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CAMERON IN DOWNING STREET





On 11 May 2010 David Cameron walked calmly through the door of 10 Downing Street after five days of political theatre which almost brought the administration of the country to a standstill and which then opened up a new chapter in the post-war government of Britain. The disappointment of managing to overpower his opponents but of still falling twenty seats short of winning the 2010 general election led to an end game that Cameron was able to play in a way which few in his party ever envisaged and which caught the news media on the hop. At one point the editors of several national newspapers, slavish in their support of the Conservative cause, were left standing on their heads, having to execute spectacular about-turns as Cameron cemented a coalition government with the Liberal Democrats which Labour mistakenly thought might have been theirs for the taking. For once the journalists who reported the affairs of Westminster and Whitehall were left in the dark, mere bystanders to a display of political brinkmanship which paid no heed to the whims of media proprietors, the deadlines of press, television and radio or the online chatter of a digital age.


Forging an audacious partnership with the Liberal Democrat leader, Nick Clegg, while Gordon Brown remained firmly in place in Downing Street as the incumbent Prime Minister, was a task fraught with difficulty and at one point seemed about to collapse. But Cameron did not waver from his ‘big, open and comprehensive offer’ to share power in the national interest and by the evening of the Tuesday – after polling day the previous Thursday – the Queen had invited him to form the next government and Clegg was the new deputy Prime Minister. Brown’s resignation as party leader on the Monday, and then the following day his final farewell and departure from Downing Street, ushered in the first coalition government since Winston Churchill’s cross-party administration during the Second World War. At the age of forty-three, Cameron was the youngest Prime Minister since Lord Liverpool in 1812 and the first former junior employee of the Conservative Party to make it all the way to the highest office in the land. Few political insiders of his generation could match his knowledge and experience and, together with colleagues whom he had known for twenty years, he was able to seize an historic opportunity to break the mould of two-party politics.


From the moment he started work for the party at the age of twenty-two, joining the Conservative Research Department in the autumn of 1988, Cameron had an opportunity to witness at first hand the make-or-break moments in the careers of the top politicians of his day; he could learn from their experience and prepare for the moment when he might be in a position to execute the riskiest moves on the political chess board. Cameron was no stranger to the drama of the unexpected, the occasions when party leaders try to hold their nerve as events slip out of their control. His first memorable experience was the ousting of Margaret Thatcher in 1990 and then the searing cliffhanger of the 1992 general election when all seemed lost for her successor, John Major. Within months of Major’s re-election after a Conservative victory against the odds, he was the freshly appointed young adviser seen on television accompanying the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Norman Lamont, who emerged from the Treasury into a battery of camera lights to announce Britain’s humiliating withdrawal from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. In his final, traumatic years in office Major was subjected to a level of media hostility the like of which few Conservative Prime Ministers have had to endure, and the events leading up to his defeat in 1997 left a legacy of distrust in the minds of voters which Cameron was still encountering on the doorsteps thirteen years later.


Striking a balance between being able to take advantage of the news media while not becoming its slave was a feat which defied many of the politicians for whom Cameron had either worked or had the opportunity to observe. Tony Blair, and his infamous strategists Peter Mandelson and Alastair Campbell, never tired of justifying their obsession with media manipulation on the grounds that New Labour was the first party to have to govern under the duress of 24/7 news reporting. Cameron, the ‘heir to Blair’, was a child of that environment, but without their hang-ups. He was able to tackle political adversity without constantly worrying about the next day’s headlines or fearing what the media might do. An inner confidence in his own ability to communicate, his willingness to take risks and a determination to play it long gave him the staying power which he needed during the four and a half years that it would take him to reach Downing Street.


Cameron’s ability to shake off harsh setbacks, pick up the pieces and then play a master stroke was a skill which might have been mocked by his political opponents but they were the very characteristics which appealed to a dedicated group of former workmates who earned their spurs in the politics of the early 1990s and who shared his ambition to take their party from opposition to government. Cameron was blessed with a degree of good fortune which most up-and-coming politicians can only dream of. He was in the right place at the right time when his party was minded to contemplate jumping a generation after years of faltering leadership and three general election defeats. His path to the top was not without its mishaps and he was still trailing the front runner, David Davis, until the 2005 party conference, when he captivated Conservative activists with an off-the-cuff speech which transformed his chances. Cameron’s fate as party leader, like that of his immediate predecessors, might have been sealed as early as the autumn of 2007 if Gordon Brown, not long installed as Prime Minister, had acted decisively and opted for a snap general election which many in the Labour movement were predicting he could have won. Instead of seizing the moment to secure his own personal mandate as Prime Minister, he dithered and eventually chose the certainty of completing Labour’s term in office.


Cameron began the long run-up to the 2010 general election well ahead in the opinion polls, averaging a 40 per cent share of the predicted vote, more than enough to secure the 117 extra seats which he needed to return the Conservatives to power. But the party’s fortunes took a turn for the worse after the shadow Chancellor, George Osborne, used his speech at the 2009 annual conference to warn of the biggest cuts in public spending for thirty years. ‘We are all in this together’ was his much-repeated refrain and it added weight to the news media’s interpretation that the Conservatives’ determination to reduce the record budget deficit was bound to lead to an ‘age of austerity’. By contrast Gordon Brown’s message was that only the re-election of a Labour government could secure the recovery and avoid the threat of a double-dip recession, an argument which began to resonate with voters, especially in areas of the country where employment was heavily dependent on the public sector.


A shaky start to a planned policy-driven agenda for the first three months of the year, and a narrowing in the opinion polls, fuelled speculation that Labour could still win the most seats in what might well become a hung parliament. Once the election was called for Thursday 6 May the Conservatives still seemed fairly certain that the four-week campaign and their well-resourced push in the marginal constituencies would deliver the seats they required to win. Their calculations were based on the confident assumption that Cameron’s open and engaging demeanour would easily carry the day during the three televised debates between the party leaders which were to be held in the three weeks leading up to polling day. But believing that Cameron was more than a match for the dour and uninspiring on-camera presence of Brown overlooked the unique nature of their confrontation; instead of Cameron going head to head with Brown in the style of a US presidential debate, there was going to be a three-way discussion and equal time for Nick Clegg.


 Broadcasters had been trying without success for almost fifty years to persuade the leaders to agree to pre-election debates and the historic breakthrough achieved by BBC, ITV and Sky News for three ninety-minute debates was being hailed as a potential game changer. Previous attempts failed because one or other of the two main parties had always pulled out at the last minute, not wishing to concede an advantage to their opponent. For the first time a Prime Minister and a leader of the opposition kept saying ‘yes’ simultaneously and they both agreed without an apparent hesitation to a three-way bout with the Liberal Democrats. Cameron pledged his support from early on in his 2005 leadership campaign. Brown was only the third incumbent to actively seek a debate; the option had also appealed to James Callaghan and John Major, two other Prime Ministers who believed they were staring defeat in the face and who were prepared to risk all in a televised confrontation in the hope of improving their chances.


Clegg’s performance in the first debate was the turning point in the election, the moment the contest became a genuine three-horse race which would change the direction of post-war British politics. He was a natural on television up against a slick but nervous Cameron and a grumpy Prime Minister; he played to perfection his role as the fresh-faced challenger offering the electorate the chance to break free from the ‘two tired old parties’. Cameron and Brown had been coached extensively by American advisers who had experience of presidential debates but neither the Prime Minister nor the leader of the opposition appeared to have a clue as to how to respond to an upstart who kept reminding viewers that only the Liberal Democrats offered a real alternative to voting Labour or Conservative.


Within the space of a week opinion polls were indicating a boost of ten to twelve points in the Liberal Democrats’ projected share of the vote, the biggest increase ever recorded during an election campaign. Cameron fought back with renewed vigour and instant opinion surveys suggested he won the two later debates. Nonetheless, the Conservatives’ election game plan of concentrating their attack on the unpopularity of the Prime Minister had been knocked for six; tactics had to be changed on the hoof while staff at party headquarters went through one of the mid-election wobbles which had nearly derailed previous Tory campaigns. Two of the weekend opinion polls held in the wake of the first leaders’ debate put the Liberal Democrats ahead of both the Conservatives and Labour in terms of popular support, for the first time in 104 years, but that surge fell away once Cameron began campaigning against Clegg’s proposal for an amnesty for illegal immigrants and his support for British entry to the euro. What did not dissipate, however, was the notion that perhaps the country needed a change from the ‘two old parties’ and might benefit from a hung parliament – or ‘balanced parliament’, the term favoured by the Nationalists in Scotland and Wales and other smaller parties.


Cameron entered the final week of the campaign ahead in opinion surveys but psephologists were divided as to whether the Conservatives would succeed in winning enough seats for an overall majority. An anti-politics protest had shown no sign of abating and the apparent determination of a large swathe of the electorate to vote for ‘change’ had produced the most unpredictable election for years. An exit poll of 18,000 voters conducted at 130 polling stations on behalf of BBC, ITV and Sky News strongly suggested that the country was heading for a hung parliament. Cameron’s fightback after the disaster of the first debate, and a well-resourced push in marginal constituencies funded with the help of the party’s deputy chairman Lord Ashcroft, had failed to deliver the victory which had seemed assured for so long. A shortfall of nineteen was indicated if the exit poll was correct in projecting 307 seats for the Conservatives, 255 for Labour and 59 for the Liberal Democrats. The first hundred results suggested a swing to the Conservatives of 7 per cent but despite gains across the country the party was failing to take some of its key target seats. Nonetheless, Cameron felt confident enough in his acceptance speech in his Witney constituency to declare that the Labour government had ‘lost its mandate to govern our country’. The initial results indicated that the country wanted change – ‘strong, stable, decisive and good government’ – and he promised he would be guided by the national interest. Cameron headed back to London after an election day that had been as confusing as the campaign had been frustrating; as late as their 4 a.m. final editions the morning newspapers said there was still no clarity as to the final outcome.


If voters appeared to be turning their backs on the dominance and certainties of the traditional two-party system, they had certainly not been entirely won over by what had become known as Cleggmania. The Liberal Democrats’ tally of fifty-seven seats was five down on the 2005 general election and as he left his count in Sheffield, Clegg acknowledged that his party ‘simply didn’t achieve what we hoped’. But despite his disappointment he was rapidly emerging as the likely ‘kingmaker’, the party leader holding the balance of power, able either to support a Conservative-led minority administration or to back a pact with Brown to keep Labour in power. Overnight results confirmed the accuracy of the exit poll: the final projections gave the Conservatives 306 seats on a 36.1 per cent share of the vote, Labour 258 seats on 29.1 per cent and the Liberal Democrats 57 seats on 23 per cent.


On his arrival in London later that morning Clegg was the first to declare his hand and he told waiting journalists that he would stick to the policy which he laid out the previous November, that if there was no absolute majority, then the party with the most votes and the most seats would have the first right to seek to govern. ‘That is why I think it is now for the Conservative Party to prove it is capable of seeking to govern in the national interest.’ Under guidelines strengthened by the cabinet secretary, Sir Gus O’Donnell, the incumbent Prime Minister retained the right to try to form a government, as happened after the inconclusive result of the 1974 election when Edward Heath attempted but failed to reach an agreement with the Liberal Party leader Jeremy Thorpe. There had been speculation for weeks that Labour might have a chance to remain in government with the support of the Liberal Democrats and when Brown emerged on the steps of 10 Downing Street to acknowledge the voters’ verdict, he had no wish to queer his pitch with the party leader who held the balance of power:







I understand and completely respect the position of Mr Clegg in stating that he wishes first to make contact with the leader of the Conservative Party … Should the discussions between Mr Cameron and Mr Clegg come to nothing, then I would, of course, be prepared to discuss with Mr Clegg the areas where there may be some measure of agreement between our two parties.





