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            INTRODUCTION

         

         At 4.30 a.m. on election night, Theresa May arrived back at Conservative headquarters with the country in chaos. Ministers were losing their seats. Labour was running rampant. The pound was in freefall.

         She hurried past the party workers slumped in chairs in the campaign war room and into a small private office to consult her aides. Gone was her dream of reshaping Britain at the head of a landslide-winning Conservative government. In its place, one desperate thought remained: stop Labour.

         ‘We have got to make sure Jeremy Corbyn is not the Prime Minister,’ an emotional May blurted to her stunned team. Some around May believed she might quit, devastated by her failed campaign. But the desire to prevent a hardline socialist taking over Downing Street was motivation enough. ‘I must stay,’ she said.1

         In the space of six and a half hours, May’s political mission had been transformed; her credibility and authority shredded, her chances of surviving the next twenty-four hours slim. Even if she did make it through to the weekend, May looked likely to be gone soon after.

         As for Corbyn, when the exit poll was announced on TV at 10 p.m., he was serving vegetarian tortillas to friends at his home in Islington. They were swapping bets on Labour’s likely share of the vote, an election party game. These were not the actions of a man who expected to have to contemplate walking into No. 10 a few hours later.

         
            * * *

         

         For the third time in three years, after David Cameron’s majority in 2015 and the EU referendum of 2016, a national vote shocked Britain. Instead of the landslide they were hoping for and expecting, the Conservatives lost their majority altogether. May finished with just 318 seats, while Corbyn’s Labour Party defied the commentators and most of the pollsters to win thirty more seats than he had before, finishing with 262. The implications of the hung parliament were profound. May was forced to agree £1 billion to Northern Ireland to secure the support of the Democratic Unionist Party in a ‘confidence and supply’ alliance.

         Furious Tory MPs demanded the heads of May’s two powerful chiefs of staff, Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill. They were gone within hours. The Liberal Democrats’ Tim Farron and UKIP’s Paul Nuttall also quit as leaders of their parties in the aftermath of the election. Tory leadership rivals including David Davis and Boris Johnson were rumoured to be ‘on manoeuvres’. As for May, she survived the summer and has claimed she wants to lead the Tories into the next election in 2022. After the disaster of 2017, few of her colleagues believe she will be given the chance.

         Aside from the individual casualties, the political impact of the snap election was huge. May called the vote to strengthen her hand ahead of Brexit negotiations. She sought a mandate for her vision of a so-called hard Brexit – but her party lost the mandate to do anything in government alone. Labour stood on an ambiguous but ‘softer’ Brexit platform, promising to put ‘jobs first’ and talking up the single market, and won support. Since the election, Labour’s backing for the EU single market and customs union has grown, and the Prime Minister has accepted that Britain will maintain a ‘status quo’ transition period lasting two years. What Brexit will really mean is less clear than before.

         May’s programme of social and economic reforms – from reintroducing grammar schools to overhauling social care – was also left in turmoil. Getting anything controversial through a hung parliament is a major undertaking, involving knife-edge votes late at night, backroom deals between party whips and rebel MPs, and concessions to awkward peers in the House of Lords. In the words of a senior Whitehall mandarin, it’s a mess.

         
            * * *

         

         This book is an attempt to understand what led Theresa May to gamble her career and the country’s future on a snap election in the spring of 2017 – and why her bet backfired. How did the Conservative campaign go so badly awry given the crop of hugely experienced election consultants and political strategists who were working in the party’s war room? How could a Tory machine that won a higher share of the vote than even Margaret Thatcher still lose its majority? What were the forces driving the unexpected and largely unnoticed groundswell of support for Jeremy Corbyn and his radical Labour platform? Why did none of the political parties truly see what was happening? What influence did the character of the leaders have on their campaigns? Did the surprise nature of the election change the contest? And how did two terrorist attacks affect the result?

         In order to answer some of these questions, this book relies on the evidence from more than 100 interviews, emails, text messages, memos, private polling reports, target seat data lists and other material from original sources. The authors have heard from individuals involved at all levels in the campaign, from the very top of politics to party workers out canvassing on the streets during the election. Most of the sources still work in politics and have requested to speak anonymously in order to give their candid opinions and recollections. In the book, the term ‘private interview’ is used to attribute quotations and information derived from formal but anonymised interviews with sources. References listed as ‘private information’ relate to other material for which the confidential sources cannot be given. Reconstructions of conversations are based on accounts directly from the participants themselves, or from eye-witnesses. A number of the most senior figures involved have agreed to speak and their words are reflected in named interviews throughout the book.

         Passions run high in political life, and the conversations that are the subject of this book frequently involve the use of coarse language by the protagonists. The authors have chosen to retain their original language where it is important to the narrative.

         The 2017 election effectively ended multi-party politics and heralded a resurgence of the old two-party system at Westminster. This book therefore deals primarily with the battle for No. 10, fought between Theresa May and Jeremy Corbyn. The successes of the two major parties mirror the failures of their smaller rivals, in particular the dramatic decline in support for the UK Independence Party and the Liberal Democrats’ inability to recover lost ground.

         
            * * *

         

         The first part of the book tells the story of how Theresa May came to be persuaded to gamble on a snap election, describing some of the key characters in her team, and how Corbyn’s Labour Party was set up to respond. Part Two examines the scrambled strategies that the main parties deployed, looking at their rival ground campaigns as well as the so-called air war in the media and the digital battle, which was a critical part of the contest. Part Three covers campaign events, including the rival manifestos, and the two terrorist attacks, in Manchester and London, which halted the election twice. Finally, Part Four deals with the drama of the election itself.

         
            * * *

         

         Given the shock outcome, it would be easy to see Labour’s campaign as a success and the Tory operation as a failure. The truth is much more complex. Although they felt like they lost, the Conservatives remain in government and won more seats and votes than Labour with 42.4 per cent of the vote. Since the election, May, derided as robotic and lampooned for her failed gamble, has shown resilience and a determination to do her duty by her party and her country.

         While Corbyn’s supporters are jubilant and he is stronger as leader, Labour are still fifty-six seats behind the Tories and have lost their third election in a row. The party has already started campaigning for the next one, but to win, it must be able to maintain the enthusiasm of its supporters, stay united through the divisive process of Brexit, and persuade enough older voters that Corbyn is the right man to be Prime Minister.

         This book is not just about analysing electoral processes, tactics, trends and results. It is also a human story. Character played a crucial role in shaping the contest. Politicians – and voters – take their democracy seriously. They care about the arguments fought over during campaigns and how the main actors conduct themselves. Whatever the faults of candidates and their advisers, these political professionals are almost always committed to worthy ideals. The characters in this story are real; most are honest, intelligent, hard-working individuals, trying, often with limited success, to tangle with difficult questions facing the country.

         When the 2017 snap election was called and power was transferred to the people, politicians faced a choice too. It was a choice that defined careers and shaped the country: to play it safe, or to bet the house.
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            THE SNAP

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            MAYISM

         

         THERESA

         ‘She’ll be like Margaret Thatcher, she’ll be brilliant.’ Geoffrey Boycott was the picture of certainty. The former England cricketer, bloody-minded Yorkshireman and blunt-speaking media pundit believed that Theresa May was the next Iron Lady, and the right woman to run Britain. ‘She’s got the Prime Minister’s job at a very tough juncture in our history,’ he told a group of travelling British political reporters who bumped into him in the foyer of New Delhi’s vast Taj Palace Hotel in November 2016. ‘She’s strong. Life is about integrity and principles – it should be. We want politicians like that, with integrity, with principles, with honesty.’

