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            INTRODUCTION

         

         On 24 July 2019, Carrie Symonds entered Downing Street as the first unmarried partner of a Prime Minister in British history. She was thirty-one years old and she was the girlfriend of one of the most polarising politicians to take the highest office in the land, Boris Johnson.

         There is no question that becoming the prime ministerial consort, a job for which there is no official description, would be daunting for anybody regardless of their age or the identity of their partner. What might have made the situation for Carrie harder still is that most people who had heard of her in July 2019 probably knew only that she had been named as the young lady who had been accused of being at the centre of Johnson’s divorce from his second wife, Marina; or that there had been a domestic dispute involving Johnson at her flat in London the previous month to which the police had been called. To have attracted the attention of the press for such matters before even crossing the threshold of No. 10 must have been unsettling. xiv

         What made the circumstances under which Carrie set up home in Downing Street even more unusual was that, thanks to her being a former employee of the Conservative Party and an ex-government special adviser, she was also the first consort of any Prime Minister to be part of what is known as ‘the Westminster bubble’ – the insular world of Lobby journalists, politicians and aides whose lives are centred around Westminster and Whitehall. Some journalists concluded that her professional background made her a political figure in her own right. Again, this set her apart from previous consorts.

         Politics and power are in Carrie’s bloodline. As her rather complicated but very colourful family tree shows, her great-grandmother Hilda Harrisson and her grandfather John Beavan also had close friendships with Prime Ministers of their respective eras. Indeed, in the 1970s, Beavan sat as a Labour member of the House of Lords and later went to Brussels as one of Britain’s first MEPs. Furthermore, Carrie’s father, Matthew Symonds, became a man of public standing in the 1980s when he helped to found a national newspaper, The Independent.

         Perhaps it should come as no surprise, then, that since 2019, Carrie has come to be thought of by many people in Westminster and beyond as influential herself, especially in the areas of policy and patronage. Power ought to come with accountability. This book addresses a series of events which have dominated Boris Johnson’s premiership to date and puts these claims about his now-wife to the test. Often, what I heard about Carrie while working on this project surprised me a great deal. Readers must judge for themselves, however, what her behaviour in a political context says xvabout her relationship with Boris Johnson and what this has meant for the way Britain has been run under him.

         Officially, there is no such thing as a First Lady in British politics. This title tends to be associated by most people with the wife of the American President. Yet in the case of Carrie Johnson, as she has been since May 2021, it does not seem entirely out of place that some have ascribed it to her as well. For while it is true that she regards herself as a private individual with no formal role in public life, she has shown a remarkable ambition compared with most, if not all, of her predecessors. This book explores just how far-reaching that ambition has become.

          

         Michael Ashcroft 

         February 2022 

         A NOTE ON THE TEXT

         I have chosen to refer to Carrie Johnson as ‘Carrie’ throughout this book. Partly this is to avoid confusion because she changed her surname from Symonds to her married name, Johnson, in May 2021, and much of the text covers her life and career before that date. Using just her Christian name also differentiates her from her husband, Boris Johnson, who is referred to in narrative sections by his surname.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER 1

            HISTORY REPEATING ITSELF

         

         History has a habit of repeating itself – or, perhaps more accurately, patterns emerge. An assessment of Carrie Johnson’s family tree certainly appears to support this conclusion. For although she learned long ago that she came into the world as a result of an extramarital affair, any unease this has brought her should have been ameliorated to some degree by the certainty that she is only following in the footsteps of at least one and potentially two direct relations who were born in similar circumstances: her father, Matthew Symonds; and her grandmother, Anne Symonds. Both rose to success in their chosen field of journalism. Intriguingly, two other forebears, her great-grandmother Hilda Harrisson and her grandfather John Beavan, enjoyed close friendships with Prime Ministers of their day, with Beavan managing to secure a measure of political influence that is beyond the reach of most people. If illegitimacy is in Mrs Johnson’s bloodline, therefore, so, arguably, are the arts of journalism and politics, whose ingredients have been 2so essential to her own career and, ultimately, to her adult life to date. When all of this is considered, maybe the only surprising thing about her now living in Downing Street as the Prime Minister’s wife – and arguably the most powerful unelected woman in the United Kingdom after the Queen – is that anybody is surprised by this at all.