Cameron was facing the biggest challenge of his career. Could he devise – and then deliver – a strategy which took account of his failure to win a commanding majority, which avoided the perils of running a minority administration (Harold Wilson’s choice in 1974), and which still enabled the Conservatives to take power and run a stable government? His team were full of praise for the sure-footed way he recovered from the disastrous outcome to the first televised debate; he was about to face the ultimate test of his ability to think on his feet, of his flair for turning adversity to advantage. Insiders subsequently gave their accounts of tense discussions in the ‘war room’ at Conservative headquarters as the key triumvirate of Cameron, his chief strategist, Steve Hilton, and the shadow Chancellor, George Osborne, agreed their tactics. Close aides were quoted as saying that Cameron remained pragmatic and unflappable, determined to outline a strategy which would catch his opponents off guard and present an option which the public might never have thought a Tory leader had the imagination to propose.


By mid-afternoon, secure in the knowledge that his party was on course to take at least ninety-seven seats from both Labour and the Liberal Democrats, he was ready to abandon the sloganising of the election campaign and embark on the hard bargaining which would be needed to pull off a daring political gamble. His short speech displayed a steely determination to build on a result which had delivered more Conservative gains than in any election for eighty years but which still fell short of an overall majority. He thanked Clegg for offering to have talks with the Conservatives; he was ready to see if the two parties could agree to more than a simple ‘confidence and supply’ agreement to keep a minority government in power:







It may be possible to have stronger, more stable, more collaborative government than that … So I want to make a big, open, comprehensive offer to the Liberal Democrats. I want us to work together in tackling our country’s big and urgent problems, the debt crisis, our deep social problems and our broken political system.





While there were policy differences between the two parties on issues such as the European Union and defence, he said they agreed on tax reform and were both opposed to the government’s identity card scheme. But Cameron did not offer a referendum on changing the voting system, a pledge which was included in Labour’s manifesto and was a key demand of the Liberal Democrats. Instead the Conservatives were prepared to establish an ‘all-party committee of inquiry on political and electoral reform’. Having spent the latter half of the campaign resolutely defending Britain’s first-past-the-post system for parliamentary elections, Cameron could hardly have gone any further. An hour earlier, in his statement, the Prime Minister had pointedly strengthened the government’s hand, signalling to the Liberal Democrats that Labour would offer them far more than the Conservatives. Brown gave a commitment to ‘immediate legislation’ to begin to restore public trust in politics: ‘A fairer voting system is central. I believe you, the British people, should be able to decide in a referendum what the system should be.’


Cameron’s offer to the Liberal Democrats to join a Tory-led coalition opened the door to the brutal reality of a hung parliament. During the four days of intense bargaining which ensued, there were almost constant negotiations between the three parties, usually involving their separate teams of negotiators but sometimes necessitating private conversations, leader to leader, either on the telephone or in person. On occasion it appeared that both Cameron and Brown were on the brink of clinching an early agreement with Clegg, only to have their hopes dashed, before eventually the historic deal was struck and a Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition government emerged from the inconclusive outcome to the 2010 election. Together the two parties held 363 seats, enough to deliver a comfortable seventy-plus majority and the long-term stability which a minority government would lack.


After a campaign like no other, with the first-ever televised leaders’ debates generating an all-embracing focus on the three personalities rather than their policies, some sections of the news media found it hard to make sense of the five-day hiatus and the confusion surrounding the negotiations for a possible coalition. For newspapers which had been ultra-loyal supporters of Cameron there was incredulity that Brown was still Prime Minister the day after losing ninety-one seats and when Labour’s share of the vote fell to 29 per cent, the lowest since Michael Foot’s disastrous defeat in 1983. ‘Squatter holed up in No. 10’ was the Sun’s take on Brown’s explanation that he had a constitutional duty to try to resolve the current political deadlock for the ‘good of the country’. Sun-speak put it differently: ‘A man aged fifty-nine was squatting in a luxury home near the Houses of Parliament … denying entry to its rightful tenant.’ The Daily Express was similarly outraged: ‘Just how dare deluded Brown cling to power.’ Richard Littlejohn, the Daily Mail’s columnist, claimed he had warned all along that Brown would ‘simply barricade the door to No. 10’ while he tried to stitch up a ‘grubby deal’ with the Liberal Democrats. ‘If pretty boy Cleggy props up a shameless Brown, he’ll never be forgiven.’ Even the Financial Times seemed to share the sentiment of the tabloids: ‘The show’s over, Gordon, kindly leave the stage.’ But the show was not over; the first act was only a curtain raiser for the political thriller that was about to unfold.


Brown’s invitation to meet Clegg, a manoeuvre which neatly pre-empted Cameron’s ‘big, open and comprehensive offer’, was no mere pleasantry. Once it became clear on Friday morning that the Conservatives were falling short of an overall majority the Prime Minister was joined in Downing Street by three of Tony Blair’s former strategists, Alastair Campbell, Lord Mandelson, the Business Secretary, and Lord Adonis, the Transport Secretary. Their task was to help prepare and then promote Labour’s negotiating strategy should Cameron fail to strike a deal. Ministers were soon appearing on post-election radio and television programmes arguing the case for a repeat of the Lib–Lab pact of the 1970s. Peter Hain, the Welsh Secretary, urged the Liberal Democrats to accept the Prime Minister’s ‘once-in-a-lifetime opportunity’ to join with Labour and usher in reform of the voting system; Ben Bradshaw, the Culture Secretary, argued that by working together Labour and the Liberal Democrats could offer the country a ‘progressive alliance’ which had the backing of fifteen million voters as against ten million for the Conservatives; and in an attempt to win over critics in the parliamentary party, Mandelson hinted that Brown might be ready to stand down as soon as he had steered the country through the recession and delivered electoral reform.


After being filmed together on Saturday morning laying wreaths at the Cenotaph to mark the sixty-fifth anniversary of VE Day, the three leaders waited impatiently for news from the discussions being conducted on their behalf. Cameron told veterans attending the celebrations that he thought the Conservatives were ‘close’ to a power-sharing agreement. Clegg met Liberal Democrat MPs to sound them out on Cameron’s offer and was greeted by shouts of ‘fair votes now’ from a demonstration organised by 1,000 supporters of electoral reform.


Brown’s continued tenure of No. 10 was still irritating the Tory press, which deployed one of its favourite weapons, an immediate opinion poll with politically loaded questions. Instant online surveys completed within minutes of the end of each of the three leaders’ debates had given newspapers an opportunity to drive the agenda forward and polls for two Sunday papers did the Prime Minister no favours. ‘Voters tell Brown to quit as Cameron races to secure deal’ said a banner headline on the front page of the Sunday Times over a YouGov poll which indicated that 62 per cent of those questioned wanted Brown to resign immediately. A BPIX survey for the Mail on Sunday suggested a higher figure of 68 per cent. There were divided opinions over Cameron’s offer to work with the Liberal Democrats: 50 per cent were against a pact; 58 per cent wanted Cameron to govern on his own.


Conservative and Liberal Democrat negotiators spent Sunday locked in talks at the Cabinet Office. Clegg told journalists that he met Cameron the previous evening and took a call from the Prime Minister. ‘Everyone is trying to be constructive for the good of the country.’ Cameron sent an e-mail to Conservative supporters explaining why the negotiations would ‘inevitably involve compromise’. Michael Gove, the shadow schools secretary, added to the sense of give and take by telling The Andrew Marr Show that in a ‘spirit of co-operation’ he was quite prepared to let a Liberal Democrat have his job in a future Conservative government. The prospect of Liberal Democrats joining a Cameron cabinet was floated by the former Conservative Prime Minister John Major within hours of Cameron’s initial offer of talks. ‘If that’s the price to ensure we have economic stability, then that’s the way I think we should go.’


Despite the belligerence of the Tory press and requests from three Labour MPs that he should stand down as leader, Brown returned to Downing Street after spending Saturday night at his constituency home seemingly as determined as before to try to reach an agreement with the Liberal Democrats. To underline his resolve to remain in government, he sent an e-mail to party supporters praising them for withstanding the ‘roar of a hostile media and a very well-funded opposition’. Brown said it truly was ‘the word of mouth’ election campaign and ‘hundreds of thousands of activists’ answered his call by attempting to convince an unprecedented number of undecided voters to stay loyal to Labour. ‘On polling day you excelled yourselves again and the excellent results in so many of our most marginal seats are testament to that.’ As a result of their efforts to stem the Conservatives’ advance, no single party could form a majority government. Their fightback meant Labour entered a ‘political landscape not considered possible a few short weeks ago’ and that gave him the chance to do everything in his power to ‘secure the recovery … to fight for a future fair for all’.


Brown’s carefully crafted rallying cry to the party faithful was a prelude to another day of gripping political theatre. Monday began inauspiciously with the confirmation that there had been more one-to-one meetings and conversations between the leaders; fresh negotiations were planned between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats; and journalists and broadcasters feared they probably faced more confusion and fresh intrigue. There had been intense speculation overnight suggesting the Prime Minister would step aside as party leader if that was the price of a pact, a prospect being talked up with greater vigour by Mandelson the likelier it seemed that a deal might be slipping away from Cameron due to the Conservatives’ inability to match Labour’s offer of a referendum on electoral reform.


By mid-afternoon there was still no clarity. Cameron’s deputy, William Hague, said further progress had been made. A meeting of Liberal Democrat MPs broke up with the party saying it wanted to seek fresh clarification from the Conservatives on ‘certain points’ while still listening to representations from Labour. Then, with hardly any warning, the apparent impasse was broken; instead of Cameron heading to Downing Street as had been widely predicted, Brown unveiled a last-ditch attempt to forge a power-sharing deal. Suddenly all bets were off and the blessing of the Liberal Democrats was up for grabs. As the implications reverberated around Westminster, the Conservatives’ negotiating team hurried to up their game.


Brown announced his audacious attempt to keep Labour in power from the steps of No. 10: ‘Mr Clegg has just informed me that, while he intends to continue his dialogue that he has begun with the Conservatives, he now wishes also to take forward formal discussions with the Labour Party. I believe it is sensible and it is in the national interest to respond.’ What gave the new bidding war so much potency was the second half of the Prime Minister’s statement: Brown intended to step down as Labour leader, thus removing the chief road block to a Lib–Lab coalition. In the closing stages of the election campaign Clegg had said repeatedly that he would not countenance doing a deal which allowed Brown to remain in Downing Street if Labour were no longer the largest party. From the start of their discussions with their Labour contacts, the Liberal Democrats’ negotiators made no secret of their insistence that the Prime Minister would have to stand aside if there was to be any chance of making progress. Brown made no mention of this ultimatum in his statement but for the first time he publicly acknowledged that he had lost the authority to govern. ‘No leader was able to win the full support of the country. As leader of my party I must accept that as a judgement on me.’ A leadership election would be held and a new leader would be in place in time for the autumn party conference. But in the meantime, in response to Clegg’s request for talks, the Prime Minister intended to ask the cabinet to approve a formal process for negotiations. ‘There is a progressive majority in Britain and I believe it could be in the interests of the whole country to form a progressive coalition government.’ Therefore if the national interest could best be served by a coalition between the Liberal Democrats and Labour in order to ensure a deficit reduction plan to support economic growth and a ‘stable, strong and principled government’, then he would discharge that duty. ‘Only such a progressive government could meet the demand for political and electoral change which the British people made.’