         Boycott was in town ahead of the first Test match between India and England, starting the following week. By coincidence, May, a lifelong cricket fan, was in the same hotel for a summit. It was her first trade mission to India. Her goal was to prepare the ground for stronger commercial ties between the two nations when India’s former colonial masters finally left the European Union.

         It was not a happy trip. New Delhi was choking. The worst smog for nearly twenty years closed hundreds of schools and forced the city’s authorities to ban cars from the roads. The air was so thick with pollution that clouds of it filled the marble- and gold-trimmed ground floor of the Taj Palace. During her three-day visit, May achieved little other than a cordial chat about cricket with her host, Indian PM Narendra Modi. There was no clarity on how Britain and India would be able to reinforce their post-Brexit trading links, and she received a public dressing down from Modi over her refusal to allow more Indian students to enrol in British universities.

         The gloomy backdrop made Boycott’s praise a highlight for May. She invited him to a party at the British High Commissioner’s residence that evening for some mutual appreciation. May had a poster of the former opening batsman on her bedroom wall when she was growing up. Asked once why the curmudgeonly Boycott, famous for his lack of flashy stroke-play, had been her childhood hero, she apparently said she admired his staying power and his ability to break down opponents through his sheer determination not to make a mistake.

         Whether Boycott told May to her face that she would be as good as Thatcher is not known. May herself dislikes the comparison, though that never prevented others from making it. In his final session of Prime Minister’s Questions in the Commons in July 2016, David Cameron couldn’t resist gloating at the Tories’ superior record on promoting women, despite the lengths his opponents went to in the quest for female voters, which included Harriet Harman touring the country in a fuchsia-coloured minibus. He told the Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn: ‘When it comes to women Prime Ministers, pretty soon I am pleased to say it’s going to be two-nil, and not a pink bus in sight.’

         In the months before she called the snap election of 2017, the Prime Minister seemed to her colleagues to be every bit as politically invincible as the Iron Lady. Some male Tory MPs, huddled in private conversations in Westminster bars, even took to referring to her as ‘Mummy’.

         NASTY PARTY

         When it comes to her style of politics, Theresa May is certainly more Geoff Boycott than Ian Botham, Boycott’s flamboyant England teammate: she dislikes media attention and revelled in former Chancellor Ken Clarke’s description of her as a ‘bloody difficult woman’. Famously private, May made a virtue of her reputation in Westminster for being a dour dining guest and a minister who doesn’t wear her heart on her – admittedly designer – sleeve. ‘I know I’m not a showy politician. I don’t tour the television studios. I don’t gossip about people over lunch. I don’t go drinking in Parliament’s bars,’ she said as she launched her leadership campaign on 30 June 2016. ‘I just get on with the job in front of me.’

         May’s career has been steady rather than spectacular, built on perseverance, painstaking professional attention to detail, and a natural aversion to unnecessary risk. The daughter of a vicar, she realised she wanted to become an MP at the age of twelve. Soon afterwards, she began stuffing envelopes for her local Conservative association and has been a loyal servant of the party ever since. 

         Aged seventeen, Theresa Brasier, as she then was, arrived at Oxford on the day of the 1974 election, already a Conservative Party member. As she embarked on a geography degree, she told her tutorial partner Alicia Collinson – the future wife of Tory Cabinet minister Damian Green – that she wanted to become Prime Minister one day. It was at a student disco that Benazir Bhutto, the future Prime Minister of Pakistan, introduced her to another budding young Tory, Philip May. The couple fell in love and have been together ever since. To their friends and Oxford contemporaries – who included Green, now First Secretary of State, and Michael Crick, Channel 4 News’s political correspondent – Philip seemed the more likely to enter politics full time, having been elected president of the Oxford Union in 1979. But Theresa decided to stand as a councillor in Merton, south London, and represented the Wimbledon Park ward from 1986 to 1994. She entered Parliament in 1997, winning the new seat of Maidenhead, and by 1999 was already a member of the shadow Cabinet. It was around this time that May seems to have first told her husband of the intensity of her ambition to become PM.

         May’s most memorable contribution as a shadow Cabinet minister was during her tenure as Conservative Party chairman. In a famously uncompromising address to the Tory conference in Bournemouth in 2002, May declared her own side needed to modernise, to embrace the world as it is, rather than as it used to be. With Tony Blair fresh from a second landslide victory a year earlier, May warned a stunned and silent party faithful that they were still seen by too many voters as ‘the nasty party’ which was not interested in the welfare of the many. 

         
            There’s a lot we need to do in this party of ours. Our base is too narrow and so, occasionally, are our sympathies. You know what some people call us – the nasty party. I know that’s unfair. You know that’s unfair. But it’s the people out there we need to convince – and we can only do that by avoiding behaviour and attitudes that play into the hands of our opponents.

         

         While she might have been right, the unflattering epithet instantly stuck. Labour could hardly believe their luck. Even now, Labour MPs readily reach for May’s ‘nasty party’ description as a shorthand for why the Tories cannot be trusted to care for public services such as the NHS, or to look after the interests of children growing up in poverty, or to support people with dementia. It was a comment that would come back to haunt May again when her 2017 election campaign began to unravel. The allegation was that policies such as reforms to the funding of elderly care, ending universal free school lunches and cutting the winter fuel allowance re-toxified the Tory brand.

         BLOODY DIFFICULT

         When David Cameron led the Tories back into power in an unlikely coalition with the Liberal Democrats in 2010, he made May Home Secretary and she quickly gained a reputation as the most stubborn and unbiddable Tory in the Cabinet. While she earned the grudging respect of some colleagues, including the Lib Dem Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, Cameron grew frustrated with the Home Office’s refusal to do as he asked. 

         In July 2015, two months after unexpectedly winning a majority, the Tory government confronted a crisis at the border with France. Thousands of migrants repeatedly tried to storm the French entrance to the Channel Tunnel to gain entry to Britain, forcing the tunnel to be closed and causing chaos on the roads. One migrant died, 10,000 lorries were backed up on the roads either side of the Channel and tens of thousands of holiday-makers suffered delays and disruption.

         Cameron was out of the country on a trip to Singapore, leaving May in charge of the response in London. According to a senior figure in Cameron’s team from the time, May repeatedly refused to call a meeting of the government’s emergency Cobra committee to coordinate the crisis plan. She apparently did not think it was necessary. Officials told May that it was essential to convene a meeting of the Cobra committee in order to reassure the public that the government was taking every step it could to bring the chaos to an end. But May would not agree, even as calls grew for the British Army to be sent to France to stop the disorder. As one official recalls: ‘She just wouldn’t do it. In the end, we had to ring up Cameron and get him to force her to call a Cobra meeting.’

         May could also be frosty with other Cabinet ministers, according to colleagues who served with her in government. It was something of a ritual before Cabinet meetings for ministers in Cameron’s top team to meet early inside No. 10, where they would be served tea, coffee and bacon sandwiches. While most ministers would be swapping small talk, the unclubbable Home Secretary would not engage. 

         
            * * *

         

         There were reasons for May to keep her counsel. As a young woman, she had lost both her parents by the age of twenty-five. Intensely private by nature, she is known to confide in only a handful of people, chief among them, her husband, Philip. The couple don’t have children. May has revealed that this is a source of sadness to her but has resolutely refused to say more about it.

         In 2013, she disclosed that she had Type 1 diabetes and has to inject herself with insulin four or five times a day. May and her team have made a conscious effort to keep her in good health. She was largely kept away from Conservative Party campaign headquarters during the 2017 election because the building, full of Tory staffers working in close proximity, was regarded as too much of a health risk by the Prime Minister’s senior strategists. Like many political leaders, May loves to work out. Unlike Cameron, Osborne and Boris Johnson, however, she is reluctant to be filmed jogging around a park, opting instead for Saturday morning sessions in the gym, away from the cameras.

