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Boris Johnson and Liz Truss were united on little, in truth, except their hostility to Rishi Sunak and hunger for power
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PREFACE



She came, she saw, she crashed.


In the three centuries of the history of the British Prime Minister, there has never been a premiership like that of Liz Truss. She had promise: the most experienced incomer in thirty-two years, with high intelligence, a clear plan and the right focus diagnosed: growth. Britain has had short-serving Prime Ministers before. But nowhere else in our long history has a Prime Minister arrived in power, so spectacularly mishandled an ambitious agenda, detonated an economic crisis, reversed their policies and fallen from power in less than fifty days. It paved the way for the worst Tory general election result in history in July 2024. We shall not see her like again.


‘How could this have happened?’ I asked myself, as did so many others. Wasn’t Britain supposed to be a ‘well-governed nation’? How on earth, I wondered, had the British democratic system, the oldest and most tested in the modern world, thrown up Liz Truss?


And so it was, just ten months after becoming Prime Minister, and nine after leaving it, Liz Truss was standing in front of me and asking, ‘Why are you writing a book on me?’


I was taken back by the forcefulness of the question. I didn’t know exactly how to respond. But she gave me no opportunity.


‘I’m writing my own book, you know.’ She looked at me fiercely.


‘I’m glad,’ I blurted out. And off she strutted.


It was Wednesday, 5 July 2023, at the Spectator summer party in Central London and this was the first time I had spoken to Liz Truss.


Since her mesmerizing fall from power some months earlier, I had lost count of the number of people who had asked me, ‘Are you going to be writing a book about Liz Truss?’ Then the inevitable follow-up: ‘I bet it will be a short one!’ Well, maybe I should, I thought.


Liz and I may not have met before; but we had history.


She was an admirer of the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), which had been established in the 1950s by my father Arthur Seldon. He always insisted, in contrast to his co-founder Ralph Harris, that the IEA stay above party politics: a think tank, not a pressure or spouting tank. It expounded the virtues of the free market and anti-statist thinking that had become her lodestar. Had my father unwittingly helped forge Liz Truss’s thinking? Almost certainly.


Fifty years before she came to prominence, another ambitious provincial woman had risen up through the Conservative Party, inspired by the same liberal ideals. Margaret Thatcher had few mentors or historical precedents for the kind of leader she wanted to be, and certainly none of her own sex. But Truss saw in her a pioneer from whom she could draw inspiration, who had gone on to change, as she considered herself destined to do, the entire course of British history.


Truss was born in July 1975 in the city of Oxford where I was a student ending my second year. I had spent my first summer holiday in 1974 working in the Centre for Policy Studies, newly minted by Thatcher to champion free-market ideas. How could one leader get things so right, and the other, so catastrophically wrong?


Another link to Truss was far more recent. Her chief of staff, Mark Fullbrook, had contacted me about my work on how to characterize and optimize successful premierships. He told her about an analysis I had produced in 2017, and when in No. 10, showed her special advisers a BBC film of me talking about it. Here, after forty years of writing about Prime Ministers, was my first opportunity actually to shape a premiership. A week before she entered No. 10 in September 2022, I had published an article in the New Statesman outlining the ten dangers that had ensnared previous Prime Ministers, and how she might circumvent them.1


Had I in some small part helped create Liz Truss?


It seemed, given her abject failure in office, that she had succumbed to the very dangers I had outlined. But to my dismay and discomfort, she took almost all of my advice on board, by design or, almost certainly, by accident.


‘Secure the citadel’ by appointing a crack team in Downing Street was advice she followed to an extreme degree by appointing ultra-loyalists. Next up was ‘Find your authentic voice early on’. She did indeed. She was not remotely bashful or faltering about what she wanted to do. ‘Macro then micro’, i.e. stick with the big themes and don’t get distracted, was counsel she honoured to the letter. ‘Control your time and make others do the detail.’ Another tick. In fact, to the consternation of her team, she cancelled endless meetings that she deemed irrelevant. ‘Control your Cabinet tightly.’ She kicked aides out of meetings and gave dire warnings to her ministers about misbehaviour and leaking. ‘Have a big fight with the media early on and win: don’t become ensnared in their agenda’. She banished newspapers from her office, squared up to the media… but then lost the big fight. ‘Play the part of PM with style.’ She did, promptly seeing off Britain’s longest-serving monarch and conducting herself diligently through all the events of mourning. ‘Seize the big moments and command them.’ She didn’t just seize the big moment, she made it totally her own and sprayed it in garish colours: the Mini-Budget, the most controversial for forty years, was hers, not the Chancellor’s. ‘Simplify, and be lean.’ She was spare to the point of wasting away: she had one big theme only, growth, and was lean and mean in its pursuit. Finally, ‘work with your Chancellor and avoid pointless battles’. She did work closely, all love and harmony – until she sacked him.


I realized I would need a different approach to explain prime ministerial failure to encompass ‘outlier’ Prime Ministers like Truss (and Johnson). I sought refuge in the more recent ‘impossible office’ analysis I’d written about in 2021: might that be better at explaining her? Or would Liz Truss defy that approach too?


I decided I would shape the whole chapter structure around the ten fields of this new approach to see if it might explain why her premiership went wrong so quickly and so spectacularly. I would also have to delve far deeper into history than my earlier analysis, right the way back to Walpole’s appointment as first Prime Minister in 1721.


I had to write this book. In part to try to understand what went wrong with Truss’s bold project, but also to offer a robust and contemporary guide to students and practitioners on how, and how not, to be Prime Minister.


This book, the eighth in the series on Prime Ministers, was written while I unexpectedly found myself back running a school, Epsom College, after the tragic death of the Head. School came first, second and third. The book is dedicated to all at the school.


Anthony Seldon, July 2024
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Truss modelled herself on the iconography of Margaret Thatcher, if not her statecraft. Here in Estonia as Foreign Secretary on 30 November 2021
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The Sunak team expected Truss to self-implode on the leadership campaign










INTRODUCTION



The office of Prime Minister is the highest position a non-royal can aspire to in the United Kingdom. Since the office was created in April 1721, some 200 million subjects have fretted their ways through Britain’s towns and countryside, but only fifty-eight of them arrived at the door of 10 Downing Street to claim the keys.


1 in 4 Million


Put another way, only 1 in every 4 million Britons over those three centuries rose to be PM, and most of them were drawn from a narrow aristocratic elite. Countless politicians aspired to it and some of the very best fell short.1 For Liz Truss to have been appointed Prime Minister on 6 September 2022 as the last public duty of Queen Elizabeth II was by any standards remarkable. The significance of it was not lost on the younger Elizabeth. Her achievement was unusual for more than not being male or born with a silver spoon in her mouth. Most Prime Ministers had come to office without a very precise programme to enact. Sufficient for many was the premiership itself, content as they were to govern the country responding to, rather than deliberately trying to shape, events. But Truss saw herself in the mould of one of her heroes, Winston Churchill, ‘walking with destiny’ to fulfil her own historic mission – to save her country from years of torpor and decline.