Clegg was walking a political tightrope by starting parallel negotiations with Brown while continuing what he insisted were ‘very constructive’ talks with Cameron. His justification was that his party had not ‘reached a comprehensive partnership agreement for a full parliament’ with the Conservatives; therefore opening up negotiations with Labour on the same basis was the ‘responsible thing to do’. Clegg praised the Prime Minister for having taken a ‘difficult personal decision in the national interest’; by agreeing to step down, Brown could help ensure ‘a smooth transition to the stable government that everyone deserves’.


A fresh counter-proposal made almost immediately by Cameron’s negotiating team raised the stakes still further. William Hague said the Conservatives were prepared to make a ‘final offer’. They would match Labour and agree to hold a referendum on electoral reform; the British electorate would be asked whether they wanted to change the voting system from first-past-the-post to alternative vote. Also on the table was a promise of a fixed-term parliament and an undertaking to give the Liberal Democrats several seats in the cabinet.


The first hint to the Tory high command that all was not well, and that their offer would have to be improved, had been the request for ‘clarification’ followed by a call from Clegg in which he insisted on a full coalition government rather than an agreement to offer support on a bill-by-bill basis. Conservative MPs were briefed that evening at the House of Commons and they thumped their desks in approval after being told by Cameron that the country’s economic stability might be jeopardised unless they went the extra mile and offered a generous coalition deal. Despite the brave show of support there were real fears that the premiership might be slipping from Cameron’s grasp and mounting anger that Labour and the Liberal Democrats had been secretly negotiating an agreement that might allow the Prime Minister to cling to power until the summer at least. Tory elder statesmen reacted furiously to Brown’s attempt to deny Cameron the ultimate prize. Lord Hurd said it was a ‘shabby, shameful and unfair’ attempt to prevent the largest party taking power; Lord Heseltine accused him of engaging in ‘party politics at its most sordid’.


If the hierarchy was reluctant to cut to the chase there were no such inhibitions on the part of Cameron’s attack dogs in the Tory press; they were in no doubt that Clegg was the villain of the piece. ‘Clegg’s Lib Dems are a bunch of two-faced shysters,’ thundered the headline over the thoughts of the Sun’s associate editor, Trevor Kavanagh. He believed the only consolation for Cameron in this blatant act of betrayal by ‘double crossing, two-faced shysters who would sell their mothers for political gain’ was that it might ultimately prove to be a lucky escape for the Conservatives because any deal that had been stitched up would be ‘doomed from birth’. Across at the Daily Mail, Peter Oborne fired another broadside at Clegg’s ‘immaturity and treachery’: his secret negotiations with Brown behind Cameron’s back were ‘cheap and dishonest behaviour’. The front page of the Daily Express denounced ‘This shabby stitch-up’; Britain was facing the prospect of being ruled by a ‘sordid coalition of losers’.


In their rush to denounce Clegg the Tory tabloids made the assumption that the Labour government was capable of striking a deal; they also failed to take sufficient account of Brown’s beleaguered position and the groundswell of criticism within the party against his attempt to construct a shaky coalition. Unlike the proposed Con–Lib agreement, a Lib–Lab pact would still lack an overall majority and be dependent on the support of the Scottish Nationalists, Plaid Cymru, the Democratic Unionists and MPs from the other smaller parties. Creating a rainbow alliance was untenable in the opinion of the former Home Secretary, David Blunkett. It would be dependent not just on the ‘vagaries of a Liberal Democrat party prepared to get into bed with whoever is offering the most’ but on Nationalists who could ‘pull the plug on a coalition of the defeated at any time’. John Reid, another former Home Secretary, was convinced that a Lib–Lab coalition would result in ‘mutually assured destruction’ for both parties. Jack Straw, the Justice Secretary, shared their fears and thought Labour’s only option was to accept the result of the election and go into opposition. Another unspoken concern was that if Brown managed to remain in office, negotiate a coalition and then hand over to a new leader, the country would not be prepared to accept a second unelected Labour Prime Minister.


The stark reality of Labour’s plight was not lost on the parliamentary party, where the focus of attention had rapidly switched to the leadership election triggered by Brown’s decision to step down. Likely contenders included the Foreign Secretary and the Climate Change Secretary, David and Ed Miliband respectively, the Schools Secretary, Ed Balls, and the Health Secretary, Andy Burnham. Their backers were more interested in rounding up support among newly elected Labour MPs than in trying to talk up the Prime Minister’s chances of securing a Lib–Lab coalition.


Another tell-tale sign was the paucity of ministers and MPs prepared to do Brown’s bidding. Of the inner circle who had been advising the Prime Minister over the weekend, only Lord Mandelson and Alastair Campbell appeared to be manning the Downing Street barricades. Brown’s two remaining cheerleaders were busily patrolling Westminster on a propaganda offensive, talking up the prospects for a deal to stop the Conservatives taking power. Mandelson hailed the possibility of a ‘progressive coalition’ as the ‘most dramatic development in post-war British politics’. Campbell took on all comers in his defence of the Prime Minister and was more than happy to go the distance in an on-air shouting match with Adam Boulton, political editor of Sky News. When asked whether the ‘national interest’ would be served by Brown ‘limping on’ in Downing Street for another four years, Campbell replied that obviously Boulton was ‘upset David Cameron is not Prime Minister’. Boulton retaliated: ‘I’m not upset … Don’t keep casting aspersions on what I think … I’m fed up with you telling me what I think.’ Within an instant they were head to head, interrupting each other, jabbing their fingers. Boulton demanded to know why there had been no meeting of either the cabinet or parliamentary party to approve Brown’s strategy. When Campbell insisted that those meetings were taking place, Boulton jumped in: ‘In other words, it’s you, totally unelected, have plotted this … You are the one who has cooked this up with Peter Mandelson.’ Campbell, no stranger to the art of provoking television interviewers, instantly assumed an air of injured innocence: ‘Oh my God, unbelievable. Adam, calm down, calm down’. A much-viewed bust-up starring one of the original architects of New Labour came to symbolise the desperate, pathetic last-minute manoeuvring which tarnished Gordon Brown’s final days in Downing Street. The evident disarray in Labour’s ranks, and the bluster of the farewell appearances of Mandelson and Campbell, were in stark contrast to the disciplined, tightly run operations mounted by the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats.


Having had his hopes upended so spectacularly on Monday, Cameron appeared resolute as he left home on Tuesday for a fourth day of hard bargaining and political drama at Westminster: ‘It’s now, I believe, decision time, decision time for the Liberal Democrats and I hope they will make the right decision to give this country the strong, stable government that it badly needs and badly needs quickly.’ Clegg’s negotiators were about to have their first meeting with a team which Brown had hurriedly assembled but the noises off that morning from Labour MPs were hardly encouraging. David Blunkett’s language was getting more colourful by the hour. He accused the Liberal Democrats of acting like ‘every harlot in history’ by offering their support to the highest bidder. Diane Abbott denounced a Lib–Lab pact on the grounds that it would destroy the Labour Party. Andy Burnham added his voice to those saying the party could not ‘get away from the fact that Labour didn’t win’. Hearing some of their potential partners describe their proposed link-up as a ‘coalition of losers’ was not an inspiring start and on their return from the talks the Liberal Democrats’ team were clearly disappointed. There had been no movement by Labour on key demands such as dropping identity cards or abandoning a third runway at Heathrow airport and the negotiators’ conclusion was that the dogged determination of several senior leading Liberal Democrats to try to keep Labour in the game was being met by a surprising degree of uninterest.


A parallel meeting between Cameron and Clegg with Sir Gus O’Donnell near at hand appeared to have been far more constructive and was a positive precursor to the resumption of negotiations at the Cabinet Office that afternoon between the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats. William Hague was armed with an improved offer and by late afternoon, despite Labour’s claim that their talks were still going positively, a breakthrough seemed imminent. Vince Cable, the Liberal Democrats’ Treasury spokesman, confirmed that a deal was ‘very, very close to being done’; Cameron returned to give staff at party headquarters the clearest signal that the Conservatives were about to emerge victorious; his MPs were put on standby for a meeting that evening.


Just after 7 p.m. a lectern was placed outside the No. 10 front door; the stage had been set for the final scene. Sarah Brown stood beside her husband as he announced that he intended to tender his resignation to the Queen and advise her to invite the leader of the opposition to form a government. He wished the next Prime Minister well. Only those who had held the office could understand the full weight of its responsibilities. ‘I loved the job not for its prestige, its titles and its ceremony – which I do not love at all. No, I loved the job for its potential to make this country I love fairer, more tolerant, more green, more democratic, more prosperous and more just – truly a greater Britain.’


His voice cracked with emotion as he paid tribute to the armed forces; he would ‘never forget all those who have died in honour and whose families today live in grief’. In thanking his staff, he said they had been friends as well as brilliant servants.




Above all, I want to thank Sarah for her unwavering support as well as for her love, and for her own service to our country. I thank my sons John and Fraser for the love and joy they bring to our lives. And as I leave the second most important job I could ever hold, I cherish even more the first – as a husband and father. Thank you and goodbye.





His dignified, heartfelt statement was a moment for reflection, blotting out the opportunism and prevarication of the previous four days. Brown turned to his wife as their sons were ushered out through the No. 10 front door and together, all four holding hands, they walked towards the car that was to take him to Buckingham Palace. As his thirteen years in Downing Street, holding the two highest offices of state, drew to a close, the civil service were preparing for the reality of a political realignment which the New Labour pioneers would not have thought possible. Westminster and Whitehall were to get their first taste of coalition government for sixty-five years. Two leaders who had been so contemptuous of each other during a hard-fought election campaign were to be yoked together as Prime Minister and deputy Prime Minister, leading an administration which promised to put political differences aside in the national interest.


While the ex-Prime Minister and his wife were having their audience with the Queen, the two teams of negotiators concluded their talks at the Cabinet Office and immediately headed off to report back to Cameron and Clegg. Less than an hour after Brown’s resignation, Cameron and his wife Samantha arrived at the Palace. Within half an hour of being asked by the Queen to form a new government, becoming the twelfth Prime Minister of her reign, he finally reached Downing Street. His prolonged tussle with Brown had kept Westminster on a knife edge, as did Harold Wilson’s ousting of Edward Heath following the inconclusive result of the February 1974 general election, but instead of a minority government the hung parliament of 2010 broke the mould of two-party politics. Even before he took office Cameron was ready to endorse a new era in politics and he gave up the long-standing right of a Prime Minister to choose when to go to the country. A fixed-term parliament of a full five years was one of the shared commitments of Britain’s first post-war coalition government. Barring a defeat, it meant the date of the next election would be on Thursday 7 May 2015, a constitutional change that promised the politicians of Westminster an unprecedented degree of certainty in place of the traditional vagaries of the British political calendar.


Cameron’s opening words on the steps of No. 10 were a tribute to Brown’s ‘long record of dedicated public service’ coupled with praise for the outgoing government. Britain was ‘more open at home and more compassionate abroad’ and that was something the whole country should be grateful for. There was no sense of triumphalism and he gave a frank assessment of the troubled state of the economy. He said the country had to come to terms with a hung parliament and pressing issues such as a huge deficit, deep social problems and a political system in need of reform. ‘For those reasons I aim to form a proper and full coalition between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats … to provide this country with the strong, the stable, the good and decent government that I think we need so badly.’ Party differences would be put aside so that he and Nick Clegg could work hard for the common good and for the national interest. ‘I came into politics because I love this country. I think its best days still lie ahead and I believe deeply in public service.’ Cameron would want to make sure that his government always looked after the elderly, the frail and the poorest. ‘We must take everyone through with us on some of the difficult decisions we have ahead … This is going to be hard and difficult work. A coalition will throw up all sorts of challenges. But I believe together we can provide that strong and stable government.’


