Cameron had done and import a significantly sized Leader of the Opposition team into Downing Street. So, when she suddenly found herself Prime Minister in waiting on 12 July, she had to think very quickly. Hill had discussed in vague terms with Timothy the idea of appointing a civil servant as chief of staff in the Heywood mould, leaving them to act behind the scenes as chief advisors, removing some pressure and taking the spotlight off them.9 They alighted on the idea of appointing Simon King, who had been a private secretary for Home Affairs in No. 10 to Brown and Cameron before becoming director of strategy at the Home Office. But he had moved to the private sector and was unavailable. History might have been very different had he been in a position to accept the job.10 No other candidates came to mind who could command the trust of No. 10 and had an existing relationship with Timothy and Hill. They were out of time. The cupboard was bare. Timothy and Hill discussed their dilemma with Heywood on 12 July. ‘Why don’t you two guys do it together?’ he suggested. In the absence of a better alternative, they fell in with his idea. Hill was adamant she was not going to be a mere communications director, while Timothy was never convinced the joint chiefs plan would work. They often talked about how to divide up responsibilities between them in No. 10 but never landed on a resolution. Thus was taken, on the hoof, one of the biggest decisions of May’s premiership. As joint chiefs of staff (or ‘the chiefs’, as they came to be known), Timothy and Hill had no clear job description. The creators of the May premiership now found themselves jointly in the driving seat as its scriptwriters, with prodigious power potentially at their disposal.


They were two of the most controversial, driven and brilliant figures to have served at the heart of Downing Street in recent times. But they were young and inexperienced. To achieve the best out of them, and to mitigate their downsides in No. 10 – over-zealousness, secrecy and belligerence – they needed a powerful figure above them to shape them and, when necessary, put them in their place. No one did.


Timothy and Hill were acutely aware of May’s weaknesses as Home Secretary. They understood how these weaknesses would be harshly illuminated on the much bigger stage of No. 10, and they over-compensated for them. For the model to work, the Prime Minister needed to direct the chiefs of staff and delineate clear responsibilities and boundaries between them. May was incapable and unwilling to do so. Instead, the chiefs of staff found themselves directing the Prime Minister. It was never going to work. They set out to manage her at No. 10 as they had done at the Home Office, reading all the submissions that went into her box, commenting on them and directing what she might say in writing, in Cabinet, in key announcements and in her speeches. While Timothy concentrated on developing her domestic agenda and Europe policy, Hill focused on strategy, presentation and troubleshooting. No. 10 has no rule book on how to make it work optimally. Every incoming Prime Minister makes it up. Officials are often too wary to advise them, while historians are not asked. Trying to run May’s premiership as she set out to do so was never going to work.


Hill, like Timothy, was given freedom by May to write her own job description. She wrote an almost impossibly broad role for herself. She knew better than anyone how far short May fell of the presentational attributes that a modern Prime Minister needs, not least following such natural performers as Cameron and Blair. She spoke at length to May about how to step up mentally from Home Secretary to Prime Minister, how to conduct herself in public, and how to dress, telling her, ‘You need to get a wardrobe that looks more prime ministerial than you looked as Home Secretary.’11 The additional physical scrutiny a female Prime Minister faces from the media, though archaic and discriminatory, was, she explained, a fact of life. May refused voice coaching, speech and media training.


Hill did not limit her brief to presentation and communication. She pushed hard to get her priorities through the system, including domestic violence and modern slavery. The former eventually made it into a Bill, while the latter encountered resistance from the Home Office, where modern slavery was regarded as a distraction from their prime focus, counter-terrorism. Scotland was another Hill passion, and her views chimed with May’s own pro-Union instincts. As someone who had grown up in Glasgow and cut her teeth on Scottish newspapers, Hill made it a priority to outwit the call for a second referendum from SNP leader Nicola Sturgeon, aided in this task by Minister for the Cabinet Office Ben Gummer. National security policy continued to captivate Hill, and she invested considerable energy into saving the Ministry of Defence budget, while throwing herself into a range of other causes, from working to improve prisons, to trying to orientate parts of the NHS towards exports. But much of her time was taken up with day-to-day management of No. 10, and although she tried to steer well clear of the press and communications, she failed to do so, with unhappy results, not least for those staff charged with this work.12 Right up to her dismissal on the day after the 2017 general election, she remained May’s closest female confidante. She had the clearest sense of anyone in No. 10 of what actions were necessary to make progress at home and in Europe, not least in leading the charge, from as early as October 2016, for an early general election as essential for May’s agenda.13