         The facts behind Carrie Johnson’s origins are undeniably absorbing, but they are also somewhat tangled. She was born Caroline Symonds at Queen Mary’s Hospital in Roehampton, south-west London, on 17 March 1988. Yet, as will become clear, the surname Symonds, which she inherited from her father and which she used prior to her marriage to Boris Johnson in May 2021, was not rightfully her father’s to bestow according to tradition or convention. By extension, neither, arguably, should it have been hers. Unlocking the explanation of how she came to have the Symonds name can only be achieved by first examining the lineage of her father, whose own upbringing was also complicated by marital infidelity, just as Carrie’s would be.

         Matthew Symonds was born in 1953, the son of Anne Symonds, a divorced BBC broadcaster, and John Beavan, a well-connected left-wing newspaper journalist who was married to another woman, Gladys Jones. Beavan, Carrie’s grandfather, was born in the Ardwick district of Manchester in 1910, the product of a staunchly Labour family, and baptised at the Primitive Methodist Chapel there. His father, Silas, who was Carrie’s great-grandfather, was born in Hay, in Wales, in 1881 and worked as a miner before becoming a greengrocer in the Manchester area; his mother, Emily, who was Carrie’s great-grandmother, was born in 1882 and is said to have been an 3exceptionally strong character. She rose from humble origins to become a Manchester City councillor, justice of the peace, alderman and women’s rights campaigner. She was once in contention to become Manchester’s Lord Mayor, but her husband’s poor health forced her to decline this opportunity. Her career is commemorated in Openshaw, just outside Manchester, where the street Emily Beavan Close is named in her honour.

         John Beavan attended Manchester Grammar School, but his family’s finances would not stretch to enabling him to attend a university. He had always wanted to become a journalist anyway and his wish was granted in 1927 when, aged seventeen, he was offered a job as a junior reporter on the Blackpool Times. He moved to the Evening Chronicle in Manchester in 1928 before taking up a post on the Manchester Evening News in 1930. After a decade on that paper, he was hired at the height of the Second World War by the Evening Standard in London as an assistant editor on the Londoner’s Diary gossip column, the page considered most important by the Standard’s owner, the then Minister of Aircraft Production Lord Beaverbrook. Beavan also worked as an Evening Standard leader writer. After a short stint as news editor on The Observer in 1942, he was made the editor of the Manchester Evening News in 1943, a position which came with a seat on the board of its parent company, the Manchester Guardian and Evening News Ltd. In 1946, he began a nine-year spell as London editor of the Manchester Guardian (it did not change its name to The Guardian until 1959). As the paper was edited and printed in the north of England, the London editor was considered to have a certain cachet. It was during these years in the capital that his affair with Anne Symonds began. It is difficult to be 4certain when they first became involved with each other. Records show, however, that in October 1951 – that is to say, two years before their son, Matthew, was born – they travelled together as first-class passengers on the Holland America Line’s SS Veendam from New York to Southampton, having arrived in America together that month via Montreal. Theirs was almost certainly a romance that lasted for some time rather than a casual affair.