Once appointed, the top priority for all Prime Ministers is to remain in office. It’s difficult to achieve. Barely any since 1900 have left at a moment entirely of their own choosing. But Truss arrived with advantages her recent peers lacked, including extensive Cabinet experience, a full six weeks to prepare for office with top civil service brains on tap and a seemingly impregnable position as Conservative leader – we’ll explore that later – on top of her ferociously clear mission. After a run of inconclusive premierships, she believed she was going to buck the trend. She’d arrived and everyone had better watch out.


Her plan was high risk and eminently precise, on paper. In her own words, ‘I wanted to concentrate above all on the economy and generating growth. That was my focus until the general election in two years. I knew I’d never have more political capital than at the start. Then, when I won my own election mandate, I would turn my focus for the following five years onto all the other areas like education that badly needed fixing.’2 She abhorred what had happened to the country under Labour’s Tony Blair (1997–2007) and Gordon Brown (2007–10), including granting too much independence to the Bank of England, and the ‘furring up’ of enterprise and institutions.


As a Cabinet minister under David Cameron (2010–16), Theresa May (2016–19) and Boris Johnson (2019–22), she had watched as, one after the other, they crashed and burned, their missions incomplete. Johnson was the leader she had most enjoyed working for, but she was frustrated he didn’t do more to deliver the Brexit dividends. She was not going to make the same mistakes. There would be no pussyfooting, no indecision and no lack of courage: she was going in all guns blazing, like Churchill no less, demanding ‘Action this day’, or Margaret Thatcher, who early on in her premiership abolished exchange controls in her fight for freedom.


The average length in office of the Prime Minister over the 300 years has been four years and nine months, or 1,734 days. Truss had a decent chance of lasting considerably longer than that. Even sceptics assumed that, after the early departures of Cameron, May and Johnson, and with a significant majority, the Conservative Party wouldn’t be so rash as to prematurely unseat a fourth. She may have had few ideological fellow travellers, or MPs who liked her personally, but even her enemies – of which there were many – conceded that she would last at least until the general election at some point in 2024. Given the healthy majority of eighty won by Johnson in December 2019, a Truss victory in 2024, even with a reduced number, didn’t seem impossible against an apparently lacklustre Labour leader in Sir Keir Starmer presiding over a still-divided party. But Truss knew that victory would rest on the economy picking up – hence her push for economic growth.


Yet, just forty-nine days later, she and her project had self destructed.


How Unusual was Truss’s Brevity?


We know now that hers was the shortest premiership of any British Prime Minister. While seven other premiers since 1721 served less than a year in post, and a further seven less than two years, none had fallen anything like as quickly. Her brevity in post rapidly became a standing joke across the country – the Daily Star memorably comparing it to the shelf life of a lettuce. But how unusual was it?


Dig below the surface, and look abroad, and fleeting leaderships are not necessarily unusual.


Last century, the Conservative Stanley Baldwin (1923–24, 1924– 29, 1935–37) and Labour’s Ramsay MacDonald (1924, 1929–35) served less than a year in their first periods as Prime Minister, in 1923 and 1924 respectively, before coming back for longer stints. They were aged fifty-five and fifty-seven when they first became PM; Liz Truss was ten years their junior. Unlikely though it may seem, no one can rule out her coming back as Prime Minister at some point in the future, expunging forever the unwanted moniker of ‘Britain’s shortest-serving Prime Minister’. After all, three of the most significant Conservative premiers of the nineteenth century, Robert Peel (1834–35, 1841–46), Benjamin Disraeli (1868, 1874–80) and Lord Salisbury (1885–86, 1886–92, 1895–1902) all served less than a year in their first spells as Prime Minister, at 120, 279 and 220 days respectively. While Peel was the same age as Truss, Disraeli and Salisbury were considerably older and age was more of a handicap back then.


Besides, one might argue, it’s parochial to disparage Truss’s forty-nine days as absurdly short. Looking abroad, we find American President William Henry Harrison served for only thirty-one days in the White House. He suffered from severe ill health and died in April 1841 following crude medical procedures that included bloodletting (the deliberate loss of blood believed to be restorative). President James Garfield served 199 days before dying in September 1881 from the wounds inflicted by an assassin’s bullet at Washington’s Potomac & Baltimore railway station seventy-nine days earlier. The President was attended by his Secretary of War, Robert Lincoln, reawakening traumatic memories of the assassination in the same city sixteen years before of his father Abraham. Neither Harrison nor Garfield can be held responsible for the brevity of their tenures; in both cases, however, their doctors might have been.


Truss’s stay appears positively leisurely compared to Spain’s leading politicians. Of the 102 Spanish Prime Ministers since the office was established in 1823, sixty-six were gone within a year. Nine lasted ten days or less, mostly during the revolutions, civil wars and political upheavals of the nineteenth century.


Elsewhere, though, Europe offers little solace to her. Even Italy, notorious in English minds for serial political instability, saw its shortest-serving post-1945 Prime Minister, Fernando Tambroni, lasting a heroic 116 days3 in mid-1960 before his supporters abandoned him. Longevity was often elusive among Commonwealth leaders. Four of Canada’s twenty-three Prime Ministers since 1867 served less than a year, albeit none as fleetingly as Truss. While Australia has seen six of its thirty-one Prime Ministers since 1901 survive less than a year, three of them came in purely as caretakers. It is to this country that we must look to find a leader who served shorter than Truss. Arthur Fadden stepped up in August 1941 after the stalwart PM Robert Menzies departed, only to resign after six weeks. He later quipped that he had, rather like the Biblical flood, ‘reigned for forty days and forty nights’.4 Some consolation for Truss can also be found in the claim that she is not technically Britain’s shortest-serving Prime Minister. In 1746 Lord Bath and in 1757 Lord Waldegrave were appointed First Lord, but neither had enough political support, resigning within a few days. Back then, there was more debate about what constituted a Prime Minister. Lord North (1770–82) refused to be called ‘Prime Minister’, arguing that ‘there is no such thing in the British Constitution’, and it was not until Robert Peel in 1846 that the incumbent referred to themselves as ‘the Prime Minister’. The term remained constitutionally imprecise until it began to be used in official language at the beginning of the last century.5 When George I appointed Robert Walpole (1721–42) in April 1721, it was not to the job of ‘Prime Minister’, an office that did not exist, but to ‘First Lord of the Treasury’, the name that still appears on the letterbox of the front door of 10 Downing Street, an address into which Walpole moved only in 1735 in his fifteenth year in office.


Truss’s blushes might also be spared by acknowledging that many Prime Ministers have faltered early in their premierships – yet they survived, if often as much through luck than judgement. Even several of the nine ‘top tier’ or great Prime Ministers wobbled badly with early difficulties. Walpole was just over a quarter of the way through his office in June 1727 when he faced his severest challenge, the death of George I and the succession of his son, George II, at a time when the monarch was still the arbiter of the head of government. Walpole had admittedly already served for six years, but it was only by stealth and by milking his astute friendship with the new Queen that he ingratiated himself with the new King. Walpole went on to serve for another fifteen years.