         SUDOKU

         By temperament, May prefers hard work to idle gossip. Her officials at the Home Office and later in Downing Street were always impressed with her work ethic. She would often stay late in the office, or take ministerial red boxes home to work on, and be up again early, with all her papers signed. 

         But in a world saturated with social media and rolling news, it is not enough for a leading politician simply to do the job and shun all attempts to capture something personal. It is a cast-iron law of Westminster that every party leader – and all candidates who aspire one day to become one – must give the public some insight into their private lives. Despite the best efforts of her media advisers, May, consciously or not, has resisted most journalists’ attempts to get under her skin and find out what makes her tick.

         Interviewers sent to paint a portrait of May have resorted to describing her shoes, her trousers, her furniture, and even her favourite dishes to cook for her husband in an attempt to colour in the sketchy outline of a politician who by her own admission is not ‘showy’. On one occasion, in preparation for such an interview, May’s advisers asked her to think hard for any other hobbies she might be able to share with the public, any interests or particular passions that would help convince people she led a rich and interesting life outside work. ‘Well, I do really like Sudoku,’ the Prime Minister replied. Horrified Tory aides regarded such an admission as potentially devastating, the kind of detail that could trigger a tsunami of ridicule, and begged her not to mention her fondness for Japanese number puzzles ever again.

         ‘She’s shy, she’s private, she doesn’t show her feelings in the open,’ says Katie Perrior, May’s former communications director in No. 10. ‘She feels her role in life, what she was born to do, was to find the fix to problems and that’s all people want from her. She cannot understand that they want more. It doesn’t compute.’

         Reporters would want to ask the PM how she felt about losing her parents at a young age, or about not having children. An exasperated May would ask her aides, ‘What do they want from me? Why do they want me to say this stuff?’ One of her senior media handlers told her the public wanted to know ‘that you hurt the way they hurt, that you cry the way they cry’. There was little point. ‘It’s just a shell. You can’t ever get through it. People interview her and say, “It’s a nightmare,”’ says one aide.

         Away from the public eye, however, May’s team insist she is a different woman, with a cheeky – and sometimes risqué – sense of humour. ‘She is a wonderful, brilliant, funny and sensible person to be around,’ says one No. 10 staffer. ‘She is lovely – always very grateful for your efforts, and is an impressively hard worker,’ says another. Former aides attest to May’s lack of pomposity, a down-to-earth quality often missing in top-rank politicians. ‘I found her to be the opposite of the brittle, calculating politician of endless newspaper articles: she was a polite, thoughtful and thoroughly decent woman,’ according to former speechwriter Alasdair Palmer. ‘She never lost her temper or shouted, and she never pulled rank (which she was of course entitled to do). She treated me as an equal, which, in the hierarchy of the Home Office, I obviously was not.’2

         Soon after entering Downing Street, May told an interviewer that she grew up with dogs at home, and described how Larry, the No. 10 cat, kept his distance from her. Some of her advisers proposed privately that the Prime Minister should get a puppy. While May said she would love to bring an adorable chocolate-coloured Labrador puppy into No. 10, as her aides were suggesting, she worried she would not have the time to care for her new pet. Who would take it for walks and look after it when she was on official trips overseas, she wondered. The Prime Minister’s response to the idea sheds light on her reflective nature and her sense of personal responsibility.

         It is one of the ironies of the 2017 election campaign that so much focus should be placed on May as a single, presidential candidate, with the Conservative Party’s branding deliberately airbrushed from much of the publicity material. In reality, the Tory Party has been a constant in May’s life since childhood – and with it her sense of public duty to party and country. These values have always animated her politics far more than any desire to form a personality cult. The conflict between the electioneering hype and the reality of the candidate was rarely more obvious than at the launch of the Tory manifesto in Halifax on 18 May, when the BBC’s Nick Watt asked her if the fateful tome represented the bible of Mayism. ‘There is no Mayism – I know you journalists like to write about it,’ the Prime Minister said, shaking her head in frustration. ‘There is good, solid Conservatism which puts the interests of the country and the interests of ordinary working people at the heart of everything we do in government.’

         While unbendingly faithful to the cause, May does not regard her Conservatism as theologically fixed. She is flexible, pragmatic and keener on finding answers than clinging to political dogma that will throw up new problems. ‘Theresa is quite a distinctive type of politician,’ says Will Tanner, who worked with May as a senior policy adviser in the Home Office and No. 10. 

         
            She isn’t driven by abstract principles and ideologies – she cares about what works in the interests of the people she serves. She also isn’t very driven by publicity and self-promotion, which is relatively unusual in the parliamentary party. People play up her religious beliefs and so on, but she is motivated by what I would describe more as a Victorian sense of duty. And she’s very down to earth. She’s always cautious about what decisions will mean for real people. And she’s willing to bend what would normally be quite strong ideological lines in order to get to solutions. She’s just driven by outcomes rather than abstract principles.

         

         SUBMARINE

         During the tumultuous European Union referendum campaign of 2016, May was largely silent. To David Cameron’s frustration, she refused to give more than a lukewarm endorsement of EU membership and declined to repeat his hard-hitting warnings that UK security would be radically eroded outside the bloc. Her sole contribution of note was a speech in which she hedged her bets to such a degree that she managed to annoy both Remainers and Leavers. May argued that EU membership was ‘on balance’ a better idea than Brexit. But she was not enthusiastic.

         ‘I do not want to stand here and insult people’s intelligence by claiming that everything about the EU is perfect, that membership of the EU is wholly good, nor do I believe those that say the sky will fall in if we vote to leave,’ she told an audience at the Institute of Mechanical Engineers in London. ‘The reality is that there are costs and benefits of our membership and, looking to the years and decades ahead, there are risks and opportunities too.’

         This was it and it was pretty thin. For Cameron and his chief spin doctor, Craig Oliver, May’s half-hearted campaign for Remain was deeply disappointing. Some in Cameron’s Downing Street dubbed her ‘submarine May’, even speculating that she was an ‘enemy agent’ deliberately trying to sabotage the PM, according to an account of the time from Oliver.

         LEADERSHIP

         On 24 June 2016, defeated and depressed, Cameron announced his resignation. The country needed ‘fresh leadership’ to carry through the will of the people who had narrowly – but clearly – voted to leave the EU. The race to succeed him was short, brutal and characterised by the staggering readiness of leading contenders to quit or self-implode.

         With Cameron’s closest ally, Chancellor George Osborne, previously seen as a favourite, deciding not to stand, the leadership contest was initially seen as a straight fight between Boris Johnson, who led the Leave campaign, and May. The Home Secretary devoted some of her initial launch speech to discrediting the former London mayor’s record. But she need not have bothered. Boris pulled out of the race after his campaign chief Michael Gove announced he would be standing against him because he believed Johnson was incapable of leading the country. Gove himself was eliminated in a vote of MPs after horrifying colleagues by stabbing his friend so spectacularly in the front.

         The final two candidates whose names were to be put to the party membership for a ballot were May and Andrea Leadsom, another leading light from the Brexit campaign. Yet here, too, May was lucky. Her rival quit the contest before it even got going. Leadsom was too mortified to continue after suggesting to The Times that she would make a better Prime Minister because she was a mother and understood the world in a different way to the childless Theresa May.

         A head-to-head campaign expected to last two months was over in just six days. On 13 July, Cameron received a standing ovation from the Commons at his final PMQs, met the Queen at Buckingham Palace and resigned. Minutes later, May’s car left Parliament for the short journey along the Mall to the Palace, where Her Majesty invited her to form a government.