Seven years younger than Hill, Timothy was only thirty-six when he became the most powerful figure in No. 10’s policy-making. He had already known May for fourteen years, well over a third of his life. Timothy says, ‘She had left a lot of the policy and communications to us in the Home Office, and probably relied on us if I’m totally honest to strategise for her as well. That continued in No. 10.’14 Contemporaries differ about exactly how much of the May agenda came from her own head and how much from Timothy’s. One member of the Policy Unit who worked with May and Timothy says, ‘Every single thing Theresa May uttered of any significance came out of Nick Timothy’s head. I never saw her say anything that wasn’t from him. As soon as he went after the 2017 general election, she stopped saying anything fresh.’ Tanner, deputy head of policy until the general election of 2017, takes a different view: ‘It does a massive disservice to Theresa May to say Nick Timothy was the puppetmaster. What he did was to understand her world view and to translate it into policy. Nick Timothy was above all a translator.’15


One senior official they inherited from Cameron says of Timothy and Hill, ‘They made her into Prime Minister. I don’t think she would have gone on to be Prime Minister without them. They were both brilliant in many ways. Nick was one of the finest political strategists I have ever met, up there with Rupert Harrison [chief of staff to George Osborne].’


Whether two such capable people might have performed better and more harmoniously in and outside Downing Street if they had worked under a more assertive Prime Minister remains an open question. Insiders speculated why she did not intervene to alter their modus operandi and put them back in their box after concerns regarding their untrammelled power and style emerged as early as September 2016, only two months into her premiership. Some question whether she did in fact notice. Others wonder whether she cared, given that she owed her political life to them, knowing she was not yet strong enough to succeed without them, and she lacked the ability to command her Cabinet without them on the attack. Nick Timothy sums up the structural shortcomings:




I think the problem was we appointed a Cabinet team that was pretty variable, and [we] didn’t have the political authority or buy-in to get them to deliver. We probably were a bit too combative, which is fine in a department like the Home Office when you’re trying to keep it going, but it’s very different in No. 10.





Prime responsibility for failing to keep them in check falls on May. But why did senior officials, notably Cabinet Secretary Heywood and Principal Private Secretary Simon Case, not do more to intervene, given May’s failure to do so? It appears they were wary of taking Hill and Timothy on. It was Heywood, after all, who had sealed Hill’s fate when she was ejected from the Home Office in 2014. No. 10 officials were eager to prove their loyalty to the new May team. As one puts it:




We were very aware of the intense resentment May, Timothy and Hill had towards No. 10 from the Home Office, and the suspicion that they had for the civil service machine. When they themselves moved into Downing Street, we thought it necessary and expedient to build a good working relationship with them.





Heywood was worried about his own survival for the first few weeks, knowing how closely associated he was in the minds of its chiefs with the Cameron premiership and its slights on her. He needed to make his number with them. So he was vexed about the bad blood they caused but was unsure what could be done to improve matters. Some think he was at fault for condoning the harassment of staff in No. 10, and equally that he went too far to appease Timothy on Brexit in 2016–17. Perhaps this was ‘a stain’, as one official put it, on Heywood’s final period in office, but his approach, born of experience, had always been to pick his battles.


Timothy and Hill’s relationship with some Cabinet ministers became intensely hostile. Their frustration with the lack of progress across departments led to barbed and cold relationships and escalating briefing wars with their teams. Within No. 10 itself, the relationships grew tense. Comparisons were made with the fractious No. 10 of Gordon Brown, another Prime Minister who found it hard to adjust from his former department to No. 10.16 A series of May’s wider team, including Case himself, his deputy Will Macfarlane, the Prime Minister’s official spokesperson Helen Bower, director of communications Katie Perrior and press secretary Lizzie Loudon, all suffered at their hands. As the months passed, Timothy and Hill fell out more frequently with each other, their instructions confusing staff in No. 10 because they could be contradictory. An atmosphere of hesitance and worry arose in which staff were afraid of making mistakes or saying the wrong thing. The confusion spread across Whitehall. ‘It’s very difficult for Whitehall to run well when they can’t have a clear sight of what the PM is really thinking,’ comments one special advisor. Neither of the chiefs was strong at team building or adept at getting the best out of people. The internal drama and havoc surrounding the pair have been recounted at length by Tim Shipman in his magisterial Fall Out.17 But we should be wary of making Timothy and Hill convenient scapegoats, as many became eager to do after the 2017 general election.