William Pitt the Younger’s (1783–1801, 1804–06) early travails arguably eclipsed those of Liz Truss because his position was precarious from day one. When George III invited him to become Prime Minister on 19 December 1783, one wag described it as the ‘mince pie administration’ as no one expected it to last beyond Christmas, an analogy deployed by Chair of the 1922 Committee Sir Graham Brady in Truss’s final days. Between January and March 1784, the continuation of his premiership was in doubt with many of the big beasts, not least Charles James Fox, Edmund Burke and ex-Prime Minister Lord North, ranged against him. He was defeated in important votes in January, with his support from Cabinet wavering: ‘for six weeks, now, the country had had a government, with no power to govern’, wrote his biographer William Hague.6 But Pitt used all his powers of persuasion, parliamentary chicanery and, crucially, patronage to strengthen his ministry and lay the groundwork for a general election. Critically, Pitt retained the confidence of the King, and in March 1784, he felt strong enough to announce the election that resulted in his supporters winning some seventy seats.7 At last he was secure. Pitt went on to serve another seventeen years as Prime Minister.


Other examples abound, not least Churchill (1940–45, 1951–55), whose position as Prime Minister remained vulnerable after his appointment in May 1940 as the war news darkened and Cabinet discussed whether to continue fighting. Margaret Thatcher’s (1979–90) insecure first three years were not finally firmed up till victory in the Falklands War of 1982. Well might Truss rue bowing to advice to U-turn on her economic package, a course her belle idéale conspicuously rejected in October 1980. Had she too stood her ground, could she have come through, and like her Conservative predecessors, been in power for many years more?


Alas for her, it did not happen, and she can only cling to her belief that she was betrayed, and that, one day, the great crusade she had started will triumph.



Why Do Prime Ministers Fall?


For the rest of us, we have to make sense of one of the greatest puzzles in prime ministerial history. Why did a PM with a strong parliamentary majority, a credible track record of ministerial experience, and who knew their own mind, fall at such speed? The best place to look for clues is the reasons why other short-serving Prime Ministers fell.


General election defeats are the most frequent cause. Alec Douglas-Home (1963–64) had been at No. 10 for just less than a year when the five-year electoral cycle compelled him to call a general election for 15 October 1964. The Conservatives had previously won convincing victories in 1955 (sixty-seat majority) and 1959 (hundred-seat majority) and looked in a strong position. But Labour had acquired a new dynamism and appeal after Harold Wilson (1964–70, 1974–76) took over as leader in February 1963. The general election eighteen months later proved surprisingly close. Only on the following afternoon was the result known: a Labour victory with a majority of four. At just 363 days at No. 10, Home became the eighth shortest-serving Prime Minister, albeit within a whisker of serving longer.


At two years and 318 days, Gordon Brown is Britain’s twenty-first shortest-serving PM. After the May 2010 election, he tried for four days to stay on as head of a coalition government in partnership with the Liberal Democrats. Ultimately he was unsuccessful. He might have surged up the longevity league table had he not backed off calling an early general election in the autumn of 2007. We will never know what might have happened had Brown held his nerve. No doubt the prospect, if he had lost, of becoming one of Britain’s shortest-serving Prime Ministers tipped him towards caution. What we do know is that Liz Truss emphatically ruled out any early general election, and that electoral defeat doesn’t explain her demise.


Illness, exacerbated by the strains of office, the elusiveness of rest and the unusually high exposure of the PM to germs have been factors in many departures. William Pitt the Elder saw his premiership increasingly bedevilled by illness, including gout and mental health problems felt by contemporaries to border on insanity. Pitt decided in October 1768, having barely governed at all for a year, that he had had enough, resigning on grounds of ill health, the seventeenth shortest-serving Prime Minister at just two years and seventy-six days.


Liberal Henry Campbell-Bannerman (1905–8) led his party to its greatest victory in the 1906 general election, setting the scene for one of its most reforming administrations. Aged sixty-nine when he became Prime Minister, he suffered the death of his wife that August, and a serious heart attack in November of the following year. In March 1908, a concerned Edward VII visited him at No. 10, making it clear that, under all circumstances, a change of premier should be avoided while the King was on holiday. But when Campbell-Bannerman’s health deteriorated further, the King summoned Herbert Asquith to Biarritz in the South of France in early April to invite him to take over as Prime Minister. The bedbound Campbell-Bannerman was allowed to remain in Downing Street, where he died two weeks later. ‘The doctor going in, and the priest coming out; and as I reflected on the dying Prime Minister, I could only hope that no sound had reached him of the crowd that cheered his successor,’ recorded Asquith’s wife Margot. Serving two years and 122 days, he was the nineteenth shortest-serving Prime Minister.8


Truss certainly did not suffer from physical illness, though some close to her have speculated whether she had a nervous breakdown in her final days in No. 10. This might have impaired her judgement and precipitated her departure, a thesis we examine in this book. We also examine the thesis that her impetuosity was fuelled by excessive caffeine, or even a regular glass of Sauvignon Blanc, her favourite tipple.9


What other factors are behind brief premierships? Death in office was responsible for the departures of several including twelfth shortest-serving Prime Minister, the Marquess of Rockingham (1765–66, 1782) in 1782 after a second administration lasting ninety-six days (for a grand total of one year and 113 days), and the thirteenth briefest, the Earl of Wilmington (1742–43) after one year and 119 days. None of the short-servers was more intriguing a character, though, than the man who for nearly 200 years wore the unwanted mantle of Britain’s shortest-serving PM, George Canning, who survived just 119 days. One of the great might-have-beens, Canning towered over many of his prime ministerial peers in terms of ability and imagination. A formidable Foreign Secretary during and after the Napoleonic Wars, he was already ailing when George IV invited him in April 1827 to become Prime Minister in succession to Lord Liverpool. With politics riven by the issues of parliamentary reform and Catholic emancipation, and with deep divisions among Britain’s governing elite, Canning might have struggled. But fate intervened, and on 8 August, he died of tuberculosis at Chiswick House in West London, where his great Whig political adversary Charles James Fox had died twenty years before.


The Prime Ministers’ lives have been constantly in danger throughout history, with Truss under enhanced police protection from the moment it became evident that she was the front runner to succeed Johnson in August 2022. Any number of individuals or groups might want to assassinate the Prime Minister, fired by personal grudges, mental instability or terrorist ideals. The wonder is that only one assassin succeeded in Britain compared to four in the United States, when Spencer Perceval (1809–12) was fatally shot in the lobby of the House of Commons.


So general election defeats, illnesses, sudden death or assassination cannot explain the departure of Truss. But two final explanations for truncated premierships take us closer to an answer. First, some Prime Ministers have had personalities simply unsuited to the demands of the job. Viscount Goderich was one, third shortest-serving Prime Minister at just 144 days. As Frederick John Robinson, he’d been a reasonably successful Cabinet minister, and latterly Chancellor in the 1820s. But in the top job, he proved indecisive, thin-skinned, self-pitying and incapable of generating respect. George IV soon tired of him, supposedly describing him as ‘a damned, snivelling, blubbering, blockhead’. Goderich resigned finally in January 1828, and remains the only Prime Minister in history never to have been in office while Parliament was sitting, which then recessed between the summer and mid-January.


Was Liz Truss’s personality fatally ill-suited to being Prime Minister? Was she incapable of learning how to do the job? We shall probe in the chapters that follow whether she was wanting in either character or aptitude (or both).