         Yet the ease with which May attained the premiership came at a cost. She had not been given the chance to make her own case to the party or the country. She had no real mandate from her own grassroots members, never mind the wider electorate. Just one year into a majority Conservative government, May had reached the summit of power, only to find waiting for her the baggage of Brexit and her predecessor’s manifesto to deliver. Yet, she repeatedly ruled out calling an election earlier than scheduled in 2020. ‘There is an immediate need for political certainty and economic confidence following the referendum,’ she said. ‘So that means no second referendum and no general election before 2020.’ 

         May’s lack of a personal mandate meant she found it difficult to stamp her identity on the government’s agenda and in some cases seemed to make it more difficult for her to get her job done. A full leadership contest ‘would have given her much more authority’, according to Tanner, who served as deputy head of May’s No. 10 Policy Unit.

         ‘I think if Boris had continued to run in that leadership campaign, she’d still have won,’ says Tanner. ‘She was the person that the party wanted, post-David. An authentic leader with a strong foundation in the grassroots of the party. And for that reason, I think if she’d run against George, she would [also] have won.’

         There was perhaps another implication for the election campaign that followed. By the time she had decided to reverse her position on an early election, May still had not been tested as a frontline campaigner on the national stage. Nobody in her own team, or anywhere else, really knew whether she would be any good under the scrutiny that comes with a long, attritional battle for votes, played out in the full glare of the nation’s news and social media.

         Looking back on the 2017 election, one Cabinet minister ruefully observes: ‘Theresa is a much better Prime Minister than she is a campaigner.’ Another Tory puts it less kindly: ‘She’s better at the marriage than the wedding.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            THE CHIEFS

         

         FI

         Fiona Hill was ready to party. It was 2 November 2016, and the Tories’ weekly magazine of choice, The Spectator, was holding its annual political awards. Famously lavish, the champagne reception and dinner was the first glittering ceremony of London’s winter season of political soirées.

         It was a big moment for Theresa May. The awards were also a test for May’s two most trusted aides, Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill, on whom she depended for advice and guidance in matters of government. That evening, she needed them to help her deliver an entertaining speech and navigate the perilous social assembly of newspaper columnists, television presenters, political rivals and editors with charm and style.

         Hill returned to No. 10 early in the evening after changing into a glamorous party dress, looking like a million dollars, according to a colleague. She was in a good mood; May was still in her honeymoon period as the new Prime Minister and Hill appeared to be looking forward to letting her hair down with friends.3

         At that point, however, her colleagues did not know what was to unfold. They had no inkling that Hill would use the occasion to angrily confront one of the country’s most famous journalists in front of the Prime Minister, in a tirade that left party guests stunned.

         Timothy, meanwhile, barked an order to a colleague to help draft May’s speech as quickly as possible, ‘and make it funny’, he advised.4 Katie Perrior, May’s director of communications, who reported to Hill and Timothy, came up with the idea that the Prime Minister should use the occasion to poke gentle fun at George Osborne, the man she had summarily fired five months previously as Chancellor. Osborne was due to be presenting May with the award for Politician of the Year, in recognition of her triumph in the Tory leadership contest.

         Perrior’s idea, conjured up at short notice, was for May to take the stage and pass Osborne a hard hat and a hi-vis jacket. Then she would say to Osborne – who made touring building sites dressed in full protective gear a signature image of his chancellorship – ‘George, without those I didn’t recognise you.’

         May decided to go one step further, and put the jacket and helmet on herself before taking the stage, to laughter from the tables of guests. ‘That was something she wanted to do. She hid it in her bag and wore it under her coat and it was very funny,’ Perrior recalls.5

         So far, so good. But when it came to May’s speech, the jokes fell a bit more heavily. She settled a series of scores, suggesting Boris Johnson, her Foreign Secretary, a former Spectator editor and potential leadership rival, was like a dog who might one day need to be put down. She reserved her most brutal comments for her predecessor’s director of communications, Sir Craig Oliver, whom David Cameron had knighted in his final honours list as Prime Minister.

         In his memoir on the Brexit referendum, Oliver described how the result left him feeling physically sick. May took up the story:

         
            I’m particularly pleased to see that Craig Oliver… sorry, Sir Craig, is here tonight. In his book he said that when he heard the result of the referendum, he walked out of the office and as he walked into Whitehall started retching violently.

            I have to say that I think we all understand that feeling; most of us experienced it too when we saw his name on the resignations honours list.

         

         To Perrior and other observers, this was unnecessarily brutal. The UK Prime Minister shouldn’t have stooped to the level of insulting a former aide to the man she’d replaced as premier. ‘She didn’t need to do that. It wasn’t very prime ministerial,’ says Perrior.

         
            * * *

         

         After the meal, the BBC’s Nick Robinson sauntered over to Hill, who was two seats away from May. Robinson and Hill had fallen out two years previously, over his report on a government leak scandal that eventually cost Hill her job. She had been upset at the time because Robinson had named her and her partner in his news report, but the journalist thought it would be polite to exchange pleasantries rather than avoid each other.

         He was mistaken. 

         When Robinson approached Hill, she erupted. ‘You made my mother cry,’ she said.

         As Hill berated the BBC man, he protested, ‘I was just saying “hello”. This isn’t really the time or place for this.’6

         Robinson made his excuses and moved on to talk to someone else. Later in the night, the pair bumped into each other again as they made their way out towards the cloakrooms – and Hill let fly another burst of anger.

         The incident shocked Robinson, a former political editor who now presents the Today programme, the BBC’s flagship morning radio show, which has been required daily listening in Westminster for decades. He told other guests how inappropriate he felt Hill had been to attack him in the most public of settings, in front of his peers, colleagues and even the Prime Minister herself. One witness says: ‘It was extraordinary. The thing that amazed me about her behaviour was that it was so reckless.’7

         What struck others, however, was that the Prime Minister simply ignored the whole scene as it unfolded a few feet away. ‘The Prime Minister doesn’t say anything when Fiona goes off on one,’ Perrior says. ‘She just has a look which says, “It’s not good, all of this, is it, but, well, here we are.” It was quite clear. I thought it was a relationship where she knew exactly what Fiona’s faults were but she cared about Fiona – and Fiona cared about her.’8

         
            * * *

         

         Fiona Hill’s first full day working in No. 10 as the Prime Minister’s co-chief of staff was also her forty-third birthday. Her new job was a crowning achievement in an impressive career spanning media and politics, a career in which she’d earned the respect – and fear – of her colleagues and opponents alike. Born in Greenock, on the west coast of Scotland, and educated at a state school in Port Glasgow, Hill cut her teeth as a reporter on The Scotsman and the Daily Record newspapers, where, as the new girl, she had to cover subjects ranging from fashion to football. According to colleagues from the time, one of her best qualities was her tenacity – she was always there. Immaculate and stylishly dressed, she would hang around the office, looking for interesting work to do.9

         Hill quit the print media to work for Sky News, where she was able to combine her sharp news judgement with effective organisational skills and an ability to stay calm under intense pressure, according to colleagues. She left journalism and was in and out of the Tory Party’s press office during its time in opposition, working first for shadow Health Secretary Andrew Lansley and then for Chris Grayling, who served as shadow Home Secretary before the 2010 election. When David Cameron made May Home Secretary in the 2010 coalition with the Liberal Democrats, Hill joined May in the department as a political special adviser, along with Nick Timothy. Between them, Hill and Timothy became indispensable to May; trusted and powerful, often fierce and always loyal, they ruled the Home Office on behalf of the woman they called ‘the boss’.