         The background of Carrie’s paternal grandmother, Anne Symonds, was altogether different to that of her grandfather, John Beavan. She was born Anne Harrisson in Liverpool in August 1916 into a more obviously middle-class situation. She was assumed to be the second child of Major Roland Harrisson, a surgeon’s son who was killed in action at the Somme in 1917 aged thirty-six, though there are certain reasons why some people believe her father – and therefore Carrie’s great-grandfather – to have been somebody else altogether. In 1915, two years before she was widowed, Anne’s mother, Hilda, a solicitor’s daughter, met the then Liberal Prime Minister Herbert Asquith while playing bridge. Apart from anything else, the fact that this meeting took place at all provides an insight as to the social circles in which the Harrissons moved. Despite Asquith being thirty-six years older than Mrs Harrisson, then in her mid-twenties, they struck up a friendship immediately, corresponding by letter whenever time allowed. So close did they become that rumours persist to this day that Asquith, and not Roland Harrisson, was in fact Anne’s father. It’s possible this speculation has some basis in fact, for Asquith is known to have had a weakness for young women. For example, just a few years before he met Mrs Harrisson, he had a passionate emotional, and 5possibly physical, affair with Venetia Stanley, the best friend of his daughter, Violet, when he was sixty years old and Miss Stanley was only twenty-five.

         After Asquith left Downing Street in December 1916, he made it his business to keep in touch with Hilda Harrisson. Following the death of her husband – by which time Asquith was Leader of the Opposition – their friendship seems to have intensified. He would have her to stay with him in London and also at his country house in Sutton Courtenay, then part of Berkshire. He is also thought to have supported her financially and, as a young child, Carrie’s grandmother, Anne, apparently saw enough of him to refer to him affectionately as ‘Uncle Henry’ (Henry being his middle name). The hereditary title Earl of Oxford and Asquith was created for Asquith in 1925. When his descendant Raymond, the present and 3rd Earl of Oxford and Asquith, was asked about the nature of the relationship between Herbert Asquith and Hilda Harrisson for the purpose of this book, he said he felt ‘quite sure’ that they were not linked romantically. His certainty would appear to scotch the idea that Anne was Asquith’s daughter and that Asquith was Carrie’s great-grandfather.

         Perhaps it is true that Herbert Asquith, who was himself widowed in his thirties (he remarried three years later), simply took pity on Hilda Harrisson, meaning their friendship was entirely innocent. And yet it is certainly noteworthy that he wrote several hundred letters to her, right up until 1927, the year before he died. These were published in two volumes in 1933 and 1934 as Lord Oxford’s Letters to a Friend. In the introduction to that book, Desmond MacCarthy, its editor, observes: ‘Like all men of strongly 6masculine temperament, women were important in [Asquith’s] life … The lady of the letters stood apart from the main current of his life. In herself, and also in this respect, she [Hilda Harrisson] was evidently the intimate woman-friend he needed.’

         Asquith described his relationship with Hilda Harrisson in his own book, Memories and Reflections, which was published shortly after his death. He wrote: ‘In June 1915, I formed a new friendship to which I have since been greatly indebted – my acquaintance with her ripened after the death of her husband (he was killed in 1917) when in the course of 1918–1919 … we became regular and intimate correspondents.’ While his letters to Hilda Harrisson bear no definitive trace of the pair having been lovers, and he seems to have been open – as opposed to secretive – about their friendship, he was clearly unusually fond of her. For example, on 21 June 1916, about a year after they had first met and when the First World War was raging, he wrote to her from Downing Street thanking her for her latest letters to him and encouraging her to continue writing to him by saying her missives brought him ‘such much-needed refreshment’. He signed off that letter with the words: ‘It is nearly 1 a.m., and I believe I have to go to bed, but I wanted to say “Goodnight” to you. Ever your affectionate, H. H. A.’