Finally, there are the Prime Ministers who fall through abject failure of their central policy. Neville Chamberlain, a high-quality and proven administrator and politician, had long waited to take the reins from Stanley Baldwin, when he did so in May 1937. He anticipated a long stay, expecting to win the general election due in 1940 and to spend the following years executing his plans for economic and social reform. He and his wife intended to modernize the living accommodation in No. 10 too and make Chequers, the country home in Buckinghamshire the Prime Minister has used since 1921, into a more welcoming residence for visitors. But Chamberlain fatally misread Hitler, believing that he could coax him into being reasonable. When Hitler’s actions from late 1938 onwards showed him to be anything but, the ground fell away from under Chamberlain’s feet.


Anthony Eden similarly had progressive plans, and had to wait a long time to step up to the top. He had been Churchill’s anointed successor since the Second World War but the old leader only finally retired in April 1955. Eden went on, unlike Truss, to win his own mandate in the 1955 general election. But Eden became obsessed with Gamal Abdel Nasser, the President of Egypt, after his nationalization of the Suez Canal in July 1956.


In October 1956, Eden chose military intervention, and sent British forces to seize the canal and destroy Nasser. High among Eden’s follies was his deliberate decision to conceal from President Eisenhower and the Americans his secret British, French and Israeli plan to regain the canal. When the troops landed in November, the attack was roundly condemned in the UN General Assembly, Soviet Premier Nikita Khruschev threatened to send soldiers to defend Egypt, and President Eisenhower put pressure on the International Monetary Fund to deny Britain support. In the face of such a uniformly hostile response, Eden promptly declared the military operation over. The U-turn alienated political allies who had told Eden to tough it out. Churchill remarked cuttingly, ‘I would never have dared; and if I had dared, I would certainly never have dared stop.’10


One can only wonder how far Eden’s illness and medication were responsible for his wild and capricious decision-making. As he told Cabinet on 9 January 1957, ‘It is now nearly four years since I had a series of bad abdominal operations which left me with a largely artificial inside… During these last five months… I have been obliged to increase the drugs considerably and also increase the stimulants necessary to counteract the drugs’.11 Former Foreign Secretary and medical doctor Lord Owen speculates that he was taking mind-altering drugs daily during the crisis, including barbiturates, amphetamines and a drug called Drinamyl.12 The stated reason for Eden’s resignation after one year and 279 days, the fourteenth shortest period, was his ill health. But it was the collapse of his central policy that made his continuation in office impossible.


How far was Liz Truss’s collapse due to the failure of her central economic policy, and the subsequent U-turn in the face of international financial pressure? Was there indeed an establishment plot to bring her down? In 1924, many Labour supporters believed that the establishment had publicized a clearly fake document purporting to be from Grigory Zinoviev, head of the Communist International in Moscow, to British communists urging them to engage in subversive activities that would be helped by a Labour government. Publication of this alleged letter in the Daily Mail four days before the general election of 1924 was for many years believed to have played a significant part in Labour losing that election, meaning that its first Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, was in office for less than a year (a mere 288 days). An independent report conducted by the Foreign Office in 1999 found that any attempt by the establishment, including the intelligence services, to bring down the Labour government was ‘unsubstantiated’ by the documentation, and ‘inherently unlikely’.13


Truss and some of her more ardent supporters believe that a similar establishment, or ‘deep state’, plot was responsible for bringing her down. She told the American Conservative Political Action Conference in 2024 that they had to ‘understand how deep the vested interests of the establishment are’ and ‘how hard they will fight and how unfairly they will fight in order to get their way’.14 She herself blamed Sir Tom Scholar, the permanent secretary at the Treasury, whom she and Chancellor Kwasi Kwarteng sacked on their first day in power, for encouraging the International Monetary Fund in its damning assessment of the Mini-Budget, resulting in a rush to dump UK government bonds, and the collapse in confidence of the markets. The finger of blame is pointed also at the Treasury and the Bank of England, not least for failing to alert her to the behaviour of pension funds. The Office for Budget Responsibility is also accused of undermining the economic policies. As she wrote in her book Ten Years to Save the West, ‘the Treasury establishment and the Bank of England were not on my side’.15 Was this the ‘woke’ establishment getting revenge against Truss and her right-wing ilk for bringing about Brexit? It is not just those in the political arena who believe there is truth in the accusation: journalist Robert Peston produced a podcast series in early 2024 in which he argued that the Bank of England and the Treasury were in part responsible for her fall.16 Others see the sinister hand of the supporters of Rishi Sunak, including Michael Gove, Dominic Cummings and a shadowy Tory adviser Dougie Smith, who has been linked to other plots, all intriguing against Truss from day one. Some believe that hostile Conservative MPs alerted their friends in the City of London to sell bonds to undermine the Mini-Budget. We assess whether there is reason for this belief.


Such claims are far from fanciful. When Thatcher became Prime Minister in May 1979, she too was deeply suspicious of the establishment, believing it to be against her breed of free-market economics and wish to slim down the state. Thatcher provides a constant counterpoint to Truss throughout the book. The two Prime Ministers had similarities that were not superficial: both women, from lower middle-class provincial backgrounds, passionate believers in private enterprise and British patriotism. It was a comparison Truss went out of her way to encourage – with photographs and costumes styled on those of the Iron Lady. But one went on to become one of the most formidable Prime Ministers in British history; the other, the opposite. How did that happen? Each of the ten chapters that follow focuses on one of the possible explanations for Truss’s failure, recognizing that, as with any catastrophe, the explanation will be multi-causal. At the end of the book, we reach a conclusion about the most telling reasons why she fell, and whether her bold plan for Britain might ever have succeeded.


Writing Truss at 10



A historian is only as good as their sources. Aside from two detailed tomes that cover the premiership, and Liz Truss’s own volume, other books covering her time at No. 10 have yet to appear. This means that I have had to rely on primary sources, a mixture of in-person interviews providing some 80 per cent of the book’s content, a further 15 per cent from contemporary documents including WhatsApp messages, and 5 per cent from contemporary commentary in the media.


Almost all senior Cabinet ministers, Downing Street aides and key figures from across Whitehall and beyond were interviewed for the book, some up to seven times. Verbatim records were made of all the 120 interviews (normally I conduct many more, but this was a short premiership). Many of the interviewees provided supplementary documentary evidence. To try to make the book feel as lifelike as possible – premierships happen in speech far more than in written documents – I have included numerous conversations constructed either from contemporary records or remembered by those present in the room. As always with contemporary history, so much of primary importance is never written down – the conversations, moods, messages and memories that will decreasingly find their way into the archives. All on-the-record quotations have been checked with those who provided them, and the book has been read over in multiple drafts by many researchers and insiders, as with other books in this Prime Minister series, to check for accuracy and completeness.


This book was always going to be about more than just one Prime Minister. It is also a meditation on power, and on the office of Prime Minister, and how and why incumbents, specifically this one, fail to understand either of them. It is also a practical manual on how not to be Prime Minister.
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Rule Number One: Come to office with loyal MPs and a secure majority. With Hugh on 5 September hearing that she has been elected by a majority of members in the country (though Sunak had won more MPs’ support in the first round)










1
SECURE THE POWER BASE


7 July–5 September 2022


The response to her was tepid. We all noticed; it didn’t feel right.’