         Initially, Hill’s expertise was in media management, given her background as a journalist. She was tasked with taking charge of May’s personal image (both women love flamboyant kitten heels) and fighting to keep her out of trouble with the media. During this time, Hill and Timothy cultivated a strong relationship with the Daily Mail, arguably the most powerful national newspaper in Britain, which had a reputation for extinguishing promising ministerial careers and was obsessed with a campaign against rising immigration. As Home Secretary, controlling the border, cutting net migration to the Tory target of the ‘tens of thousands’ and deporting ‘foreign criminals’ were among May’s chief responsibilities. These chimed perfectly with the Mail’s agenda. The fact that May remained in her job for so long – she was the second longest-serving Home Secretary in UK history – is in no small part due to Timothy and Hill’s media management skills, especially given her poor record of repeatedly missing the government’s target to cut migration.

         Yet Hill wasn’t just a spin doctor. She is also credited with bringing her highly rated political instincts to bear on key policies, and worked especially closely with May on developing the Modern Slavery Act, a law the Tory leader now sees as one of her greatest achievements.

         In 2014, Hill’s impulse to go on the attack in order to protect her boss backfired so badly that she was forced out of her job. It was this crisis that led her to fall out with Nick Robinson. The trigger was a row that the Home Office had with Michael Gove, then the Education Secretary, over tackling extremism in schools. Gove secretly briefed the media that the Home Office was failing to ‘drain the swamp’ of extremists. He criticised Charles Farr, May’s counter-terrorism adviser – who was in a relationship with Hill at the time. A furious Hill then found a way to retaliate. The Home Office website published a private letter that May had sent to Gove suggesting his department had failed to stop alleged extremists from taking over state schools in Birmingham.

         Such letters between Cabinet colleagues are usually highly confidential, so the Home Office’s decision to publish it online at 12.24 a.m. caused uproar. Cameron launched an inquiry. The investigation, which the Cabinet Secretary Sir Jeremy Heywood led, revealed Gove as the source for the original briefing and blamed Hill for the counter-attack, in which an unnamed individual said the Department for Education’s failure to get a grip on child protection ‘scares me’. Cameron forced Gove to apologise for his actions and later demoted him from Education Secretary to Chief Whip at the next reshuffle. Hill, however, was forced to resign – despite May’s strenuous efforts to retain her trusted ally.10 Relations between Hill and Cameron’s team were said to be so toxic that she was not afforded a second chance.

         Hill’s departure delighted those in the media and the Tory Party who counted themselves among her enemies – but it proved not to be a permanent exile. She remained in touch with May over the next two years, while working for the conservative think tank the Centre for Social Justice and for a lobbying and communications firm. When David Cameron quit hours after losing the EU referendum in June 2016, Hill raced back to May’s side for the leadership contest that followed. She ran the Home Secretary’s campaign for No. 10 with the same ruthlessness and tenacity that she had always brought to her work, and with the same partner who formed the other half of May’s Praetorian Guard: Nick Timothy. 

         NICK

         Twelve months before the leadership contest, Nick Timothy had been out of work. When David Cameron unexpectedly won a majority in the 2015 election, Timothy decided he was not going to return to the Home Office for another five-year stint as Theresa May’s special adviser. He had worked full-time on the local campaign in South Thanet, in the ultimately successful – but controversial – Tory campaign to stop UK Independence Party leader Nigel Farage winning his first Commons seat.11 After five years as a special adviser in the Home Office, and at still only thirty-five, he wanted to move on to something new.

         He spent his time catching up with friends he had not seen in the hectic run-up to the election, and planning a different kind of career, combining writing and work for a charity. In the end, he chose to take up the role of director of the New Schools Network, an independent charity that helps groups set up free schools under the education reforms that were the brainchild of Michael Gove.

         Timothy was careful not to cut ties with May. Cameron was at the height of his powers after winning the first Tory majority for twenty-three years, but he had already made it clear that he would not seek to lead the party into the next election, scheduled for 2020. While Timothy would joke to friends that there was ‘no vacancy’ for his old boss to fill, he was clear that should one arise, he would be back at May’s side to fight her campaign in an instant.

         Timothy remained a source of informal advice for May during the months that followed his departure from government. When the Home Secretary had to prepare her keynote speech to the Conservative Party’s annual conference in Manchester, it was Timothy who helped her to write it, even though he had no official role in her team. He even travelled up to help her prepare in person.

         In her speech, May set out her hardest position to date on curbing mass immigration. Numbers were too high and unsustainable, she said, as she proposed a series of measures to reduce asylum applications. Usually supportive business groups accused her of ‘pandering to anti-immigration sentiment’, while refugee campaigners described her comments as ‘chilling’.

         As he paced the streets of Manchester in the October rain afterwards, another subject was on Timothy’s mind: the seemingly unstoppable rise of one of May’s biggest Cabinet rivals, George Osborne. Since the election, the Chancellor had been feted as the political genius behind the most successful Tory campaign in a generation. He was seen as Cameron’s anointed heir and widely regarded as the Prime Minister in waiting. But Osborne had clashed repeatedly with May – and Timothy – over questions of security and immigration. Privately, Timothy held the Chancellor in contempt. Osborne opposed May’s tough stand on controlling the numbers of foreign students and, much to Timothy’s horror, was relaxed about allowing Chinese state-owned companies to invest in critical UK infrastructure, such as the plan for a new nuclear power station at Hinkley Point in Somerset. Timothy believed such an approach amounted to selling Britain’s national security to a potentially hostile foreign state. 

         Osborne’s reputation suffered a series of blows in the months after conference. First his plan to cut tax credits crashed into opposition in the House of Lords, and then Iain Duncan Smith quit as Work and Pensions Secretary in a row over the Budget’s plan to cut welfare. Nick Timothy was amused to see how little support the Chancellor seemed to have among backbench MPs when few were willing to come to his defence. As Osborne’s star faded, space opened up for other leadership candidates to shine.

         
            * * *

         

         Timothy is the son of a steelworker and a school secretary and as an Aston Villa fan is proud of his Birmingham roots. Raised in a working-class area of the city, his formative political experience came in 1992. John Major, another working-class boy, was leading the Conservative Party and seemed destined for defeat at the hands of Neil Kinnock’s Labour. For Timothy, only months into his career at King Edward VI Aston grammar school, such an outcome represented an existential threat:

         
            I knew that if Labour won the election, my school would be closed down and the opportunity I had been given would be taken away. Thanks to the Tories, that did not happen and I became the first member of my family to go to university.

            1992 was the year the Conservatives asked the electorate: ‘What does the Conservative Party offer a working-class kid from Brixton?’ The working-class kid, of course, was John Major and the answer was that they made him Prime Minister. I knew what the Conservative Party had to offer me that year, and as a twelve-year-old, I learned early that Labour, in the pursuit of equality, only hold people back, but it is the Conservatives who help you to go as far as your potential allows.

            That, to me, is the fundamental difference between the two parties, and it is why I have been a Conservative ever since.12

         

         Timothy took a first-class degree in politics at Sheffield before finding his way, via a spell volunteering, into a job with the Conservative Research Department, the traditional nursery for future Cabinet ministers and party stars. While in Tory Central Office, as the party’s headquarters were known at the time, Timothy met May and became her full-time researcher while she was shadow Transport Secretary in 2002.

         By the time May entered government in 2010, the pair were already friends as well as colleagues. Although he survived when Hill was forced to quit over the row with Michael Gove, Timothy was no more popular with Cameron’s set.

         In 2014, Timothy and Stephen Parkinson, another aide to May, were struck off the list of approved Tory candidates for the coming general election – allegedly because they refused to campaign in a by-election. Timothy blamed Downing Street for the snub.

         In the year between the 2015 election and the 2016 EU referendum, Timothy’s freedom from the constraints of government allowed him the space to develop and set out his own political views. In a series of articles for the influential Tory website ConservativeHome.com and the Telegraph, he gave a hint, at least, of the direction May would take government policy in when she won the leadership.