On entering No. 10 with his wife Cameron was greeted by Gus O’Donnell and within a matter of minutes he took a call from Barack Obama offering his congratulations and another from Chancellor Merkel of Germany. George Osborne was confirmed as Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Hague named the Foreign Secretary; and then the new Prime Minister had to attend to the unfinished business of the evening. Such was Brown’s determination to make a swift exit once he realised that Labour’s coalition talks were floundering that he pre-empted a final agreement between Cameron and Clegg. They were still waiting to hear the outcome of their negotiations and had no opportunity to secure the endorsement of their respective parliamentary parties. But once Liberal Democrat MPs were briefed and Cameron was given a tumultuous reception by Conservative MPs, Clegg was confirmed by the Queen as deputy Prime Minister.


Throughout the day there had been hard bargaining on both sides. On the key issue of the economy, the Liberal Democrats dropped their opposition to the Conservatives’ election commitment to start making immediate cuts of £6 billion in public spending; they also agreed to a significant acceleration in plans to reduce the structural deficit over five years. In order to move towards honouring the Liberal Democrats’ goal of a £10,000 personal tax allowance, the Conservatives agreed to increase capital gains tax and to accept the previous government’s decision to introduce higher national insurance contributions for employees, a proposal which had been attacked as ‘Labour’s jobs tax’ during the election campaign. Another concession was the postponing of the Tory plan to increase the threshold for inheritance tax to £1 million. Both parties agreed not to join the euro or transfer more powers to the European Union; the Liberal Democrats accepted a cap on the number of immigrants from outside the European Union; and they opted to disagree over the Conservatives’ commitment to Britain’s Trident nuclear missile system and the nuclear power programme. In addition to fixed-term parliaments and a commitment to hold a referendum on the alternative vote electoral system, the coalition partners signed up to a ‘wholly or fully elected’ House of Lords.


Clegg’s final task, not completed until after midnight, was gaining the overwhelming endorsement of his federal executive. Earlier his parliamentary party gave unanimous support to an agreement which guaranteed the fifty-seven Liberal Democrat MPs a total of five cabinet posts and fifteen other ministerial jobs across Whitehall. After a momentous twenty-four hours and having achieved far more influence for Liberal Democrats than his contemporary predecessors might ever have imagined, Clegg acknowledged there ‘may be many questions, many doubts’ in both his party and the public about the new governing coalition:




I hope this is the start of the new politics I have always believed in – diverse, plural, where politicians of different persuasions come together, overcome their differences in order to deliver good government for the sake of the whole country … But I want to reassure you that I wouldn’t have entered into this arrangement unless I was genuinely convinced that it offers a unique opportunity to deliver the kind of changes you and I believe in. So I hope you’ll keep faith with us, I hope you will let us prove to you that we can serve you and this country with humility, with fairness at the heart of everything we do, and with total dedication to the interests and livelihoods of everyone in Great Britain.





As the Liberal Democrats’ negotiators celebrated the realisation that their party had the chance to honour hard-fought commitments there was little sympathy for the Labour ministers who had persuaded Gordon Brown to sacrifice his job in a desperate attempt to secure a ‘progressive’ alliance, only to find that he was then being deserted by his own MPs. Labour’s negotiating team was accused of being more attracted to the challenges of opposition than in creating a coalition. Lord Adonis, the cabinet minister who had argued most forcibly in support of Lib–Lab agreement, accused Clegg of being ‘dead set’ on a coalition with the Tories. ‘They should have been straight about this fact rather than playing silly games.’


Having accused Clegg of treachery and betrayal in gruesome headlines the previous day, the Tory tabloids adopted their other favourite tactic next morning and did their best to sideline his contribution in their adulatory coverage of the new Prime Minister’s arrival in Downing Street. David Cameron seemed to know intuitively what the photographers would be looking for as he stood outside the No. 10 front door with his wife. ‘Dave New World’ was the Sun’s headline over a front page picture of the new Prime Minister giving the pregnant Samantha ‘a loving pat on her baby bump’ as he arrived from the Palace ‘at the dawn of a new era of Conservative rule’. Well down an editorial on page ten the paper said that Clegg ‘finally did the right thing – but only after tarnishing his reputation. The “rainbow coalition” was nonsense. Clegg should recognise he is the junior partner in government.’ The Daily Mail chose the same picture of Cameron, ‘his hand resting gently on his pregnant wife’s bump’, under the headline ‘Baby, we made it’. Possible disaffection in the ranks of the Liberal Democrats was identified as the greatest threat to Cameron’s ‘historic power-sharing deal’ and it prompted another Daily Mail headline, ‘Can Clegg keep a lid on rebellion?’ Underneath was a photograph of Clegg sitting in his car the previous day ‘carelessly brandishing’ a memo which revealed in his ‘spidery handwriting’ the six steps that would need to be achieved in a coalition agreement. ‘Under “roles” appears the telling word: “Me”. Is this the “new politics” of which he speaks so piously? Truly, Mr Clegg is the Madame Fifi of British politics, fluttering his eyelashes at one suitor before sneaking off in secret to play footsie with another.’


Rarely had there been five days in British politics when all sections of the news media had been so impotent in influencing events, reduced to mere onlookers of a political tug of war which was reshaping the way the country was about to be governed. There was no opportunity or advantage to be gained in giving off-the-record advance briefings about the momentous steps which Cameron intended to take, nor were there any attempts, given the great uncertainty and the need for secrecy, to try to spin the coverage one way or another. The tabloids’ savaging of Clegg on the morning of the final day of negotiations was an illustration of the degree to which journalists were in the dark about the true state of play.


During the four and a half years that it took Cameron to lead the Conservatives into power there was often speculation about whether he would ever stand up to his party in quite the same way as Tony Blair did when he abandoned Clause IV in Labour’s constitution and dropped its historic commitment to public ownership. Blair’s speech to the 1994 annual conference was a much-manipulated moment in the moves being taken to cement his grip on New Labour; it became an essential reference point in the media’s narrative of his rise to power. Daniel Finkelstein, chief leader writer for The Times and a former director of the Conservative Research Department – where the new Prime Minister started work – believed Cameron had finally achieved his ‘Clause IV’ moment. His ‘generous offer’ to Clegg, inviting the Liberal Democrats to join a coalition on such broad terms, was ‘far more audacious’ than Blair’s initiative. Proposing a partnership agreement which the Liberal Democrats were not expecting was ‘an extraordinary political coup’; it meant the traditional anti-Conservative majority represented by Labour and the Liberal Democrats was ‘no longer an anti-Conservative majority’.


Establishing a coalition government gave Cameron and his party an unparalleled opportunity to rise above partisan party politics and rewrite contemporary political history. His initiative dominated the rolling news stories for well over a week, and rightly so. The twists and turns of the story spoke for themselves and left few opportunities for the kind of behind-the-scenes manipulation which he always promised he would avoid if he became Prime Minister. Without knowing what lay in store, he used an interview on the final Sunday of the election campaign to reiterate his undertaking that any administration he led would turn its back on the spin of the Blair and Brown governments. He told The Andrew Marr Show that he aspired to a style of government of ‘quiet effectiveness’ and he would ‘put aside the tools of the short-term politics, of the 24-hour news agenda’. He would not be sitting in his office with the ‘24-hour news blaring out, shouting out the headlines’. Labour’s obsession with seeking to exploit the news media had been incredibly damaging: ‘I think we’ve run government in the last thirteen years as a sort of branch of the entertainment industry. It’s been sort of 24-hour news and sort of 24-hour government.’


In the final stages of the election campaign the fawning of the Tory press in their coverage of Cameron was matched only by the brutality of their treatment of Gordon Brown and their savage character assassination of Clegg. Polling evidence suggested that sustained attacks on the Liberal Democrats for backing the euro and proposing an amnesty for illegal immigrants was partly responsible for the reduction in the initial surge in the party’s support, although it did not appear to have had the same effect on the aspiration of many voters for a hung parliament. Media analysts disagreed on the impact of press reporting on voting intentions but political strategists considered that the cumulative effect of the treatment their parties received did influence their electoral prospects.


The Sun’s sycophantic reporting was rewarded on his second day in office with an exclusive ‘first interview’ with the new Prime Minister. Cameron ‘thanked Sun readers who backed his bid to oust Gordon Brown’. In a list of staff changes at No. 10, Cameron announced that Andy Coulson, his chief media strategist at party headquarters, had been appointed the new director of communications in Downing Street. Coulson, a former editor of the News of the World, played a key role in the campaign, providing an invaluable link with the national press. All four of Rupert Murdoch’s national newspapers – The Times, the Sunday Times, the Sun and the News of the World – urged their readers to vote Conservative in 2010, a complete about-turn from the 2005 general election, when they each recommended the re-election of Tony Blair. A week into the new government Gary Gibbon, political editor of Channel 4 News, reported that Murdoch was one of Cameron’s first visitors, seen going ‘up the back stairs into No. 10’. Gibbon remarked that Murdoch had never been a huge fan of the Liberal Democrats so may have been seeking reassurance. ‘In one of his television interviews in the campaign, Adam Boulton of Sky News asked whether David Cameron would resist the power of Murdoch if he gets into No. 10. He said “Of course”, if my memory serves. Watch this space.’


Gibbon’s tease reflected the reality of modern-day politics in an incessant news environment. Cameron’s promise to eschew the manipulative techniques of Blair and Brown had the ring of poacher turning gamekeeper. When he graduated from the Conservative Research Department after the 1992 general election and became an aide to Norman Lamont and then Michael Howard, he had his first taste of the secretive basis on which information is traded between ministers and journalists. Cameron’s job description was ‘special adviser’ and he showed every sign of enjoying his new-found freedom to give political correspondents off-the-record briefings. For a few years at least he operated as party political spin doctor and introduced himself to the black arts of a hidden world in Westminster and Whitehall. By dint of perseverance and shrewd political judgement he built a coalition government out of the inconclusive result to the 2010 general election and in doing so he became the first special adviser to rise through the ranks to reach the highest office of state.
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EARLY YEARS





Still in his early twenties, fresh from Eton and Oxford, David Cameron served a political apprenticeship with the Conservative Party which gave him direct personal experience of the highs and lows that followed the upheaval of Margaret Thatcher’s ousting from Downing Street in November 1990. His steep learning curve would help instil the drive which took him to the top of his party. In the 1992 general election campaign, when John Major won against the odds, the young Cameron was in the team which briefed the Prime Minister before his daily news conferences. Six months later, having been promoted to the role of special adviser to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, he was standing in the Treasury courtyard when the then Chancellor, Norman Lamont, had to announce that due to the devaluation of the pound, Britain had been forced to withdraw from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. Cameron had been on the inside track at the two events which marked the rise and fall of Major’s recently re-elected administration, a reality check on the harsh misfortunes of political life. Within the space of a few years he had become steeped in politics and already seemed to have acquired the approachable personality of a future public relations professional. Beneath the smooth exterior there were also the emerging signs of an astute political operator whose early grounding would be put to good use once he had the chance to lead his party.