So said a Conservative MP recollecting the atmosphere among fellow MPs the first time that Liz Truss addressed them as Prime Minister. It was Tuesday 6 September 2022. Her premiership was just hours old and the omens were not good.


‘When David Cameron came to speak to us after making the deal to form the Coalition government in 2010, the MPs cheered ecstatically,’ recalled another MP. ‘They did so again when Boris Johnson first appeared before us after winning the December 2019 general election. Even when Theresa May first met us after seeing our majority wiped out in the 2017 general election, there was far more enthusiasm than there was for Liz Truss. She must’ve felt it.’


Not since 1945 had an incoming Conservative leader been greeted with such little excitement by their MPs. Indeed, it is doubtful if any new Conservative PM since 1832 had ever had such a sceptical reception. What had happened?


‘Many Conservative MPs never accepted the result of the leadership election,’ explained the MP. ‘They refused to accept that Rishi Sunak had lost. The campaign to unseat Truss started the very day her election was announced.’


Not all expected Liz Truss to emerge as the successor to Boris Johnson as Prime Minister. Not even she herself. Many Tory MPs and a majority of party members in the country never wanted him to go. Yet, in the two months between Johnson announcing his resignation on 7 July, and the announcement of her victory in the leadership competition on 5 September, Truss prevailed. In the process, her premiership was holed below the waterline before it even left the harbour.


Deciding to Run: 7–12 July


‘Come back immediately. The atmosphere is worse even than when we last spoke. The mood in the Conservative Party is beyond recovery.’ Cabinet minister and Truss loyalist Simon Clarke texted these words to her at 8 a.m. on Thursday 7 July, just hours before Johnson announced his resignation. Most inconveniently, Truss was 7,000 miles away in Indonesia for a G20 meeting in her capacity as Foreign Secretary. In the intense tropical heat, she was in a cold funk. The story began thirty-six hours earlier. Health Secretary Sajid Javid and Chancellor Rishi Sunak had resigned within minutes of each other on Tuesday 5 July, sparking speculation that Johnson would be gone within days. Should Truss leave London at all for her imminent trip while her leadership rivals were making hay? But she was mindful of the damage it could do to her cause if she was seen to be abandoning her duty while Johnson was still trying to resurrect his premiership. So she left – as planned – with a small team on the government’s sleek Airbus A321, putting in a stopover at Dubai to refuel. She spoke to Nick Catsaras, her Foreign Office principal private secretary, when the plane touched down in the Gulf, still in two minds about whether to continue further east. Conscious of the positive publicity of her high-profile summit in Bali with Russian Foreign Affairs Minister Sergey Lavrov, given her strong stance on the war in Ukraine, she was torn between duty and the possibility of the premiership.


Tim Barrow, the Foreign Office political director accompanying her on the trip, counselled pressing on too, as did her husband, Hugh O’Leary. ‘She always listened carefully and respected [Hugh’s] advice,’ said an aide. But her close trio of young special advisers, Adam Jones, Jamie Hope and Sophie Jarvis, thought differently after reading the runes in London. For years, these three had loyally served Truss, and it was partly due to their hard work that she was even in contention in the first place. Fraught conversations followed with her team and supporters. She was also talking to her closest ministerial ally, Work and Pensions Secretary Thérèse Coffey, and to her potential rival, Defence Secretary Ben Wallace, who said she should stay. ‘She was very careful not to say she was standing, but that she was merely “checking in” with friendly MPs to see how they were feeling,’ said aide Sarah Ludlow, accompanying her on the trip.


The exhausted party arrived in Bali in the early hours of Thursday morning where Truss held meetings with the foreign ministers of Indonesia and Australia. All the time, news was coming in from London, where Johnson’s premiership was visibly disintegrating by the hour. Truss was tortured by her predicament. Part of her had wanted Johnson to remain. She saw him as a pretty useless Prime Minister, above all in not pushing for the Brexit dividends, but in her heart she didn’t feel nearly ready to be PM. ‘Are you sure I’m really good enough?’ she said to one aide, looking for reassurance rather than an honest opinion. The other part of her was absolutely desperate for him to go, while playing it cool on the surface: ‘I’ll go for it only when Boris actually resigns,’ she stressed by phone to the trio back in London. But the news that he was leaving tipped the balance. ‘Liz, wake the f**k up and get back here,’ said Adam Jones, the senior of the three. She needed no encouragement, and barked out brusque instructions for her ministerial plane to ‘refuel for London’.1 She had only been on the ground in Bali for a few hours.


She would need a campaign manager if she was to prevail. In a strong field she was far from being the front runner. Her first call was to the man who had been the presiding maestro over Johnson’s 2019 general election victory, now working for the Conservative Party. ‘I want you to manage my campaign,’ she said to Isaac Levido before the plane left the tarmac in Indonesia. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do it for you. My contract with the Conservative Party wouldn’t allow me,’ he told her. To some of her aides this was an ominous sign that the very best didn’t want to be associated with her. So she went for Ruth Porter, who had first worked for her as a special adviser in August 2014. Her aides pushed back, wondering whether Porter’s experience was suitable. But Truss was adamant. She rated her very highly for her loyalty and capability. Porter promptly left the private sector to head up the campaign.


The plane touched down late on Friday 8 July and she was driven back to her home in Greenwich. Her leadership campaign was nonexistent: no money, website, publicity material, office base or lists of potential supporters. This was ground zero. Her nascent team worked at Truss’s kitchen table. The star recruit was Jason Stein, a brilliant and mercurial communications aide who had worked on-and-off with Truss since 2017 and who had resigned as Prince Andrew’s PR guru shortly before the infamous Newsnight interview with Emily Maitlis in 2019. A video announcing Truss’s candidacy was filmed in her garden once it had been cleared of weeds and building debris.2


Where was her natural supporter base? Bridges had been burnt with the Remain wing after she emphatically renounced her vote in the EU referendum in her quest to become Brexit Queen. So she reached out for support to right-wing politicians and ardent Brexiteers Iain Duncan Smith, Bill Cash and John Redwood, as well as to financier and Brexiteer Jon Moynihan. ‘If you’re going to run, I’ll help you with the right ideological position,’ he told her. He became her campaign’s energetic Treasurer and, when she needed money, her fundraiser. Well-liked Thérèse Coffey, Truss’s oldest political friend, was tasked to corral MPs. Below them and Stein, Hope specialized on policy, Jones on communications and Jarvis on wooing supporters, at which she was adept. Truss once remarked to her that ‘MPs like you. They don’t like me. That’s why I need you.’3 Reuben Solomon, formerly of Conservative Campaign Headquarters (CCHQ), worked on digital communications, and Sarah Ludlow completed the band, having joined several months before from PR company Portland Communications. Within days, Truss had a team.


On Monday 11 July, she announced her platform: promoting growth and cutting taxes. From the outset she committed herself to reversing the rise in National Insurance that Sunak had announced as Chancellor in March 2022 and scrapping plans to increase corporation tax.4 She had her policies. She even had a slogan: ‘Trusted to Deliver’. Next up, she secured a base in Westminster’s Lord North Street (named after the PM ‘who lost America’) owned by Tory supporter Lord Greville Howard. The Moynihan money-till began ringing loudly. She had cash. She had momentum. She was in business.