         In these articles and interviews, Timothy discussed ending the ban on grammar schools,13 curbing benefits for pensioners, and the national security implications of allowing the Chinese to buy up critical British infrastructure. His columns were varied in content and tone: some were passionate, some angry, others contained humour. Most of Timothy’s pieces contained within them a clear and distinct sense of his own beliefs, as well as a strong commitment to a particular strain of Conservative thinking.

         BREXIT

         Despite supporting Brexit, Timothy railed against the conduct of the two sides during the EU referendum and called for a fundamental rethink of the way political campaigns operate. The lies, cynical communication techniques and reduction of the debate to false choices left him feeling ‘frustrated, disappointed and worried about the future’. ‘The referendum campaign is bringing to the surface everything that is wrong about our politics,’ he said, as he criticised ‘the Political Rules of Engagement’. These include changing the subject of debate by any means necessary, if it is easier than changing voters’ minds through persuasion; reducing everything to ‘a binary choice’, no matter how complex the issues; and sacrificing truth and accuracy for influence over the electorate. ‘Even if you have told a whopper, it doesn’t matter so long as everybody is talking about it,’ he says.

         
            In fact, the rules say that the more your opponents try to dispute the accuracy of your claims, the happier you should be – because they’re drawing attention to your issue of choice.

            I do not mean to sound weak or lily-livered about the rough and tumble of political campaigning. I have worked on and run enough campaigns to know that they should offer a tough and relentless examination of the propositions made by the rival sides. But the reality of the way this campaign is being fought – and how our politics are becoming in general – is corrosive to the quality of our democracy and trust in government. And it is patently very damaging to the Conservative Party.

            It is of course too late now to drain the poison from this campaign, but when the referendum is over – whatever the result – we are going to need to do something to change these Political Rules of Engagement. We need only look across the Atlantic to the United States – where the political culture is even more cynical and the rules even more firmly entrenched – to see where we risk heading.14

         

         Much to Timothy’s professed annoyance, these articles were treated with something close to scriptural reverence when he entered No. 10, leading the media to focus on him as ‘the thinker’ who was sometimes labelled ‘May’s brain’. The views of the Prime Minister herself, and of her other chief of staff, Fiona Hill, were apparently discounted. 

         In one article, Timothy called for a new form of Tory modernisation. The party shouldn’t choose the Easterhouse modernisation, espoused by Iain Duncan Smith, the former Tory leader, which focused on the poorest inhabitants of the infamous Glasgow housing estate. Nor should the party pursue the socially liberal ‘Soho modernisation’ beloved of Osborne and Cameron. Instead, the Conservatives should ask themselves what they have to offer a boy from Erdington, the working-class district of Birmingham where he grew up.

         Then, he set out what must now – after the election disaster that he oversaw – seem an even more bitter truth. ‘The most serious weakness that the Conservatives have’, he wrote, ‘is the perception that we simply do not give a toss about ordinary people.’15 But by focusing on people who have modest means, who distrust radical policies and have conservative instincts, the Tories can do the right thing for society and win votes, Timothy argued.

         
            With this approach, of course we would still help the very poor and of course we would fight injustices based on gender, race and sexuality, but the Party would adopt a relentless focus on governing in the interests of ordinary, working people. They are the people whose lives are most affected – for better and worse – by politics. They can’t choose to send their kids to a private school when the schools around them are terrible. They can’t opt out of the NHS if they find themselves in a dirty hospital or at the end of a long waiting list. They are the ones who find themselves out of work, on reduced hours, or with never-ending pay freezes when the economy goes wrong. They find themselves unable to afford the mortgage when interest rates go up. They have to go without when their taxes rise. They are the people for whom debates about tax credits are not about spreadsheets, headlines or dividing lines but about whether mum can go back to work or not.16

         

         When it came to devising a Brexit policy, Timothy more than anyone can claim responsibility for transforming Theresa May from a reluctant Remainer to a passionate Leave supporter. He co-wrote her landmark Brexit speech, which she delivered in front of European ambassadors at Lancaster House one cold, bright day in January 2017. In it, May set out her vision for a clean break from the EU. Without leaving the single market, she said, Britain would not be leaving the EU at all. Without leaving the customs union, the UK would lose all the opportunities that a new world of global trade could offer. Her mission – Timothy’s mission – was to honour the anger that 52 per cent of voters had expressed at the referendum the previous June: controlling immigration took priority over the economy. Timothy, more than anyone, made the Tory Party the party of hard Brexit. It was a decision that had a far-reaching impact on the election six months later.

         By Timothy’s own account, he, Hill and May are close and enjoy each other’s company. ‘We all liked working with one another and I think we worked well together and we’re all friends,’ he says. ‘Of course we’re tight.’17

         In the crude and sometimes cruel way that politicians indulge in pseudo-psychological gossip about each other, some ministers see in Nick and Fiona the children that Theresa and Philip May never had. One senior figure in the 2017 election campaign sees it differently: ‘I think they are more influential than that. I’m close to my kids, but my kids don’t tell me what to say. They are more like parents, actually. It’s unusual.’

         When May became Prime Minister on 13 July 2016, the speech she made outside No. 10 was drafted by her new chief of staff. In it, she set out the same values he had articulated a few months earlier. Even the rhetorical structures of his style are clear to see.

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

            If you’re one of those families, if you’re just managing, I want to address you directly.

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

            We will do everything we can to give you more control over your lives. When we take the big calls, we’ll think not of the powerful, but you. When we pass new laws, we’ll listen not to the mighty but to you. When it comes to taxes, we’ll prioritise not the wealthy, but you. When it comes to opportunity, we won’t entrench the advantages of the fortunate few. We will do everything we can to help anybody, whatever your background, to go as far as your talents will take you.18

         

         Here was Mayism. And its father was Nick Timothy.

         NO. 10

         Once the glossy black door of No. 10 had closed behind them on 13 July 2016, May, Timothy and Hill began reshaping the Tory government in their image. The Cabinet reshuffle was dramatic and brutal. Within minutes, May sacked George Osborne and replaced him at the Treasury with Philip Hammond. Out, too, went Osborne loyalist Nicky Morgan and Hill’s arch foe, Michael Gove. Back from the political graveyard came Liam Fox, David Davis – and Boris Johnson. These three Brexiteers owed their second chances, and therefore their loyalty, to May.

         The shake-up was total. It was hard not to read May’s revolution as a deliberate cull of the Cameroons. In the days and weeks that followed, the machinery of government was torn up, a new Brexit department and a Department for International Trade created, and civil servants and ministerial advisers were required to clear all their plans through Downing Street. Inside No. 10, officials were required to clear all their work through ‘the chiefs’, as Timothy and Hill became known.

         As for the strategy of communicating with the wider world, there was to be a clampdown, with control wielded solely by May’s two aides. ‘In as much as they had a playbook, it was to find the Craig Oliver playbook and write the word “not” in it a lot,’ one Tory says.

         May’s team grew. Out went Cameron’s Policy Unit and in came Will Tanner, from the Home Office and John Godfrey, from Legal & General, where he was corporate affairs director. In place of Sir Craig Oliver, whose post-Brexit queasiness so amused the new PM, Katie Perrior was hired to be director of communications. Lizzie Loudon, Iain Duncan Smith’s former special adviser, who had worked for Vote Leave in the referendum, joined No. 10 as May’s press secretary, while Liz Sanderson took charge of the PM’s profile as head of features, focusing less on day-to-day news management and more on promoting May’s image in magazines and newspapers.