Political history is littered with lessons for the politicians of the future; a mark of leadership is the ability to learn from the past. Cameron, who read politics, philosophy and economics at Brasenose College, Oxford, joined the Conservative research department in September 1988 after gaining a first-class honours degree. To have started work for a political party at the impressionable age of twenty-two, and then to have had such an illuminating range of insights so early in his career, gave him an invaluable head start, a political induction which few of his contemporaries would be able to match. He had observed at first hand the unrelenting pressures faced by a Prime Minister whose authority was under attack; he had seen how the conduct of a general election campaign could confound the direst predictions of the opinion pollsters; and then, within months of becoming a ministerial aide, he found himself in the Chancellor’s private office in the midst of the financial crisis which shattered the Conservatives’ reputation for sound economic management and resulted in personal disaster for Lamont. Cameron’s introduction to the inner workings of both the party machine and the administration of Whitehall was a curtain raiser for the dramatic shifts which were about to unfold and reshape the political landscape: the slow, debilitating collapse of the Major government; the catastrophic rout of the Conservative Party in the 1997 general election; the rise of New Labour, culminating in Tony Blair’s landslide victory; and then, in their wake, almost a decade of introspection and infighting over the future direction and leadership of the Tory Party. As he rose through the ranks, becoming first an MP and then a shadow minister, Cameron had ample opportunity to compare and contrast the successes and failures of the Blair and Brown governments with what he had witnessed in the final years of the Thatcher and Major premierships. In the four and a half years he spent as party leader reorganising and rebranding the Conservatives in readiness for the 2010 general election, he demonstrated that he had not wasted his long apprenticeship and that he was more than capable of putting the lessons of the past to good use.


Former contemporaries at Conservative Central Office recall how the newly appointed Cameron revelled in political argument. He was self-assured,  keen to display his command of statistics and clearly determined to succeed in politics. The ambitious Cameron had talents which would help him come to terms with the age of media-driven politics and the unrelenting pressures of the 24/7 news agenda: he had a flair, when discussing politics, to treat it as a conversation, an all-important accomplishment when he had to start speaking to an audience or answer questions in a one-to-one with a constituent or an interviewer. From his earliest days as a party researcher he seemed determined to get to grips with the love–hate relationship between politicians and journalists. Whatever he might have thought privately about political correspondents and commentators, he was eager to make their acquaintance, quick to learn how they could be exploited to promote his career. His undoubted skill in dealing with reporters, photographers and television crews was evident from the moment he began campaigning for the Tory leadership. So too was his supreme confidence in front of a camera, a priceless gift for an ambitious politician. In fact, his presentation was so slick that it immediately became a source of comment and criticism among friend and foe alike. What was so striking about his on-screen behaviour was his easy-going nature and friendly repartee when being bombarded with reporters’ questions; it all seemed so effortless. Cameron’s advantage over his political rivals and opponents was that he had cut his political teeth in the daily dogfights between journalists and politicians. He knew from his first years in politics what it was like to get entangled in a media feeding frenzy or trapped by a reporters’ stakeout; he understood why it was so important not to appear flustered or become aggressive. Cameron had built up an intimate knowledge of the tricks of the trade on both sides of the fence: he had served an apprenticeship as a political attack dog and trainee spin doctor and in addition he had acquired an equally strong grasp of the media mindset, only too well aware of how low journalists were prepared to stoop in pursuit of an exclusive story. Yet once elected leader, Cameron was able to project the on-air persona of the man in the street, a hint almost of naivety, as though he was an innocent abroad when it came to the dark arts of media manipulation.


 My first chance to assess Cameron’s potential as a political operator was in the 1992 election campaign when, like other reporters, I became aware of the antics of what was variously dubbed the ‘brat pack’ or ‘Patten’s pups’, a young and motley crew recruited by the Conservative chairman, Chris Patten, and in whom the Prime Minister was foolishly said to have rested his fate. Under the guiding hand of Peter Mandelson, the Labour Party had widened its appeal, having shown far greater flair than the Conservatives in exploiting television and radio. In an attempt to make up lost ground, the former That’s Life producer Shaun Woodward had been hired to give Major’s campaign a televisual makeover. Woodward’s appointment as director of communications was considered to be quite a coup and his association with Esther Rantzen, star presenter of That’s Life, gave the Tory campaign some much-needed sparkle. Nonetheless, Conservative Central Office was gripped by uncertainty, denuded of many of the older, experienced hands who had guided Margaret Thatcher to three general election victories. In their place the party had recruited a much younger team, some fresh faced and not long out of university, who were enthusiastically taking orders from a light entertainment producer who freely admitted to journalists that he was modelling himself on Mandelson, much feared by Tory strategists because of his success in repackaging the Labour Party and in promoting Neil Kinnock.


Journalists could hardly believe their good fortune when Woodward’s team began acting out the kind of stunts which would have earned their place in the running order alongside Rantzen’s singing dogs and comic characters. In the second week of the campaign reporters and television crews were told to assemble outside Central Office for what we were promised would be a good picture story. Maurice Saatchi, who was supervising the party’s advertising campaign, insisted we would witness a ‘strong visual message’. Laid out on the pavement was a large wooden model of a factory. Written on the chimneys were the words ‘investment’, ‘jobs’ and ‘recovery’. No sooner were the television cameras in place than a steamroller trundled into Smith Square. Its livery was funereal and the only splash of colour amid all the black paint was a superimposed red L (for Labour), matching the L-plate used by learner drivers. ‘Patten’s pups’, who were lined up on the pavement, whooped with delight as the steamroller proceeded to smash the wooden model to smithereens, stopping only a few feet short of the front door of Central Office. Sean Holden, the Conservatives’ head of broadcasting and a former political reporter with TV-am, told me the story would have great impact on both television and radio. ‘We are trying to talk to the C2s and this will get the message across to them that their jobs are at risk if Labour get elected.’ Equally enthusiastic was Steve Hilton, who was co-ordinating campaign policy with Saatchi and Saatchi. He claimed it was a ‘very effective piece of media campaigning’ because it was symbolic of what Britain would be like under Labour. As they were speaking a large shroud was being thrown hurriedly over what remained of the factory. Whereas Holden and Hilton seemed convinced the stunt had been effective, other young researchers and strategists thought differently. Having seen that photographers were lining up shots to include the smashed words ‘investment’, ‘jobs’ and ‘recovery’, they obviously feared that newspaper pictures of a shattered factory might give the wrong impression.


The ‘brat pack’s’ exuberance was a gift for political columnists and diary writers and, as if almost on cue, David Cameron seemed to emerge as their leader and spokesman, gathering increasingly flattering mentions as the campaign progressed. Initially Major was mocked by David Seymour, writing in the now-defunct newspaper Today, for having put his faith in the ‘clammy hands of Patten’s puppies’. Seymour could not believe that the Prime Minister was relying on a team that was ‘wet behind the ears’. How at the age of twenty-five could ‘David Cameron, an old Etonian’ have the experience to head the political section at Central Office? How could Hilton – ‘yes, only twenty-two’ – be ‘campaign co-ordinator’ when he ‘had only just left public school’ at the time of the previous general election? ‘Sleep, little babies’ was the headline next day on the lead item in the Times diary, which revealed that Cameron and Hilton were up at 4.45 each morning in order to prepare press briefings for Patten and Major. Billeted round the corner from Smith Square in Gayfere Street, in a house owned by the then Conservative candidate Alan Duncan, they worked an eighteen-hour day. After giving Patten a rundown of what had appeared in the press they briefed Major at 7.30 a.m. and, after a full day’s work, monitored television and radio coverage each evening until Patten returned from campaigning in his Bath constituency. Ann Leslie, the Daily Mail’s celebrated feature writer, described her encounter with the ‘Tory teenies’: they were ‘a bunch of eager, muddled young beavers’ who had never fought an election.


‘Patten’s pups’ literally had to flee the scene in panic when a misguided news conference descended into chaos. This happened on the third day of what journalists dubbed the ‘war of Jennifer’s ear’, the row about the leaking of the name of a young girl with excruciating earache who was featured in a Labour Party election broadcast. My last sight of the ‘brat pack’ was watching them beat a hasty retreat up the stairs of Central Office looking as if they were the culprits in the kind of consumer scam exposed by That’s Life. In a bid to reassure voters that the government’s health reforms were working, sympathetic hospital consultants and doctors had been lined up on the platform and at the end of their presentation the Secretary of State for Health, William Waldegrave, was ambushed by journalists demanding to know why the Conservatives had leaked Jennifer Bennett’s name. Once Waldegrave admitted that Central Office had ‘helped’ Jennifer’s consultant make contact with the Daily Express there was pandemonium; reporters rushed forward to ask questions. In the hue and cry which followed an ashen-faced Sean Holden was pushed against a Tory poster; Shaun Woodward tried unsuccessfully to stop television crews who were filming him without his permission; and Cameron, who was standing with Patten’s special adviser, Patrick Rock, ended up being pinned against a wall. When I asked a question, Rock shouted back at me: ‘We didn’t give out the name. Ask the editor of the Independent.’ Cameron gave his own account of what happened in a comment column for Guardian Unlimited shortly after being elected an MP. He described himself as a veteran of the ‘war of Jennifer’s ear’ and the unseemly row which erupted after the Conservatives tried to wind up their press conference: ‘I vividly remember being pinned to the wall and screamed at by Alastair Campbell, then political editor of the Daily Mirror … I’m still waiting for my campaign medal from John Major.’ ‘Dirty Little Trick’ was the headline next morning on Campbell’s front-page splash for the Mirror, which said the ‘sickening truth’ was that it was the Conservatives who had thrust ‘little Jennifer Bennett into the glaring spotlight of the general election battle’.


I could not remember a Tory news conference ending so chaotically and Cameron had been wise to keep his head down and let Rock do all the talking before they all hurried out of camera range. Even so, Cameron’s presence had been noticed by the press pack and he was definitely making a point of cultivating the younger and newer reporters, hoping no doubt to build up a nucleus of critical friends in the media. Much of the legwork for the diary columns of national newspapers is done by trainees, often graduates starting out on a career in journalism, and they are an obvious target for a political activist trying to make his name. In the third week of the campaign a diary paragraph in The Times described Cameron as ‘one of the brightest young people in the party’. Not surprisingly, when reporting the celebrations at Central Office after Major had returned victoriously to Downing Street with a personal mandate and an overall majority of twenty-one seats, The Times turned among others to Cameron, whose quotes were considered far more newsworthy than Woodward’s. ‘Chris Patten’s babes came of age yesterday’ was the opening line in Andrew Pierce’s report describing the smiles on the faces of the youthful campaigners as ‘they opened yet another bottle of champagne’. Having been blamed initially for a lacklustre campaign, they had come close to cracking under the strain and, as Pierce observed, their eighteen-hour days had taken their toll: ‘Bags under their eyes. Pallid skin. They used to catnap at their desks during any lull in proceedings.’ Cameron had not only volunteered the kind of colourful lines which The Times needed but had also delivered the quote which topped the story: ‘The brat pack hits back … Whatever people say about us, we got the campaign right.’ In seizing the opportunity to capture the headlines and vindicate their role, Cameron gave an early demonstration of his flair for amusing self-deprecation, an invaluable skill for an up-and-coming politician: ‘Not being battle-hardened veterans, we had to take the flak on the chin. But after the first two weeks we just got our heads down and decided to listen to what we were being told by our workers on the ground rather than the opinion pollsters, and especially newspaper reporters.’ On polling day his fellow ‘Patten’s pup’ Steve Hilton, who was too young to have voted in the 1987 general election, rang Cameron to say: ‘I have done it. I have finally voted. They can’t write that about me any more.’ Once the results starting coming in they were unable to hide their excitement and Cameron led Hilton and the rest of his crew across Smith Square to chant and jeer outside Transport House, head office of the Transport and General Workers’ Union and former headquarters of the Labour Party.