But she wasn’t yet in the race. According to the rules announced that Monday by Graham Brady, Chair of the 1922 Committee of Tory backbenchers, candidates had to acquire the backing of twenty MPs by the following day if they were to make it to the first of the two leadership rounds. Eleven candidates announced their intention to run. ‘I was holding the pen. It was a real struggle whether we’d get those twenty signatures committed by 4 p.m. on Tuesday,’ said loyalist MP Ranil Jayawardena, ‘but we did it by 2 p.m.’ Coffey was her proposer, right-winger Simon Clarke seconder, ‘the idea being to have two Cabinet ministers from different ends of the party’.5 Prominent among the twenty was her near neighbour in Greenwich, Kwasi Kwarteng, already earmarked for Chancellor, and James Cleverly, who had worked with her closely as junior minister at the Foreign Office.


Round 1: The MPs (12–20 July)


Tuesday 12 July brought big news: the public endorsement of Truss by two of Johnson’s staunchest supporters, Culture Secretary Nadine Dorries and Minister of State for Brexit Opportunities Jacob Rees-Mogg. Here was evidence that Johnson himself, destined to be a massive influence on the campaign, might favour her among the candidates. Better still, and in contravention of the protocol that only the PM speaks from the street outside No. 10, they made their announcement with the famous black door in the background. ‘Boris had spoken through his two most loyal lieutenants.’ However, there was a caveat, a crucial one: ‘It was less a positive vote of confidence in her than a move to thwart Rishi,’ said a Johnson insider.


‘Liz was always opposed to Rishi’s higher taxes. [She expounds] proper Conservatism… she’s got the character to lead the party and the nation,’ intoned Rees-Mogg to waiting journalists. ‘I have sat with Liz in Cabinet now for some time. [I’m] very aware that she’s probably a stronger Brexiteer than both of us,’ he added.6 Not figures of great political gravitas maybe, but gold dust all the same because of the imprimatur of Johnson. The suggestion was that Truss would be the best candidate to carry the Brexit flag forward.


That mattered because the leadership field was rich with more authentic Brexiteer candidates. A ConservativeHome survey of Tory members published as the contest opened put Penny Mordaunt top on 20 per cent, Kemi Badenoch on 19 per cent, Rishi Sunak on 12 per cent and Suella Braverman on 10 per cent. Fifth and last, and the only one known not to have voted for Brexit, was Liz Truss, scraping in at nearly 10 per cent.7 The onetime matinee idol on the ConservativeHome website, who had unsettled Johnson so much he’d sent her to the wasteland of the Foreign Office in September 2021, had sunk to the floor. She had work to do.


Three candidates were eliminated before the first hurdle for not reaching the magic number of twenty MP backers. They included two heavyweights: former Chancellor Sajid Javid and long-term Cabinet survivor Grant Shapps, as well as the backbencher Rehman Chishti. Eight made the cut.


One name was conspicuously missing, a figure who had topped an earlier poll in ConservativeHome and would likely have won the race to be leader: Defence Secretary Ben Wallace. He had long circled the job and had been one of the first to advocate Johnson succeeding May. Many MPs and newspapers were impressed by his steadfast support for Ukraine. Indeed, for several months following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, he had been fighting a proxy leadership battle with Johnson and Truss for who could appear the most belligerent.


Wallace’s mastery of the defence brief over several years had won him admirers across the party, despite it not usually being a ministerial position that allows the holder much domestic glory. It has never served as a launchpad to No. 10. Many MPs nevertheless saw him as the figure best placed to unite the party. Chancellor Nadhim Zahawi was signed up to be his deputy, a powerful combination. But personal issues troubled the Defence Secretary. He had recently separated from his wife.8 He worried about the media exposure that his candidature would bring, and the effect on his children of his moving into Downing Street. ‘I’m considering it’, was the most he would say to those urging him on. When the nominations were announced, his name was conspicuously missing, to the relief of the other candidates. He let it be known that he was putting his family ahead of his personal ambition.


Another prominent name missing was that of Levelling Up Secretary Michael Gove. He realized he didn’t have a serious chance after his attempts in 2016 and 2019, but now saw himself as the puppet master. Truss was petrified of what he might do and whether he would try to bring her down, as she was spooked by his former acolyte, Dominic Cummings, whom she’d encountered at the Department for Education where she’d cut her teeth as a minister under Gove from 2012 to 2014. ‘At Education she picked up on some causes like Maths and STEM for girls, but she didn’t know how to work with officials, other ministers or the Coalition’, was one colleague’s later verdict. Gove threw his considerable battalions behind the outsider candidate, Kemi Badenoch, who had only entered the Commons at May’s 2017 general election.


The first round of voting among MPs followed almost immediately on Wednesday 13 July. The rules, introduced by William Hague in 1998, specified that candidates be eliminated each round until just two remained. Those two would then go forward to the second round to have their mettle tested by rank-and-file members of the Conservative Party. The system opened up the dangerous possibility, as occurred in 2001 with Iain Duncan Smith, that the first choice among MPs was not the figure chosen by the party members at large. It was not a happy precedent.


The bar in the first round at the MPs stage was set at 30 votes. Two fell at this fence: Zahawi received the support of just 25 and Jeremy Hunt 18. Sunak, with 88 votes and Mordaunt with 67 were the clear front runners. They were to hold the top two positions until the last round. Sunak was the person Truss disliked most in the contest. She thought he and the Treasury were dragging their feet over sanctions on those who fuelled the Russian war machine and she called him ‘Russhi Sunak’ behind his back. Sunak was not the bookies’ favourite either, nor that of journalists: ‘It is hard – but not impossible – to see how [Mordaunt] does not get onto the final ballot for party members, and current pollings suggest she would then win by a mile,’ said the Guardian that day.9 Mordaunt didn’t realize how perilous being in the top two was going to prove, or how personal and vicious the campaign would become.


Truss came third in the first ballot with just 50 votes, followed by Badenoch (40), Tom Tugendhat (37) and Braverman (32). She was gloomy when she heard the results: she was exhausted, still not fully recovered from jet lag nor the frenzy of her return. She didn’t think she could do it and her mood collapsed. On Thursday 14 July at her official campaign launch, she misread her script, stumbled over words and paused inexplicably mid-sentence. At the end, as her supporters applauded, she appeared momentarily lost and could not the find the exit, which was hidden by standing spectators. She walked in the wrong direction, looking the wrong way, before an aide rescued her. ‘Robotic, brain-dead, managing to make Theresa May sound engaging, animated, and personable’, was journalist John Crace’s gleeful verdict.10


Adding to her worries was the defeated Hunt. He urged his supporters to back Sunak, many of whom were already in no mood to let Mordaunt breeze through. Truss’s team believed that the ‘axis of evil’ behind Sunak was vicious, and had been responsible for discrediting Zahawi by leaking information about his financial affairs, including offshore shares in his polling company YouGov.11 With respected Cabinet minister Brandon Lewis as his campaign chair, Zahawi could have been a strong candidate. But his protracted denial and obfuscation damaged him.12 Once Zahawi was out, Truss’s team believed the Team Sunak trashing operation would soon turn its attention on her.