We should balance merited criticism with recognition that, having made her into a Prime Minister, they were in office during the most successful period of her premiership, when she was in an extended honeymoon period, and laid the foundations for her future agenda. A senior official who knew them well summed it up: ‘They made her a better Prime Minister, if not always a better human being.’ Since leaving No. 10, both chiefs of staff have reflected on their ten months in charge. Hill says:




Looking back at it all and re-thinking it, we had too much power, too much authority. We were never elected. The reason we did is that she is not a policy person, and she let us. Her strengths were taking decisions presented to her: she was not good at working out what she wanted to do, either domestically or in foreign policy. We both had far more power than constitutionally we should have done. At no point did I feel, with the exception of Jeremy [Heywood], that anyone else was trying to shape what we were doing.18





Timothy reflects back in a different light:




The joint chief of staff plan never worked. The model we had at the Home Office was of a joint and interoperable relationship across communications and across all policy. That was never going to work in Downing Street. Everything there is much quicker. You are pulled in many more directions. In No. 10, there is simply too much to do, and to be done at speed. All paper for her went through us: but that’s how paper-based government works. So, yes, we controlled what she saw – but she wanted our advice. We were doing what she wanted us to do.19





MAY’S NO. 10 TEAM: RINGS OF INFLUENCE


No. 10 operates as a court, not at all unlike the Tudor and Stuart courts that swirled around the monarch just 100 yards to the east in the now all but demolished Whitehall Palace. Power in No. 10 was much more concentrated in May’s first period as Prime Minister until the June 2017 general election than in the two years after, though all of No. 10 is becoming prone to the ‘iron law of oligarchy’. We can best understand the influence that different figures had in her court by a series of concentric circles, recognising that, depending on the issue, some figures were more important than others. Nothing in No. 10 ever remains static; some wax in influence while others wane, though the core usually remains consistent.


In the inner circle were just four figures. There was May herself, of course, along with Timothy and Hill, who were akin to family, somewhere between the children she never bore and the siblings she never had. As in royal courts, May trusted very few and, like the monarch, when she gave her trust, she gave it uncritically. The final figure in the inner circle was her husband Philip, the best friend in her life: indeed, the only true friend in her life. Deeply proud of all that she’d achieved, he would play the part of consort with consummate skill, tirelessly supporting, encouraging and affirming her. But unlike some consorts, such as Denis Thatcher and Cherie Blair, he was without known opinions on many subjects. He did have views, however; though a Remainer, he was first and foremost a Conservative Party loyalist, accepting of the referendum result but fearful of a possible party split. In the first year, his views were particularly pronounced on one issue: whether to call an early general election. His concern, as ever, was to protect his beloved wife from unnecessary risk.


Six figures were in the next ring. The first, Jeremy Heywood, Cabinet Secretary since 2011 and the pre-eminent civil servant of his day, was a settled figure in the secondary circle of influence from the autumn. The very few officials May did trust had first to prove their loyalty and competence to her, as had Home Office Permanent Secretary Mark Sedwill and Director General of MI5 Andrew Parker. ‘The civil servants she liked best were those who were older, experienced and male, and who she knew. She was particularly suspicious of women,’ comments one official. Another observes:




To those of us who had worked for Cameron in No. 10, it felt like it was another political party coming in. The May team wanted to tear the official machine up and start all over again. It was the transition from Major to Blair in May 1997 all over again. They arrived looking as though they were a completely fresh party in the midst of enemies, with a deep distrust of any official who had advised her predecessor, but without a convincing story of why she herself wanted to be Prime Minister.





Heywood was something special, a civil servant with sublime technical, political and interpersonal skills. He had taken a break from the civil service between 2003 and 2007 to work at the investment bank Morgan Stanley before returning to bring focus to Brown’s premiership.


Permanent Secretary in charge of domestic policy from June 2007, he was upgraded to Permanent Secretary of 10 Downing Street six months later. He knew he could not lead on all aspects of government policy personally and declared his priority areas, none more important than infrastructure, where he saw himself thinking thirty years ahead for the country. (Short term-focusing ministers rarely do this.) With May, he recognised she would be dominated by Brexit, and he would need to help find a ‘Brexit-proof’ agenda and legacy beyond the EU, hence his support for the ‘three Hs’ – Hinkley Point, HS2 and Heathrow’s third runway. Education and STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) were equally areas he invested time in, pushing for money to boost teacher supply, science and technology, and facilitating the inquiry to be headed by Philip Augar into the funding of further and higher education. This was announced in the 2017 manifesto, as was the government’s social care policy, a running sore that had long needed addressing.
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