Having emerged as de facto cheerleader and spokesman for the ‘brat pack’, Cameron was savouring his first taste of political success, which in his case was all the sweeter because of a personal setback immediately prior to the election. He had spent the previous year seconded to the team which helped to brief John Major in preparation for the then twice-weekly sessions of Prime Minister’s Questions. Much of his time was spent reading the text of speeches and interviews given by Labour politicians as he hunted for embarrassing quotes or slip-ups which could be used when attacking the opposition. Cameron told Guardian Unlimited that being ‘plucked’ from Central Office and ‘sent to No. 10’ had taught him how to respond to the daily news agenda. By scanning the papers he was able to work out the likely questions and then he had to try to ‘think of killer facts and snappy one-liners’. His skill in identifying punchy responses which Major could use to undermine Neil Kinnock had not gone unnoticed. In June 1991, the Atticus diary column in the Sunday Times credited Cameron with finding the ‘timely anti-Labour ammunition’ which explained why the Prime Minister’s performances in the House of Commons had become ‘sharper of late, unlike his platform set-pieces’. Major had left Kinnock ‘squirming’ on the opposition front bench after he brandished a ‘dreadful piece of doublespeak’ from Labour’s then employment spokesman, Tony Blair, about the impact which a minimum wage would have on unemployment. The following week, Gordon Greig, political editor of the Daily Mail – and then the doyen of the Westminster lobby – complimented Major on the ‘brisker, more business-like atmosphere’ in the Downing Street kitchen cabinet which had been evident since the arrival of ‘a razor-sharp script man, David Cameron, from the Tory Central Office political desk’. On the strength of his contribution to the Prime Minister’s pre-election fightback Cameron had been tipped by the Times diary for promotion to Downing Street. Major’s political adviser Judith Chaplin was leaving to become the Conservatives’ general election candidate in Newbury. Cameron was described as the ‘man to watch’, a sentiment shared by the Mail on Sunday’s Black Dog column, which claimed he was one of two ‘extremely ambitious politicos’ mounting formidable campaigns to get her job. In the event Chaplin’s post was filled by Jonathan Hill; Cameron continued in his role as head of the Central Office political section. Preparing daily briefs for the Prime Minister and party chairman for the duration of the 1992 campaign proved quite an ordeal but, as he told The Times years later, he learned there was all to play for in a general election. ‘Major was the only person who thought we were going to win. A pretty hairy job but it turned out he was right.’


Cameron’s aptitude for briefing ministers and his ability to conjure up jokes and insults with which to taunt Labour’s front bench was put to immediate use. During the heat of the campaign his advice had been widely sought ahead of news conferences and speeches. His popularity came as no surprise to Alistair Cooke, then the deputy director of the Conservatives’ research department, who interviewed Cameron in 1988 when he first applied to join the staff. ‘There were all these panicking ministers who wanted briefing every five minutes and Cameron calmed them all down. He was the perfect hand holder.’ Norman Lamont, who had seen Cameron in action, briefing Major in the build-up to the election, was highly impressed and as soon as he returned to the Treasury after their unexpected victory, the Chancellor immediately offered him a job. Lamont reflected on the strengths of his young adviser in an interview for the Independent shortly before Cameron was declared party leader: ‘Cameron was very quick, very alert and I thought “I want him”. He was a political rather than an economic adviser, so he would help with speeches; he would be in on briefings for parliamentary questions; he would be present at some of the tax meetings to do with the Budget, and might give it a political angle.’ Another characteristic which the former Chancellor highlighted was that Cameron could be good company and was ‘very likeable’, an observation which would subsequently prove to underline Cooke’s conclusion that Cameron was the ‘perfect hand holder’ for a panicking minister.


Lamont was in desperate need of a makeover. His lacklustre delivery at the despatch box was proving no match for his erudite Labour shadow, John Smith. When the Chancellor delivered ‘a rattling good speech’ in May 1992, which for once was said to have ‘discomforted’ Smith, the Sunday Times gave Cameron another plug. Atticus said the ‘young Tory whizz-kid’, brought in to spice up Major’s Question Time performances, had ‘hit the ground running’ at the Treasury. Cameron’s promotion was said by the Independent to be ‘an ideal stepping stone’ towards becoming a prospective parliamentary candidate, and the year he was about to spend with the Chancellor would transform the young researcher and speech writer into a hardened media handler whose privileged background of Eton and Oxford appeared to prove no handicap when he had to cope with the excesses of the tabloid press and the seedier side of journalism.


Lamont faced a gathering economic storm that summer: sterling was under pressure and British membership of the Exchange Rate Mechanism was being tested to the limit. Age and a lack of City know-how did count against Cameron and at the end of August 1992 there was a snide reference in the Times diary to a hole in Lamont’s kitchen cabinet: while it did include a leading aide from the Conservatives’ election-winning ‘brat pack’, it lacked an adviser with ‘hands-on market experience’. Three weeks later, on 17 September, Lamont floundered in the maelstrom of Black Wednesday. In a desperate attempt to stem the collapse of the pound the Chancellor raised interest rates twice in a day by a total of 5 percentage points but the slide continued and Britain was forced to leave the ERM at a cost to the taxpayer of anything from £4 billion to £5 billion. Television news footage of Lamont’s announcement shows Cameron at the edge of shot, standing to one side of the Chancellor. Thirteen years later, in his first speech on the economy as party leader, Cameron spoke ruefully of the day the Conservatives lost their reputation for economic competence. He told The Times: ‘If you cut me down the middle, you would find “Exchange Rate Mechanism” written on me like a stick of rock.’


With his back firmly against the Treasury wall and his credibility in tatters, Lamont was forced to defend himself in the face of sustained calls for his resignation, a dire change of fortune which required his young attack dog to learn new tricks. Even further disasters were afoot and the beleaguered Chancellor would need all the support he could muster, not least from his talented wordsmith, who was about to get his first taste of a media feeding frenzy. Having endured what economic pundits calculated was the most costly mistake ever made in a single day by any Chancellor, the hapless Lamont was about to entertain the nation by revealing that he was apparently equally incompetent in managing his own financial affairs. Details of his credit card account were leaked to the Sun, which alleged that Lamont was £470 overdrawn and had been sent five warning letters for not making his monthly payments. The last purchase was £17.47 spent at a Thresher off-licence near Paddington, which a shop assistant claimed was for a bottle of Bricout Brut champagne and a packet of Raffles extra-long cigarettes. ‘What Were You Up To Norm?’ was the question posed in capital letters on the front page of the Daily Star. Its story line about the Chancellor’s ‘mystery shopping trip in a seedy part of London’ was carefully balanced with a stout denial from the Treasury, which insisted the Chancellor was in Whitehall when the purchase was supposed to have been made. A Treasury statement about the Chancellor’s movements that afternoon and evening was quoted verbatim and it said his schedule included ‘meetings at the Treasury with his special adviser David Cameron’. A similar name check in the Daily Express also cited Cameron’s presence in support of Lamont’s rebuttal. By drawing attention to his meetings with his special adviser in the time line of that day, the Chancellor strengthened his version of events and the Treasury’s statement was accepted immediately by Thresher’s management, which apologised for the embarrassment caused by inaccurate statements by its staff; Lamont’s bill showed that he had in fact purchased two bottles of claret and a bottle of Margaux at another branch the previous day.


Sensing the Chancellor’s vulnerability, Labour’s increasingly effective publicity machine had identified him as the most promising target in their campaign to destabilise John Major’s administration. Three days after the leak about his overdrawn credit card, Lamont was accused of a cover-up by the then shadow Chancellor, Gordon Brown, when the Sunday Times disclosed that the Treasury had secretly paid his legal costs the previous year during the saga of ‘Miss Whiplash’. On moving into 11 Downing Street, Lamont rented out his home in Kensington, only for the News of the World to reveal that the tenant in the basement was a sex therapist. Fearing that the story presented a threat to his authority as Chancellor, Lamont sought the advice of the leading libel lawyer Peter Carter-Ruck and the Treasury paid £4,700 towards the bill, a payment which officials subsequently insisted was wholly justified.


Nevertheless the Chancellor had become a marked man and for Cameron, who spent much of the time briefing newspapers like the Sun, it was a chilling baptism into the cruel world of crisis PR, not something he had sought or perhaps expected, but an insight into the dark side of politics and a formative sequence of events for any young and ambitious party activist. During his first six months as a special adviser – and still only twenty-six – he had acquired an awareness which other political aides might have had to wait a lifetime to experience. He had been in the Chancellor’s private office during an unprecedented financial crash and then had to observe an unfolding personal tragedy as a minister’s reputation got repeatedly trashed in a tabloid frenzy. In the event Cameron’s walk-on role in ‘Threshergate’ and the resurrection of the ‘Miss Whiplash’ story were merely curtain raisers for the dramas which were to follow and in which he would play a more prominent part. Within a matter of months Lamont would become the first Conservative Chancellor in thirty years to be sacked and his political adviser would find himself caught in the cross-fire of the savage battle between his embittered former boss and the then Tory chairman, Sir Norman Fowler. Cameron was about to be tested as never before: he had to show loyalty to his beleaguered ex-boss but at the same time avoid doing anything to damage the Major government or the Conservative Party.


Increasingly at odds with the Prime Minister, the Chancellor had become isolated from many of his cabinet colleagues. He cut a lonely figure around Westminster and was in desperate need of Cameron’s company and moral support. Instead of being left behind at the Treasury, the Chancellor’s young adviser would be wined and dined in the company of the cream of the House of Commons press corps. Cameron had already become a valuable source of quotes and tip-offs and now he was about to make his mark not just among diary writers and tabloid journalists but also with senior lobby correspondents and political editors; he was about to earn his spurs as a Treasury ‘insider’ and ‘cabinet source’, a trader in sensitive, off-the-record information.


The week before the cabinet reshuffle of May 1993 Lamont delivered the wind-up speech on the third reading of the Maastricht Bill and after a ‘glass or two of champagne’ in the whips’ office, Cameron was invited to join the Chancellor and two correspondents for ‘a light supper of scrambled eggs, smoked salmon and mineral water’ at Shepherd’s restaurant in Marsham Street. By then Lamont’s fate had probably been sealed and the two journalists, from the Independent on Sunday, noted that he seemed to fear the worst, appearing ‘tired and subdued’. In their account of the ‘Chancellor’s ignominious end’, Donald Macintyre and Stephen Castle admitted to being bowled over by the political acumen of their young guest. They were particularly impressed by the way Cameron subsequently handled his relations with lobby correspondents during Lamont’s sacking, probably the most acrimonious departure since Margaret Thatcher’s spectacular disagreements with Michael Heseltine and Geoffrey Howe.


Initially, in the face of continuing speculation about a cabinet reshuffle, Cameron’s role was to insist that it was ‘business as usual’ in the Treasury; Lamont was said to be busy preparing a second Budget to be delivered the following November. Macintyre and Castle could not fault the conduct of the Chancellor’s aide: ‘Cameron, politically mature beyond his years, fought a doughty campaign for his boss but one that was free of hype or dishonesty. He tirelessly told MPs and journalists up to the last minute that Lamont was hard at work on his planned unified Budget and determined to give it.’ Lamont’s sacking meant Cameron was out of a job, and praise from the Independent on Sunday for having given journalists even-handed guidance was an accolade which would add gravitas to the CV of any unattached political adviser. But Cameron, who was anxious to preserve the confidence of the journalists he had been briefing, had first to steer his way through the post-reshuffle repercussions. The story had moved on and so had the speculation: journalists wanted to know precisely when and how Lamont would exact his revenge on Major. I was about to experience at first hand the moment when Cameron’s guidance failed to reflect reality. Spin doctors have to put the best possible gloss on what they know but the cardinal rule is not to get caught supplying inaccurate information.