         Other key figures in May’s inner circle arrived. Joanna Penn, known as ‘JoJo’, a former Harvard scholar, joined as deputy chief of staff. Alex Dawson and Stephen Parkinson, two longstanding May loyalists, were also brought in, while Chris Wilkins, a Welsh Tory, became director of strategy and gained a place alongside Timothy in crafting all the Prime Minister’s most important speeches. Among the MPs, May’s former university friend Damian Green got his first Cabinet job as Work and Pensions Secretary. Ben Gummer, the son of former Tory minister John Gummer, gained the trust of the chiefs (and therefore the PM) in his role as Cabinet Office minister, and became a key figure in their circle.

         For a time, it seemed the new team could do no wrong. Yet, bit by bit, complaints began to surface in the bars and cafés of Westminster that May’s regime was too controlling. Where were all the announcements? What did she want to achieve? Why was it impossible to get a slot in the Downing Street media ‘grid’ for a busy and ambitious minister to give an interview or make a speech?

         Officials working with May’s team in Downing Street had to reconcile the fact that they were in the seat of power, doing the job of their dreams, with a regime that frequently bordered on dysfunctional. ‘It was completely amazing to be in there, but it was a really toxic atmosphere,’ one former No. 10 staffer says.

         Perrior in particular faced a difficult time. She found herself repeatedly overruled by Hill, who was reluctant to relinquish the levers of media management, even to an experienced communications professional such as Perrior. Hill once sent her a text in which she said: ‘One day you’ll make a great director of communications.’ It was already her title.

         It wasn’t just Perrior getting a rough ride – so too were some ministers inside the Cabinet. ‘I told about a third of the Cabinet – all men – to stop thinking Theresa May doesn’t like you, that she thinks you’re shit and everyone in No. 10 is working against you,’ says Perrior.19 ‘I told them, “That’s bullshit. It’s not you.” But when you are in your own personal bubble, you truly think they hate you, there’s some reason you’re shit and they’re coming for you. You don’t realise someone else is being treated the same.’

         By Christmas 2016, resentment within government at the influence of Hill and Timothy had reached a crescendo, not helped by the official disclosure that they were each earning £140,000, almost as much as a Cabinet minister. Complaints came from across Whitehall, with ministers and their advisers lining up to attack the reign of terror that the ‘control freak’ chiefs of staff were orchestrating at the top of government. One minister warned privately that May was becoming isolated and the behaviour of the chiefs, who were fiercely protective of their own relationship with the PM, was cutting her off. Even ministers loyal to May were now reluctant to tell her their true views, for fear that Hill or Timothy would take the career-ending decision to write them off thenceforth as an enemy, the minister said.

         Philip Hammond, the Chancellor, was once even forced to ask an official he trusted inside No. 10 whether a circulating rumour was true: did the PM’s circle really refer to the Chancellor of the Exchequer in his absence as a ‘c***’? Senior Tories who worked in No. 10 and later on the election campaign attest that they did hear this extreme language being used to describe Hammond.20 How Hammond heard the news, and how he took it, is unknown. Such levels of disrespect astonished some of those present. Timothy insists: ‘It is fairly well known that Philip [Hammond] and I did not get on but I have no recollection of this language being used at all.’

         Inside No. 10, there was even a room that was apparently set aside for the chiefs to rebuke officials and sometimes ministers who had fallen short. Adjacent to the historic Cabinet Room, and close to May’s own office, lay what was known as Room B. It was also known as ‘the Bollocking Room’. The name dates back to an occasion when David Cameron disciplined Timothy and Hill there. In this room, anyone judged to have made a mistake would be taken and given a dressing down, according to some who worked in No. 10. Occasionally, people would be summoned from across Whitehall and made to wait and sweat for hours in there, only for the chiefs of staff eventually to cancel the meeting. According to one No. 10 staffer, Timothy would even say, ‘Meet me in the Bollocking Room in five minutes.’

         
            * * *

         

         It was not just ministers and aides who suffered. Helen Bower, the respected civil servant who had served as the Prime Minister’s official spokesman to both Cameron and May, quit No. 10 for a job in the Foreign Office. Bower has kept her counsel about her time in No. 10, but according to those who worked with her, she experienced a difficult time.

         One incident stands out. It was 8 December. Perrior was walking back to No. 10 from Buckingham Palace, where she had been having her regular monthly catch-up meeting with royal aides. Boris Johnson, the Foreign Secretary, with whom she had worked closely in the past, rang in a blind fury. ‘You’ve issued a line, it’s outrageous,’ he said. ‘I haven’t issued any line, let me find out what’s going on,’ Perrior replied. The previous night, The Guardian had quoted comments from Johnson made the week before, in which he accused Saudi Arabia of abusing Islam for political advantages and ‘puppeteering and playing proxy wars’ in the region. It was an embarrassing breach of convention from the Foreign Secretary, made worse because it came to light just as the Prime Minister returned from a two-day visit to Saudi Arabia.

         What happened next, according to one account, was that Hill asked Helen Bower to issue a blunt rebuke to Johnson at the regular morning media briefing for political lobby reporters in Westminster, telling them that he was not speaking for the government. Bower, the Prime Minister’s impartial civil service spokesman, raised concerns with Hill that to do so would be seen for what it was – a blatant slap-down of the Foreign Secretary, whose job it is to represent the government’s views around the world. Hill persisted, and Bower was forced to comply. Hill was not the only senior figure in No. 10 pushing for a strong line to be taken against Johnson. Senior political aides and civil servants with foreign policy expertise were also angry with him. But May had delegated control over many media matters to Hill and Timothy, whose expertise she relied on and trusted.21

         Saudi Arabia ‘is a vital partner’ for the UK in the region, especially on counter-terrorism, Bower told the assembled press at the lobby briefing. Asked if May had any sympathy with Johnson’s concerns about Saudi, Bower replied: ‘Those are the Foreign Secretary’s views, they are not the government’s views on Saudi and its role in the region.’

         When the briefing finished, the prime ministerial slapdown of the Foreign Secretary burst onto news bulletins, websites and Twitter. Perrior recalls:

         
            When I got back to No. 10, I said, ‘I’ve got the Foreign Secretary doing his nut at me, what has happened?’ and Helen said, ‘I told her this would happen.’ I was despatched to go and try and calm him down. He was furious. It was hugely damaging to him. Our job in communications is to shut that story down.22

         

         STAND-UP COMEDY

         Most worryingly for their colleagues, there was a sense that Hill and to a lesser degree Timothy appeared to revel in their reputation for being abrasive and unpredictable, which made some people’s lives a misery.

         The culture of drinking after work was a feature of life for May’s political team, just as it was for many others working in Westminster, where the bars are plentiful and the hours anti-social. If you were a part of the chiefs’ club, you would be invited out to a nearby pub such as the Westminster Arms, or the Clarence, or a hotel like the Corinthia or St Ermin’s. Rounds of drinks would be bought, gossip would be exchanged and you would feel special. But if you fell out with Hill or Timothy, you would quickly feel unwelcome. ‘The last time I felt like that I was twelve and at school,’ one former colleague says. The fact that the two most powerful unelected officials in the country were frequently socialising with colleagues raised eyebrows with some but seemed to offer a way in to those on the outside.

         Katie Perrior felt relations with Hill were so bad that she would eventually have to quit. The decision was mortifying. She had given up a job she loved, and co-ownership of the company she founded, in order to work with May’s fledgling administration in No. 10. She was determined to try anything she could think of to make the relationship work. She bought Hill a gift and left it on her desk, but the gesture went unremarked for three days. Then, in February, she arranged to meet Hill for a drink and a bite of dinner in the Clarence pub, just across Whitehall from Downing Street. While Perrior waited, Hill, clearly a busy woman, did not turn up.23 

         RED BOXES

         A minister’s red briefcase – known as the ‘red box’ – contains papers for them to review and sign overnight or over a weekend. The documents will typically include policy submissions; briefings on a wide range of subjects; proposals from Cabinet colleagues; letters to check and sign; draft speeches and replies to Parliamentary Questions to approve; and minutes from Cabinet meetings.