In the second round on Thursday 14 July, Truss managed to maintain third place and with increased support – from 50 up to 64 votes. But Sunak and Mordaunt increased their votes too, to 101 (up from 88) and 83 votes (up from 67) respectively. Braverman was the one to fall, with just 27 MPs supporting her, with Badenoch (49) and Tugendhat (32) scraping through. The race was on among the five remaining candidates to get Braverman on side. For Truss’s team, gaining Braverman’s advocacy was deemed an existential challenge. She would bring her hardline Brexit supporters in the European Research Group (ERG) and beyond.


One other big beast was in their sights, though they couldn’t get him to declare publicly until the MPs stage was over: ex-Northern Powerhouse Secretary Jake Berry. Having Dorries and Rees-Mogg on side was a huge help given the unrivalled power Johnson still exerted over MPs and members in the country, but further Johnson figures were needed. Close to Johnson personally, Berry had played a pivotal role in his winning the leadership election in 2019. Berry and his backers had thought hard about him running for the leadership as the ‘continuity Johnson’ candidate before deciding it wouldn’t fly. Truss seized on the opportunity. She was still Johnson’s Foreign Secretary, and secured a phone call with him to discuss the matter. ‘Jake is a great guy and would be a good lieutenant for you,’ he told her – hardly a ringing endorsement but serviceable. She was desperate to keep Johnson happy. The truth was that both needed the other in a loveless marriage: she professed affection for him in public while differing wildly on policy; he needed her to keep Sunak down. They both knew the game: he was the king- or queen-maker, she the supplicant. So Berry joining her team was a win for both. Once on board, he educated her team about what ‘Boris supporters were after, and how they could hook them’. ‘Having Jake was clear, palpable evidence that Boris supported Liz,’ said one.


Berry was pivotal too in landing a much bigger fish: the PM-manqué Ben Wallace. He was the number one person every candidate wanted: a nod from him could make or break them. But he had history with Truss, most recently resenting the arriviste Foreign Secretary spouting about military subjects he knew much more about. Wallace knew his support was solid gold, demanding a pledge of 3 per cent plus of GDP going to defence spending. Backing for his candidacy to become Secretary General of NATO, something that would always be difficult because of French and European resistance, was another demand. The haggling went on for days and it was not till the end of the month that he came out in public for her, declaring, ‘She stands her ground. Above all, she is straight and means what she says.’13 No one could accuse him of perjury. It did the trick.


With MPs going back to their constituencies on Fridays, the third round could not be held until Monday 18 July. The Truss team was in panic mode. Kemi Badenoch, the feisty Minister of State for Equalities with firm anti-‘woke’ beliefs, was seen as the exciting insurgent candidate on the right, and the one around whom momentum was building. Could she edge Truss into fourth place? If that happened, her team worried she might not recover. A planned debate on Channel 4 on Friday 15 July created angst: should she take part? The worry was she would be wooden in front of cameras. Memories of a robotic Theresa May frozen in front of television cameras flashed across their minds. But once the other contenders put their names forward, she had no alternative but to pitch up. Frenzied preparations took place at her Lord North Street HQ.


First out of the blocks in the live debate was Sunak who accused his four opponents of promising unfunded tax cuts that bordered on ‘socialism’. Truss was equally pugnacious, building up to what she hoped would be a rousing peroration, only for it to fall short: ‘We face grave challenges as a country, the worst economic crisis for a generation [and] an appalling war generated by Russia in Ukraine, after decades of very slow growth…’


‘Well, no doubt who lost that one, is there?’ wrote Sean O’Grady in the Independent. ‘An indifferent public speaker at the best of times, she’s sadly just as bad as… a few years back. Boris Johnson must be fuming… Liz had herself made up so that she resembled an animatronic waxwork Margaret Thatcher… It didn’t work.’14 Few diverged from that assessment.


Sunak’s team decided it was time to knock Mordaunt off her perch; if Sunak faced her in the run-off among party members, he would lose. From 14 to 17 July, Mordaunt duly came under fire. The Daily Mail hit her hard for her views on transgender rights, while Truss and Badenoch attacked her in the Channel 4 debate for supporting ‘gender self-identification’. Mordaunt damaged herself by denying it, but official documents leaked to The Sunday Times on 17 July seemed to prove that she had attempted to remove ‘at least one medical requirement’ of the process before people can legally transition gender.15


The Truss camp opened up another flank of the attack on Mordaunt. International Trade Secretary Anne-Marie Trevelyan, an early Truss supporter, came out on 18 July in a coordinated personal strike: when she had been Mordaunt’s ministerial boss at the Department for International Trade, colleagues had ‘to pick up the pieces’ due to her absences.16 When Mordaunt’s supporters responded with ‘well, she would say that, wouldn’t she?’, the Truss team encouraged David Frost to go on the record saying that when he had been her boss at the Cabinet Office, Mordaunt didn’t do the work and he had ‘grave reservations’ about her being Prime Minister.17 Mordaunt’s team hit back hard suspecting foul play. When she had worked with Frost, he had nothing but praise for her. Trevelyan had deliberately blocked her from gaining any credit, they suspected on the direct instructions of Johnson. But it was too late. ‘We did not know whether the Sunak and Truss teams were working together or separately to do her down; what we did know is that they both wanted her out of the way,’ said one of her team. The contest was becoming very dirty. These multiple blows were to prove fatal for Mordaunt.


More good news followed for Truss. She had told her team that she would not make job offers to anybody to secure their votes. But Suella Braverman would have to be an exception. On the morning of Thursday 14 July, Truss had phoned her, saying, ‘If you stay out of the third ballot, I will make you Home Secretary.’ Braverman turned her down but when she was knocked out that night, she called her back: ‘I’ll come out and back you tonight, if I am given the Home Office, and I will deliver my supporters.’ Given the knife edge, Truss felt she had no choice but to accept. Their relationship was difficult. Though both were on the right of the party, they were miles apart on immigration: ‘Liz was pretty liberal, whereas for Suella, it was totemic,’ said Jason Stein.18 Truss was to bitterly regret her promise.


She received another boost going into the weekend when former party leader and right-wing cheerleader Iain Duncan Smith came out in support of her. He praised her for being ‘strong on Brexit’ and implying that other candidates hadn’t done as much to deliver on its benefits. This helped to lessen the perception of her as a Remainer. It had been a struggle for her team to get Duncan Smith over the line. Although he was ideologically 100 per cent behind her, not least in her vehement views on China, he was hoping for Foreign or Work and Pensions Secretary, for which she had other plans. Not all previous Conservative leaders supported her: in particular, William Hague and Michael Howard supported Sunak, while John Major, David Cameron and Theresa May held their counsel.


Truss was nervous about how she’d fare in round three on Monday 18 July, far from sure she’d make it through. This time, however, it was Chair of the Commons Foreign Affairs Select Committee Tom Tugendhat who came fifth and fell off the bottom. Truss was backed by 71, picking up just three of Braverman’s 27 votes. First-place Sunak was racing away with 115 votes, Mordaunt stalling in second place on 82, while fourth-placed Badenoch was moving up the ladder and snapping at Truss’s heels, with 58.