Cabinet reshuffles have become far more civilised affairs in recent years. Outgoing ministers are usually informed by telephone and spared the embarrassment of being trapped on camera as they are forced to walk up to the No. 10 front door simply to receive their marching orders from the Prime Minister. By today’s standards Lamont’s sacking was brutal. When he called in to see Major he was able to slip through a connecting door from No. 11 to No. 10 without emerging into Downing Street but his movements during the rest of the day would be followed by the media every step of the way. When offered the alternative but rather lowlier cabinet post of Secretary of State for the Environment, the Chancellor refused to accept the demotion, turned on his heels after a ‘flaming row’ with Major, stepped ‘expressionless’ from No. 11 and was driven smartly away, only to return unexpectedly half an hour later telling reporters he had ‘never felt better’. During an agonising wait for the official reshuffle announcement, Cameron once again became the Chancellor’s companion and his presence was duly noted in newspaper timetables of the Downing Street drama: ‘11.06 a.m.: Lamont, who has been back at Downing Street for an hour, leaves again in his Jaguar accompanied by his adviser David Cameron. He smiles but says nothing [Daily Express].’ Reporters were in hot pursuit and the pair were spotted next having lunch at Toto, a small Italian restaurant in Knightsbridge. Cameron had got drawn into a stakeout where journalists would make a note of Lamont’s every move: ‘Lunching alone with his adviser, the deposed Chancellor nevertheless managed two glasses of champagne’ (Press Association); ‘After his £34-a-head lunch of pasta and fruit salad there was no official car to whisk him away’ (Today); ‘Shorn of his ministerial limousine, Lamont had to flag down a taxi’ (Daily Mirror).


Any slip-up by a high-profile politician whose behaviour is being closely monitored in a restaurant or similar venue can easily be magnified out of all proportion. Given Lamont’s seething sense of injustice he would have been at even greater risk without the additional safeguard of Cameron’s eyes and ears. Lamont had chosen wisely: his adviser was not only likeable and good company, but was also the ‘perfect hand holder’ and must have offered great reassurance with his presence, even if it might not have been much fun at the time. Cameron was getting dragged ever deeper into the task of helping to pick up the pieces as Lamont’s career veered off into an uncontrolled tail spin. As the denouement approached he would discover to his own cost how a wounded minister seeking revenge can compromise the position of friends and colleagues. Lamont’s petulance would take some beating and Cameron’s only consolation was that he was unlikely to be fazed in his future career by any similarly acrimonious reshuffle.


On arriving at the Treasury immediately after being sacked, Lamont informed Cameron that he would not be following the traditional courtesy of exchanging a resignation letter with the Prime Minister. Instead he issued a personal statement insisting that the success of the policies he had put in place at the Treasury would ‘become increasingly clear with the passage of time’. Lamont’s snub to Major was highlighted by the Sunday Times in its background report on the reshuffle: ‘Cameron was instructed to issue an unprecedented statement of self-justification to the Press Association, omitting any reference to Major or any mention of his continuing support for his government. According to Treasury insiders, the first No. 10 heard about it was when the news agency put it out at 4.03 p.m.’ Asking the Press Association rather than the Downing Street press office to release the statement was quite a coup for the news agency, which reproduced the Sunday Times report about Cameron’s role in a series of full-page promotional advertisements in UK Press Gazette. Flagging up the identity of Lamont’s spokesman in a weekly magazine for the news media meant that any journalist inquiring about the ex-Chancellor’s intentions would be in no doubt that Cameron was the right person to contact.


Lamont’s statement to the Press Association included the tantalising line that he did not ‘intend to make any further comment for several weeks’, which only served to fuel the speculation that he would indeed exact revenge at some point. Two weeks elapsed, then he seized the opportunity to cause maximum embarrassment for the Prime Minister by opting to make a personal statement immediately before an Opposition Day debate criticising the government’s handling of the economy. Cameron, still without the firm promise of a new job, had been asked repeatedly by lobby correspondents what Lamont intended to do. No doubt thinking about his own future and anxious to avoid harming his chances of getting placed with another cabinet minister, Cameron consistently played down any suggestion that Lamont was seeking retribution; he told correspondents that he had been in touch with Lamont that weekend and was confident the former Chancellor had no intention of retaliating.


While Cameron was doing his best to serve the interests of the Prime Minister and the Conservative Party by trying to damp down speculation, it was a mistake to have paraded himself as a point of contact for the ex-Chancellor and it might perhaps have been a wiser course of action to have told journalists he was no longer in a position to help with their inquiries. Although I did not speak to Cameron myself, I knew his guidance to the lobby was not only out of date but was also misleading. David Hart, a friend of Lamont’s and a former adviser to Margaret Thatcher, had told me on the night of the reshuffle that the former Chancellor blamed Sir Norman Fowler for having urged Major to dismiss him. ‘Lamont is boiling over with rage. He purposely did not write a letter of loyalty because he wants room for manoeuvre. He will not say anything for the next few days but he will cause a lot of trouble. He thinks the offer of environment is an insult and he told Major so.’


When news of Lamont’s intention to make a personal statement finally emerged it caught Westminster by surprise. The first official notification was at noon, when the House of Commons annunciators listed the day’s business. With only a few minutes to spare before the start of The World at One, I managed to contact Hart and he confirmed that Lamont’s speech would be a ‘bombshell’; it was definitely intended to discomfort the Prime Minister. ‘Lamont has kept quiet about it on purpose. He feared that Major and the whips would try to screw it up if they got wind of what he was planning.’ When asked on air what Lamont might say, I went hard in predicting that ‘a very aggrieved ex-Chancellor’ would launch a calculated attempt to embarrass Major; it promised to be a ‘riveting’ speech about his sense of having been betrayed by the Prime Minister and made a scapegoat. My broadcast was immediately challenged on its accuracy by the press office at Conservative Central Office, which accused me of ‘going over the top’. While waiting in the press gallery for the statement I was also cross-questioned by the Daily Mirror’s political editor, John Williams, who said Cameron had personally assured him that Lamont had no intention of speaking out of turn.


Hart’s guidance was spot on: Lamont launched a damning indictment of the Prime Minister, accusing him of being obsessed with his image to the point that his government ‘gives the impression of being in office but not in power’. Political journalists drew immediate comparisons with Geoffrey Howe’s statement in the autumn of 1990 which precipitated the fall of Margaret Thatcher. Lamont’s friend Woodrow Wyatt, the News of the World columnist, was credited with having written much of the speech, which perhaps explained why Cameron was out of the loop. ‘Mr Whiplash’ was the bold headline on the Daily Mail’s front page next morning above a report that suggested Lamont had meted out the sort of punishment which a sex therapist would have been proud of. No doubt Cameron was mightily relieved that for once his speech-writing skills had not been called upon. Although some lobby correspondents might have felt they had been misled by his briefings, he had demonstrated some neat political footwork in smartly detaching himself from the ex-Chancellor and in repositioning himself firmly behind the Prime Minister and the party.


Lamont’s final few weeks at the Treasury would have tested Cameron’s loyalty to the limit, because he was being asked to spin the line that it was ‘business as usual’ when it was becoming all too obvious that the Chancellor would be a casualty in the looming reshuffle. The last straw for the Prime Minister and the party hierarchy was the Conservatives’ humiliating defeat in the Newbury by-election after a disastrous campaign blighted by Lamont’s infamous line ‘Je ne regrette rien’. Shortly before he was sacked, in a belated attempt to apologise, the Chancellor used a speech at the Scottish Conservatives’ annual conference to try to make amends. On this occasion the speech writer was not Cameron but Hart, who was doing his best to stiffen the Chancellor’s resolve to ride out the reshuffle speculation, not least because he believed that Lamont’s continued presence at the Treasury would safeguard the position of the then chief secretary, Michael Portillo, who was committed to the task of trying to curb public spending. Hart wanted Lamont’s speech in Edinburgh to show that the Chancellor could take it on the chin. ‘I got Lamont to say: “I regret the hardship that getting inflation down has caused. But I do not regret taking the tough but necessary decisions to get inflation under control.” I thought it was time he made the point that he regretted the effects of what had happened.’


Given all the manoeuvrings behind the scenes, Cameron could not be faulted on the way he managed to extricate himself from the bitter post-reshuffle recriminations. After the scandal and intrigue surrounding Lamont’s downfall, he was about to secure the patronage of a cabinet minister who was renowned for being meticulous in his efforts to micro-manage his media personality. Staying on at the Treasury was not an option because the new Chancellor, Kenneth Clarke, had already chosen two special advisers to work in his private office. As any aspiring politician knows only too well, a lucky break can make all the difference and accepting the offer to become an adviser to the newly appointed Home Secretary, Michael Howard, was by far the most fortunate move Cameron could possibly have made. He was about to establish a relationship which would further strengthen the foundations of his rise to the top of the Conservative Party. Howard’s friendship and support would prove to be invaluable after the Conservatives’ defeat in the 2005 general election when the baton of leadership would be handed on to the next generation.


The new Home Secretary’s principal special adviser was Patrick Rock, with whom Cameron had worked during the general election campaign; he was largely responsible for assisting Howard in his contacts with the news media. Cameron’s task, in addition to supporting the other Home Office ministers, was to help with speech writing and policy research, again another highly propitious opportunity. Howard had not expected to get the home affairs brief and he realised immediately that he faced an uphill task in trying to re-establish the Conservatives’ reputation as the party of law and order. Tony Blair, then shadow Home Secretary, had stolen a march on the Tories with his promise in January 1993 that a future Labour government would be ‘tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime’. Howard was determined to find a way to retaliate and he believed his first party conference speech as Home Secretary in October 1993 was the ideal occasion on which to launch what he hoped would be seen as a radical crackdown on crime. In the weeks leading up to his appearance before the annual gathering of Conservative representatives at Blackpool he gave Cameron a masterclass in preparing and then implementing a strategy designed to capture the news agenda. With the help of his advisers he drew up a total of twenty-seven new measures which he told the conference amounted to the ‘most comprehensive programme of action against crime that has ever been announced by any Home Secretary’. Headline writers on the tabloids gave the speech an ecstatic welcome: ‘The law goes to war’ (Sun); ‘Back to real Tory values’ (Daily Express); ‘Steps back to sanity’ (Daily Star).


When I was handed a copy of the speech at the party press office I saw straightaway that it was not the usual conference rhetoric. Stapled to the back were five additional pages headed ‘notes for editors’ giving precise information about how each new provision would be implemented. Although it was obviously a Conservative news release and was printed on party paper, the document exuded a sense of authority and was clearly designed to give the impression that these were official government announcements. Conference speeches are often short of detail, especially on controversial subjects like law and order, and Howard knew that if journalists were to be convinced, there would have to be some real substance to back up his proposals. As I listened to Howard and checked off his announcements against the text, the vast range of his proposals was striking: ‘I’m going to introduce tougher powers to allow the police to stop and search cars for weapons and explosives … We will sweep away many of the complex legal restraints on DNA … This may mean that more people will go to prison. I do not flinch from that … Let us be clear. Prison works … We shall build six new prisons.’


During the pre-conference build-up there had been no mention of Howard’s plan to deliver what the London Evening Standard dubbed ‘Britain’s biggest ever crime-busting package’. The conference agenda did contain more resolutions on law and order than any other subject and journalists were anticipating that Howard would have to face the delegates’ wrath. However, by taking the news media by surprise, he succeeded in dominating much of that day’s radio and television coverage and provided front-page leads next morning for most of the national newspapers. Cameron’s supporting role in ensuring that the Home Secretary grabbed the conference headlines gave him an insight into Howard’s Machiavellian talent for managing his coverage in the news media. Of all John Major’s ministers, he was the one with the clearest grasp of the agenda-setting ability of the press and the likely response of broadcasters. But he was also the minister that radio and television producers feared most. A particularly menacing attribute was his deadly accuracy when making complaints, as I had learned to my cost. During the build-up to the 1992 general election I was reprimanded by my editors when Howard, who was then Secretary of State for Employment, complained directly to the BBC’s director general, John Birt, about the accuracy of my reporting for Radio 4. Birt’s letter of apology, regretting my failure to have been ‘very cautious of reporting detailed and substantial allegations’, was leaked to the Daily Express with the inevitable headline ‘BBC says sorry’.