         No doubt as a result of her mother’s closeness to the Prime Minister, Anne Harrisson was apparently interested in politics from a very early age and became a supporter of the Labour Party as a young girl. Around that time, she moved with her mother, brother and grandmother to Boars Hill, a hamlet just outside Oxford, and was sent aged fifteen to the fee-paying Oxford High School. From there, in the mid-1930s, she went up to Somerville College, Oxford, 7to read Philosophy, Politics and Economics. At Oxford, she was an active member of the Labour Club and socialised with future Labour MPs including Denis Healey and Christopher Mayhew. She also developed an interest in journalism, editing the magazine Oxford Forward. After leaving university in 1937, she worked briefly as a researcher for Lord Beaverbrook. Ironically, when Beaverbrook had been an MP more than twenty years previously, he had played a small role in the removal as Prime Minister of Anne’s mother’s great friend Herbert Asquith in 1916, when he was replaced by Beaverbrook’s friend David Lloyd George. By coincidence, Anne’s working for Beaverbrook at this time also meant that she knew the press baron shortly before her future lover, John Beavan, worked for him on the Evening Standard.

         In May 1940, Anne married Richard Symonds, the son of Sir Charles Symonds, an eminent neurologist. The young couple had been at Oxford together. Early in their marriage, in 1942, Richard went to India without Anne as part of Sir Stafford Cripps’s unsuccessful mission to gain India’s full cooperation in the war effort. After staying in the subcontinent for a prolonged period of time, his relationship with Anne fractured and they were divorced in 1948. That year, Anne was hired as a producer by what was known then as the BBC Overseas Service. Later she became a political correspondent of the BBC World Service, as it was called from 1965, where she worked until the 1970s. Her Daily Telegraph obituary, which was published in 2017 when she died aged 100, recorded that her son, Matthew, was ‘smuggled into the world’. He was born in his father’s home city of Manchester and given the middle name John, presumably after his father, though his surname was not Beavan, 8as might have been expected. Instead, it was decided that he would take his mother’s married name, Symonds. This was despite Anne having long since divorced Richard Symonds and Matthew therefore having no connection to her ex-husband. Richard Symonds died in 2006 aged eighty-seven, having remarried. Carrie is not believed to have ever met him.

         John Beavan also had an adopted daughter, Jenifer, who was born in 1946, but it seems that becoming a father to Matthew by a woman other than his wife tamed his spirit to some degree. Aged forty-five, he surprised his colleagues by abandoning newspapers to become the assistant director of the Nuffield Foundation, the educational charitable trust established in 1943 by William Morris, the founder of Morris Motors. This job is said to have supplied him with a generous salary, but in 1960, after five years, journalism came calling again when he was offered the editorship of the Daily Herald, by then a struggling left-wing newspaper part-owned by the Trades Union Congress. It changed hands shortly after his arrival and in 1962 its new owner, International Publishing Corporation, transferred him to another title it owned, the Daily Mirror, where he was made political editor. This might have seemed like a demotion for a man in his early fifties, but it would have been some consolation to Beavan to know that the Mirror was soon selling in excess of 5 million copies per day, an extraordinary achievement not matched by any British newspaper since. Although by the 1970s the Mirror had been surpassed as the market leader by The Sun, owned since 1969 by Rupert Murdoch, Beavan cemented his own position by twinning his reporting duties with another job, political adviser to the Daily Mirror Group, an appointment he held until 1976. 9

         The fourteen years during which Beavan was the Mirror’s political chief, spanning most of the 1960s and half of the 1970s, were among the most fast-moving of the twentieth century in terms of political and societal change. Downing Street’s occupants during this period were Harold Macmillan, Alec Douglas-Home, Harold Wilson, Edward Heath and, from March 1974, Harold Wilson again. The importance of newspapers in charting the seismic events of those pre-digital years cannot be overstated. The fact that Beavan interviewed each of these Prime Ministers and knew their staff, and was charged with covering political affairs for the benefit of the Mirror’s many millions of readers every day, meant that few journalists were as close to the source of power as he was, particularly when Labour was in government. That he also contributed to some of Wilson’s speeches marked him out further. His influence became most obvious in January 1970, five months before that year’s general election, when Wilson elevated him to the House of Lords as what might be described as a journalist-peer. Beavan did not sit in the upper chamber under his own surname but chose instead to style himself Lord Ardwick, in recognition of the district of Manchester which he knew so well. This decision might have been considered pretentious, but at the time Wilson did not object to it. In fact, he is said to have commented of this Fleet Street veteran: ‘There are lots of people representing the newspaper industry in the Lords. I want John Beavan to represent journalism.’