For the next round, Badenoch was the candidate to beat. A ConservativeHome survey had suggested she would win a vote among party members. The support of Gove helped make her a force to be reckoned with. ‘Liz, it would be much better if you backed me so together we can stop Rishi,’ she said. Truss, however, would have none of it, believing that she herself had the overwhelming support from the right and that she didn’t need Badenoch. All four teams around the surviving candidates were working in overdrive. Any remaining restraints were cast aside in the race for the prize. Each tried to persuade Tugendhat to declare for them with his thirty-one votes. But why should he declare his hand now with the result so unclear? He refused to commit in public. Truss’s team watched as they saw the ‘Sunak bully boys Gavin Williamson and Julian Smith cornering people in the Chamber, promising promotions, or having ugly words with them. Williamson can be quite brutal,’ said one. Wild rumours went round of honours and peerages proffered by all sides.


In the fourth round on Tuesday 19 July, it was Truss who made the breakthrough. The results placed Sunak first with 118 (up 3), Mordaunt on 92 (up 10) and Truss third on 86 (up 15). Badenoch had been eliminated after achieving just 59 (up 1). For the first time in the race, Truss had momentum. Some of her extra votes came from ten MPs in the Northern Research Group. Founded in 2019 among northern MPs committed to ‘levelling up’, it had publicly supported Tugendhat until he fell in the third round. But now Berry, its chair, communicated to members that ‘Truss best understood the Johnson legacy of winning in the North, and had the right ideas on corporation tax, National Insurance and promoting growth’.19


In the twelve days since her return from Indonesia and seven days since the first ballot, Truss had gone from nowhere to a serious contender. The fifth and final round took place on Wednesday 20 July. All three remaining candidates were bidding hard to gain Badenoch’s 59 votes. Truss made a great play on the final morning for her Brexit-supporting and ‘Red Wall’ MPs. The future of the country was decided during these hours. Had Mordaunt hung onto her second place as in the previous four rounds, she would have been in the final two and in all likelihood beaten Sunak. Mordaunt would have been a more measured PM and would probably have led the Conservatives into the general election in 2024. ‘I would have pursued a more conservative economic policy to Liz, scrapping tax rises over a longer timeframe and with careful sequencing, but also produced a balanced budget verified by the Office for Budget Responsibility. Immediate tax cuts would have been noninflationary, like halving VAT on fuel at the pump and increasing low- and middle-income tax thresholds,’ she said.20 There would have been no Truss premiership, no financial meltdown and no Sunak premiership. The history of the party, and country, would have been very different.


Sunak’s team preferred Truss to win the final MPs’ vote because they judged her easier to beat than Mordaunt in the membership stage. They believed she was fundamentally silly and would self-destruct; as Williamson put it, ‘We thought she would implode on the campaign trail: we were right, but wrong about the timing.’21 Mordaunt’s team were convinced that the ‘proxy votes’ of some of Sunak supporters were switched from him to Truss, so she would come ahead of Mordaunt. Johnson’s leadership team had done the same in 2019, urging some of his supporters to vote for Hunt in the final MPs round rather than Gove, because they thought that Hunt would be easier to beat. Ultimately, their plan succeeded and it was Hunt who Johnson faced in the run-off. ‘The difference was that we didn’t smear and lie about Jeremy Hunt; they went after Liz mercilessly,’ said one of Truss’s team, the bitterness running deep. ‘It was 2019 all over again when the two former Chief Whips, Gavin Williamson and Julian Smith, persuaded people to vote tactically to ensure Boris won. Penny stood no chance against them,’ said one pro-Mordaunt MP.


The final result ‘was precarious, she could’ve done much better’, recalled Kwarteng. Sunak topped on 137 votes (up 19). Truss for the first time made it into second place with 113 votes (up 27), and Mordaunt, who came third, was eliminated with 105 votes (up 13).


How did Truss’s team react to the news? They were all with her in her parliamentary office huddled around the television to listen to Graham Brady of the 1922 Committee deliver the MPs’ verdict. The results were announced in alphabetical order by surname. When Truss’s result was announced last, there was an odd mood in the room. ‘I felt a slight sense of dread when I heard. And I’m sure I was not the only one thinking “Is she really up to it?”,’ recalled one aide. In Mordaunt’s office nearby, there was total despondency and disbelief at her fall. In Sunak’s office as captured on a video that his team released that day, there was no reaction when Mordaunt’s 105 votes were declared, total silence at Sunak’s 137 votes but wild cheering when Truss’s 113 votes were announced, palpable proof to the Mordaunt camp that she had fallen victim to Team Sunak’s machinations.


Had just five MPs voted the other way Mordaunt would have won. Reeling from the result, she said, ‘We must all now work together to unify our party.’ No such largesse from Truss who promised ‘to hit the ground’ as Prime Minister, a statement rapidly amended by her team to include the word ‘running’.22


Round 2: The Party Members in the Country (21 July–5 September)


Sunak and Truss now went forward to the ‘winner takes all’ round: a vote by the 172,437 paid-up Tory members. It is thought that over half were aged over sixty, 97 per cent were white, and the majority lived in southern England.23 This composition is significant because Truss, with her scarcely concealed contempt for Conservative MPs, thought she spoke for ordinary British people, which she conflated in her mind with the party membership.


The competition began the second the MPs’ vote was announced, with the first hustings on Thursday 21 July in Westminster, and the first TV debate on the BBC on Monday 25 July. Postal ballots were sent out to arrive between 1 and 5 August, with the polls closing on 2 September. The winner to succeed the still-sitting and still-fuming Boris Johnson as Prime Minister would be announced three days later, on Monday 5 September.


The Commons went into summer recess on Friday 22 July after one of its bitterest sessions. The ritual Tory dogfight was now on to claim Thatcher’s mantle.


Truss for some months had been modelling herself as a modern-day Thatcher, not least with her version of the iconic photograph of Thatcher in a British tank with the Union Jack. Even her clothes in the first TV debate bore a striking similarity to Thatcher in an election broadcast in 1979.24 ‘Common sense Thatcherism’ was how Sunak described his own economic plan on 21 July.25 Two days later, Tory grandees Norman Lamont and Malcolm Rifkind attacked Truss’s plans, saying that Thatcher would never have approved borrowing to fund £30 billion tax cuts.26 While both candidates claimed Thatcher’s mantle, there could be no doubting that Truss was the Johnson continuity candidate, and that Sunak was despised by Team Johnson.


Ever since Iain Duncan Smith won against Ken Clarke in 2001, and Michael Howard was unopposed in 2003, the conventional wisdom was that the more right wing the candidate, the more likely they were to win among party members. As the contest intensified, both would-be leaders tried to burnish their right-wing credentials, each claiming to be tougher on China and on immigration. Team Sunak had the opponent they wanted. There was all to play for. Huge energy was poured into the competition in the country by both teams. An Opinium poll from 6 to 8 July had put Sunak ahead of Truss. Sunak’s team believed they could do it. But on the day the contest officially began, 21 July, much was made of a new poll suggesting that Truss was on course to win. Two days later, Sunak admitted that he was the underdog.27 From early August, she was regularly polling 60 per cent, with Sunak averaging 35 per cent. Sunak’s team clung to their belief that their man was better, and that Truss was stupid and capricious, and that she would self-destruct.
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