When reporting Howard’s speech at Blackpool my suspicions were aroused by the quasi-official nature of the Conservatives’ news release. Its presentation suggested there might have been a degree of political collusion within the Home Office. In fact the opposite was the case: several senior officials told me subsequently they had been caught off guard by the scope of the twenty-seven steps which the Home Secretary said he intended to take to protect ‘people’s freedom to walk safely on their streets and to sleep safely in their homes’. Howard had purposely drawn up his package with the help of his advisers rather than civil servants; Rock and Cameron had both prepared numerous policy papers examining various proposals. In challenging the traditional thinking of both the Home Office and the criminal justice system, Howard had delighted the ‘hanging and flogging’ brigade at conference but his ideas attracted widespread criticism, not least because it was increasingly apparent that most of the initiatives had emerged from the Home Secretary’s private office rather than his departmental officials, who had not been shown an advance copy of the completed text with its five pages of detailed proposals. After both the BBC and the Guardian reported that Home Office civil servants had privately complained that their department was being turned into ‘a PR machine’ for the Home Secretary, the input of his two ministerial aides was called into question. Sir Clive Whitmore, permanent under-secretary at the Home Office, wrote to the Guardian defending the Home Secretary: Howard did debate policy issues ‘fully with officials’ but it was for the Home Secretary and ‘his ministerial colleagues’ to reach decisions. Nonetheless, the point had been made: special advisers had played their part in what Whitmore stated had been a ‘vigorous and healthy’ process of policy formulation.


Howard’s conference pledges had to be translated into firm proposals ready for the Queen’s Speech the following month. Columnists began to speculate on what new ideas Rock and Cameron might be asked to conjure up. Melanie Phillips, writing in the Observer, accused Howard and his aides of coming up with ‘one loopy idea after another’ in an attempt to build his profile as ‘leader of the demagogue tendency’. ‘The Weasel’, diarist for the Independent’s magazine, dreamed he had been at a private brainstorming session for Howard’s ‘speech writers and spin doctors’ where they had suggested impaling offenders ready for stoning, only to be told by ‘a wet blanket from Central Office’ that this would be rejected on grounds of cruelty. Cameron’s input into the Blackpool speech was derided by Mark Lawson in the Independent on Sunday’s review. Though ‘crudely written’ it was ‘a formidable technical achievement’ because it could be ‘spoken, or more nearly shouted, on a single note of indignation’ and enabled Howard to explain why the criminal justice system would now be weighted in ‘favour of pippill rather than crimnills’. After hearing the Home Secretary outline his law-and-order programme in the debate on the Queen’s Speech, the hapless Rock and Campbell were firmly in Alastair Campbell’s sights in his comment column in Today: ‘It must have been tossed together by a couple of special advisers over lunch. It was dreadful, deplorabull, terribill and once again Labour’s Tony “tough on Howard, tough on the causes of Howard” won the day.’


Campbell and the other columnists were proved correct in their deduction that Howard had given free rein to his young advisers to think the unthinkable on law and order. Seven years later the newly elected Conservative MP for Witney let slip, perhaps inadvertently, that some of the policy proposals he put forward as Howard’s special adviser might have been considered off the wall. In an online diary for Guardian Unlimited in June 2001, Cameron described listening to his first Queen’s Speech as a new MP and his disappointment that Labour had failed to honour their pledge to reform licensing hours, an objective he supported in the early 1990s. ‘I wrote endless papers about scrapping our ludicrous laws. The permanent secretary, who was also tiring of my missives about stiff minimum sentences for burglars, summoned me to his office and said: “Cameron, as far as I can see you want half the population in prison and the other half in the pub.” Fair point.’


During the year he spent at the Home Office, Cameron could not have failed to notice that although Howard was on good terms with certain newspaper editors and radio and television executives, his relations with leading broadcasters and producers were often abrasive and not helped by his predilection for complaining. Whereas Norman Lamont had found it impossible to come to terms with the intense scrutiny of the media and only exacerbated his troubled relations with journalists, Howard was always ready to defend himself and if necessary mount a counter-attack. Peter Mandelson had the same, steely approach. Reporters and production staff soon came to realise that the Home Secretary, like Mandelson, thought nothing of going over their heads direct to the management in order to demand an apology. Once politicians acquire a reputation for being not just difficult but perhaps even vindictive towards broadcasters and their technicians, it can be hard to shift. Viewers and listeners sense the tension during interviews and it is not long before cartoonists and satirists pick up the on-air nuances, often with deadly effect. Howard certainly marked Cameron’s card when it came to the ABC of complaining and once a politician has understood how to retaliate, it can become addictive.


Family breakdown and the punishment of young offenders were two of the issues in which Cameron had taken a great interest at the Home Office and his input was reflected in Howard’s speech to a fringe meeting at the 1993 party conference. His address was entitled ‘Picking up the pieces’ and the Home Secretary dealt at length with the rapid increase in the number of single mothers, their reliance on social security benefits and the lack of peer pressure on their offspring, often resulting in ‘rebellious boys thinking they can get away with anything’ because of the trend away from the ‘deterrent effect of punishment’. Reference to various studies at home and abroad indicated his aides had carried out extensive research and the examples he quoted included evidence from a trial in New Jersey where single mothers had their benefits capped for second and subsequent children.


In a report for News at Ten, ITN’s political correspondent Mark Webster highlighted the Home Secretary’s undertaking that he would study the New Jersey experience to see if it contained any lessons for Britain. Howard was annoyed by the broadcast; he considered Webster had gone too far in suggesting that the Conservatives wanted to bear down on single mothers. ITN’s political editor, Michael Brunson, told me he had to pick up the pieces: ‘Howard’s adviser Patrick Rock complained straight to ITN in London. It would have been better if Howard had dealt with me directly. Mandelson is more of an operator in that respect, at least he has learned that I can communicate quickly with the rest of the ITN team and sort things out.’ Webster’s report was amply vindicated next morning: ‘Crackdown on lone mothers’ was the front-page splash in the Daily Mail; ‘End of welfare mothers,’ said the Daily Express; and the Guardian reported that Howard had become the ‘first senior cabinet minister to court publicly’ the idea of a benefit crackdown.


While the nitty-gritty of these complaints might seem an irrelevance to the outside world, I knew from my contacts inside the Home Office information department that they were viewed entirely differently within the Home Secretary’s private office. His determination not to be tripped up on air was all-consuming and when helping to brief Howard on the issues involved, Cameron would have tried to cover every possible eventuality. If Howard was about to be interviewed live, his aides would demand to be told the names of any other guests as it might influence his decision as to whether to take part in the programme; he would always insist on having the last word on the subject; and would ask for the chance to listen to any contributions pre-recorded in advance, so as to reduce the chances of being caught off guard.


My own previous conviction for having been found guilty by John Birt of offending Howard thwarted my one and only opportunity to have lunch with the Home Secretary. I had been hoping it might give me the chance to renew my fleeting acquaintance with Rock and Cameron. Two BBC colleagues had booked a table at Simply Nico and when they both had to cancel unexpectedly my name was put forward as a substitute. First thing next morning Howard’s private office rang to say that he was now ‘too busy’ to attend. Before I even had time to ring Simply Nico, the restaurant telephoned to say Howard had pulled out.




 





Cameron’s career was approaching a turning point. In spring 1994 he told Howard that he intended to look for a job outside politics as he felt he needed to widen his experience if he was to secure a place on the candidates’ list and stand for Parliament. The six years he spent at Westminster had been a roller coaster ride, taking him from the research department at Conservative Central Office straight to Downing Street to help brief the Prime Minister, and then on to two of the great departments of state, the Treasury and the Home Office.


During his two years as a special adviser he could not have served two more contrasting politicians of the Major government. The Chancellor and the Home Secretary were travelling in opposite directions: Lamont was sacked and his ministerial career ended in humiliation; the highly ambitious Howard would go on to have a central role in rebuilding his party and would later lead the Conservatives into the 2005 general election. Both had given Cameron an exceptional opportunity to see if the ideas and beliefs of a young political researcher could be translated into firm policy proposals. Helping to write speeches and prepare media briefs had required Cameron to get to grips with the twists and turns of economic management and then the ever-expanding home affairs remit. But more importantly, because they were at different stages in their political careers, Lamont and Howard had divergent experiences at the hands of the news. In their own individual way, they each gave their young aide a front-row seat for observing how politicians have to cope with a non-stop barrage of headlines. In his year at the Treasury, Cameron saw how even desperate crisis PR could not keep pace with the accident-prone Lamont and the calamities which dogged his final months as Chancellor. At the Home Office, Howard was firmly on the way up; he was commanding the news agenda by challenging the criminal justice system, and he had yet to face the kinds of crisis in the prisons and law enforcement which have tended to destabilise most recent Home Secretaries.


The two cabinet heavyweights were also opposites in the way they treated journalists and tried to withstand media vilification. Lamont was often aloof, unable to come to terms with the cut and thrust of the daily dogfight at Westminster, seemingly in despair at ever getting a good press or a fair hearing, whereas Howard’s obsession with scoring points and trying to put journalists and broadcasters in their place bordered on the kind of control freakery which New Labour’s spin doctors finally realised, too late in the day, was almost always counter-productive.


The year Cameron spent with Howard was cited a decade later as having been ‘useful training for an apprentice politician’ because it had been a ‘good vantage point to observe political failure’. When commenting on the line-up in the Conservatives’ 2005 leadership election, the Independent’s columnist Bruce Anderson reminded his readers that Howard was the most right-wing Home Secretary for many years, determined to counter the institutional pessimism of the Home Office that nothing could be done to prevent the rise in crime. He ought to have been the hero of the popular press and the public’s darling. His lack of popularity was an instructive lesson for Cameron because if a party leader was to stand any chance of succeeding, it was ‘helpful to work out why others had failed’.


Cameron joined the corporate affairs department of Carlton Television in September 1994, first as personal assistant to the chairman, Michael Green, and then, within a few months, becoming director of corporate communications, or ‘head of corporate affairs’ as he liked to be known. Again, perhaps without realising what lay in store, he had made another fortuitous move. The seven years he spent at Carlton would give him an exceptional insight into the hidden world of the collusive relationships which tend to flourish when the commercial interests of media proprietors are at stake and when the government of the day or an opposition party are seeking to gain favourable treatment from journalists and broadcasters. The television moguls of the 1990s, like the press barons of old, were ever mindful of their potential role in influencing public opinion and they tended to be as promiscuous as newspaper editors when extending political favours and patronage. Cameron would see for himself what went on behind the scenes when owners and proprietors were being courted assiduously by politicians and sometimes being handsomely rewarded with the honours which have been bestowed by successive Prime Ministers.


Cameron had joined an industry which at the time was enjoying rapid expansion but which was also highly regulated. If television and radio companies were to prosper, they had to establish and maintain an effective relationship across Whitehall, and the insights gained at Carlton would stand Cameron in good stead once he had the chance to shape Conservative policy for the digital age and begin the hard slog of trying to win the respect and support of the all-important media proprietors.
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