         There is no question that Beavan’s career was given fresh impetus after he became a political figure in his own right thanks to his friend and sponsor Harold Wilson. Not only did he take his duties in the Lords seriously, speaking regularly on media matters during 10debates, but through his closeness to the Prime Minister he also earned himself a new international job. In 1975, Beavan having reached retirement age at the Mirror, Wilson next appointed him a Labour Member of the European Parliament, making him one of Britain’s first ever MEPs. He stood down in 1979, the first year that MEPs were directly elected, mindful that he was past retirement age and did not have the energy to subject himself to the rigours of an election campaign. As well as both being on the left, he and Anne Symonds further shared a strong enthusiasm for the European political project, a position also held by their son, Matthew, to this day. As shall become clear, this is in contrast to Matthew’s daughter, Carrie Johnson.

         John Beavan’s affair with Anne Symonds did not prevent him and his wife, Gladys, whom he had married in 1934, remaining together until his death from cancer in August 1994. His final years were spent attending the House of Lords and writing lengthy newspaper obituaries of famous friends and key figures he had known from his era of journalism and politics. As well as producing an 8,000-word assessment of Wilson’s life, he also charted the careers of Viscount Tonypandy, Lord Cudlipp, Lord Longford, James Callaghan and Michael Foot. Each of these pieces appeared posthumously in the publication with which his son, Matthew, is inextricably linked, The Independent.

         The life story of Matthew Symonds is no less eventful than that of his parents. He lived with his mother in a shared house at 30 South Eaton Place in Belgravia, which remains one of the smartest areas in London. The Conservative MP Enoch Powell, their 11neighbour at No. 33, is understood to have become something of a family friend. Matthew was sent to Holland Park School, which was for many years considered the flagship of Britain’s progressive post-war educational system. Indeed, it was so popular with those on the left after it was founded in 1958 that it was eventually nicknamed the ‘Socialist Eton’. This was perhaps inevitable when it is considered that among Symonds’s exact contemporaries was, for example, Hilary Benn, the son of the Labour politician Tony Benn.

         From Holland Park School, Symonds went up to Balliol College, Oxford (coincidentally the alma mater both of his grandmother Hilda Harrisson’s close friend Herbert Asquith and of his daughter’s husband, Boris Johnson). Symonds is remembered by some contemporaries who also studied at Oxford in the early 1970s for having drawn attention to himself through his habit of roaring around in a red sports car while wearing dark glasses and leather driving gloves. He was also known for wearing Cuban heels to boost his slight stature. He was considered by some students to be a vain individual who perhaps had a more favourable opinion of himself than did others. Yet he knew some prominent people. As well as his London neighbour Enoch Powell, who made BBC radio programmes with his mother, the Labour Cabinet minister Roy Jenkins also featured in his life. Such connections are said to have strengthened his hand socially, encouraging a university friendship with the future Prime Minister of Pakistan Benazir Bhutto, who called him ‘Mattypuffs’, and acquaintanceships with others who would go on to make a name for themselves, including the journalist and author Stephen Glover. As an undergraduate, Symonds 12showed some interest in pursuing his parents into journalism, and he is understood to have been seen occasionally in the offices of Isis, the university magazine.