         In May’s Downing Street, the chiefs would demand to review the documents before they went into the PM’s red box for her to work on overnight. While this was not unusual for a No. 10 chief of staff, Hill and Timothy took the practice to a new level, according to their colleagues. They would comment on documents that ministers and senior officials sent to the Prime Minister in a more systematic way than Downing Street insiders had seen before, especially when the subject related to domestic policy and issues the chiefs felt were central to May’s political mission.24 The intensity of the chiefs’ involvement in the detail put some civil servants’ noses out of joint, according to reports.25 In order to help manage the growing mountain of paperwork, Hill and Timothy were given two private secretaries and a diary assistant.

         Officials recall – and Timothy confirms – that if the chiefs were unconvinced by one of May’s decisions on a red box submission, they would seek to reopen the debate about the item in question, either in a conversation alone with the Prime Minister or during the regular afternoon meeting of senior No. 10 staff. While there is nothing sinister about this, it demonstrates the degree of influence that the two chiefs of staff had over the policy-making process in May’s government.

         Under the government code covering the work of political special advisers – such as Hill and Timothy – the chiefs were allowed to ‘review and comment on – but not suppress or supplant – advice being prepared for ministers by civil servants’.26 One senior official says the chiefs never crossed this line and always allowed civil servants’ advice to be put to the PM, even if they disagreed with it.27 Official guidance says ministers ‘are required to’ consider fairly the advice from the impartial civil service and others, ‘but should themselves make all significant policy decisions’.28

         Some of those who worked with her believe May effectively subcontracted large amounts of decision-making to Timothy and Hill. A number of Downing Street insiders confirm that May was more willing to delegate some decisions to her chiefs than David Cameron had been, but they insist she remained firmly in charge of ‘core policy and strategy’.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘You’ll never get a fag paper between me, the Prime Minister and Nick.’ This was one of Hill’s favourite lines, according to people who worked with her. She was passionate, committed to protecting her boss, and, according to her colleagues, could sometimes be ‘volcanic’, showing flashes of frustration if work was unsatisfactory.29 There was an agreement between the two chiefs that they would not publicly criticise each other or be seen to differ on anything, in front of lower-ranking members of staff. They appeared to extend this approach to the entire government and civil service. The tight-knit nature of their relationship, and their proximity to May, created an air of mystery around how exactly particular choices were made at the top. ‘We would not witness the final crunch on decisions so we didn’t know how much of it was Nick and Fi telling her what to do and how much of it was her saying, “This is what I want.” You never quite know who is calling the shots,’ according to one individual who worked with the chiefs.30

         May herself seemed to be a nervous character, someone wary of making big calls. She was disinclined to challenge the more outlandish examples of her aides’ behaviour. Hill in particular was not popular with some Cabinet ministers, who complained she was too controlling and would not respond to messages. One said he had not seen worse behaviour from a senior aide in twenty-five years.31

         Another Cabinet minister was more forgiving of the chiefs’ motivations and behaviour.

         
            I think they acted with the right motives but I don’t think anybody realised, I’m not sure even the Prime Minister realised what a barrier they had become to access to her. They were dedicated, loyal servants to the Prime Minister and unfortunately it went wrong, but it was not out of malice, it was not out of vindictiveness. It was a fierce loyalty and desire to protect her, and sometimes it got a bit too fierce.32

         

         THREESOME

         ‘Those guys were an asset to her. They gave her things that she probably couldn’t have got from very many people.’ Will Tanner, who worked in the Home Office with May and moved to become deputy head of the No. 10 Policy Unit, is convinced. For all their foibles and faults, the chiefs were a critical part of the Prime Minister’s success. ‘Nick is, whatever his faults, a thoughtful observer of trends in British politics and a person with interesting answers to some of those problems. Fiona is an extremely effective communicator, even if she sometimes rubs people up the wrong way – and they got her through some very tough times.’33

         One Tory official explains that May relies on Timothy to do the ideological heavy lifting and Hill for media management. May will take advice, ‘once she trusts you’ the official says. ‘She trusted Nick to provide intellectual ballast and coherence and political strategy, which I think she probably wasn’t that interested in, or didn’t feel well qualified to provide. She trusted Fi on communications and to have relationships with journalists where she didn’t want to.’ But what did May herself bring to the table? She was ‘the figurehead’ providing the leadership at the top ‘and making the really tough calls that only she can make’.34

         Senior officials who remain loyal to the two chiefs say that while they were not ‘angels’ in the office, their demanding behaviour, intense loyalty and degree of influence were not unprecedented or in any way inappropriate. It is, nevertheless, remarkable how many questions remain among senior Tories who have worked closely with Hill, Timothy and May about the close nature of their working relationship. It is clear that Hill’s combative personal style made enemies. Some of them have spoken out about what they regard as unfair treatment. She herself has declined repeatedly to be interviewed, or to respond to written requests for comments on specific allegations. Hill’s reluctance to engage on these matters inevitably makes it more difficult to understand and convey her side of the story.

         Even allies and friends of Hill and Timothy remain mystified about what really went on, and whether the influence the chiefs wielded over May, however well intentioned, was sensible. It certainly was not common. Why were they so reluctant to allow others to see how they operated? Did the PM encourage their pugnacious behaviour? More to the point, was the Prime Minister derelict in her duty by giving these people so much scope?

         It was as if May, at times, deemed herself unfit to rule alone, and relied on the counsel of her two chiefs of staff, as well as her husband. Given how closely she worked with the chiefs, it seems unlikely that May was unaware of some of the difficulties – or at least the complaints – their inner circle generated. May was said to have lacked confidence in her own judgement, according to multiple sources, including ministers who remain supportive of her.

         A Tory veteran who is close to the PM says: ‘The threesome is quite an unusual political model. Most politicians have a tight team but it’s almost as if they were actually an entity. Some people said it was like they were joint Prime Ministers. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.’35

         Another senior party source who watched the three of them together says: ‘I’ve never seen such a tight unit – they were her crutch. It was symbiotic. My assessment is actually she did subcontract everything to Nick and Fi. She was afraid to take a decision. She’s not a bad person, she’s just different.’

         Whatever else can be said of her, Hill was a passionate and loyal ally and adviser to May, who was totally committed to her role. Timothy was also deeply committed to May as a friend, as much as to their shared political project. According to Perrior, ‘Nick and Fiona loved her – too much in some respects. They really did care for her and she really did care for them. I think Nick and Fi thought we wanted a bit of that, and I never did.’

         According to Timothy, all this talk is exaggerated:

         
            The way we work together is a massively overdone thing. Of course we’re tight. And of course we kept some things quite tight but so does any other senior politician or chief executive, or whatever. But there are loads of people with whom we’ve worked quite closely in different positions who were part of the thing and were very trusted members of the team – it was open.36

         

         Timothy names Chris Wilkins, who was May’s strategy director, JoJo Penn, her deputy chief of staff, Ben Gummer, the Cabinet Office minister, and Sir Jeremy Heywood, the Cabinet Secretary, as examples. He also dismisses the idea that May was only capable of making decisions after discussing issues in private with Hill and Timothy. ‘That’s just not true,’ he says.

         
            There will obviously be occasions when you have a discussion with somebody, and then you go away and look at the evidence or talk to other people and think through what’s feasible. But anybody who has been in any meetings with her as PM or Home Secretary knows that she takes decisions in open formats all the time.

            I think it’s overdone – and it’s overdone because it’s the age-old thing, when people want to criticise the leader but don’t feel they can criticise the leader, so they criticise the people close to the leader. That’s what happens.37
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