         His post-university career got off to a flying start. In 1976, the same year that his father, John Beavan, left the Mirror Group, he was accepted as a graduate trainee on Beavan’s old paper, the Daily Mirror. Two years later, he moved to the Financial Times. Things seemed to stall for him there, however. Part of his job required him to read out share prices on a telephone information line which was run in conjunction with the Post Office. Symonds had a stammer, which proved a major obstacle to his making the four-minute recording each hour that was expected of him, so he had to be redeployed within the syndication department. Stephen Glover, who was by then working as a leader writer on the Daily Telegraph, has recalled that Symonds would ring him every six months or so proposing lunch or dinner. ‘As time went on, these became for me increasingly gloomy affairs,’ Glover has admitted. The reason for their gloominess was that Symonds used these occasions to share with Glover his frustration at his duties, which involved churning out articles on behalf of foreign clients which were not usually even published in the Financial Times. Symonds felt unfulfilled. With Glover’s help, he landed a new job in 1981 on the Daily Telegraph as a junior leader writer specialising in economics. Glover and Symonds had not been close at university, but Glover’s assistance would not be forgotten by his new colleague.

         Four years later, in June 1985, both men were still working on the Telegraph, but the newspaper, then owned by Lord Hartwell, was 13in serious financial trouble and on the brink of being taken over by the Canadian businessman Conrad Black. One evening that month, Glover was invited by Symonds to meet him at the Kensington house of Andreas Whittam Smith, who was fifteen years their senior and the Telegraph’s City editor. It was well known by then that a new mid-market tabloid newspaper called Today was soon to be launched by a businessman named Eddy Shah, who was keen to use a range of cost-cutting technological advances to take on the might of the Daily Mail and Daily Express. The publicity surrounding this enterprise had given Whittam Smith the idea of launching a new quality broadsheet newspaper which he would edit. He had already sounded out Symonds to be his deputy. Though neither he nor Symonds, nor Glover, knew it on the night they met, it would be called The Independent and it would begin publishing just over a year later.

         Soon after Glover was invited into their circle of trust, the trio became the proposed title’s co-founders. After raising millions of pounds of financing, finding premises in City Road in central London, hiring scores of journalists and kitting out the new offices, they saw the paper go on sale for the first time in October 1986. Aged thirty-two, Matthew Symonds became a high-ranking national newspaper executive and also a founding director of Newspaper Publishing Plc, the company which owned The Independent. Married with one son, on the face of it he had come a long way since those angst-ridden conversations with Stephen Glover just a few years before.

         Yet it was not all plain sailing. Just as he had been regarded by 14some at Oxford as an outsider, so too, according to certain former colleagues, was he seen as a weak link in the chain of command at The Independent. Mark Lawson, who worked in a range of journalistic roles on the paper between 1986 and 1995, recalls:

         
            Andreas Whittam Smith was very tall and Stephen Glover was quite tall, but Matthew was tiny. There’s no doubt he had small man syndrome. He wore Cuban heels and pink shirts, which were often commented on by female colleagues and the more bohemian members of staff. I had some sympathy for him because he had such a terrible stammer. It was difficult for him to communicate. For example, I remember in one morning conference he tried to say, ‘Bill Clinton has shown grace under pressure,’ but he got stuck. It was impossible not to feel for him at those times. So the difficulty of expressing himself perhaps explains why his manner was not brilliant, and he often came across to people as a very unpleasant person. He had no friends in the office and was a loner. His only ally was the columnist Peter Jenkins, who was married to Polly Toynbee. Peter got Matthew involved in the SDP even though Matthew’s politics were ferociously right-wing. He was an obsessive free-marketeer. He was the only real right-winger on The Independent. Matthew’s role was to do the dirty work. So if a column had to be pulled, or someone criticised or sacked, Matthew would do it.

         

         Another journalist who worked closely with Symonds remembers:

         
            Andreas, Stephen and Matthew basically were the company, so 15what they said went. Matthew was around a lot. He would attend the morning editorial conferences, but I was never quite sure what his day-to-day role was. He would make his presence felt, because he was that kind of character. He was very brusque. He was very clever, but in a smartarse and slightly heartless way. He was very sure of himself and contemptuous of other people. He was not a man you warm to. I definitely didn’t warm to him. He was very different in character to Stephen and Andreas, who were old-school Telegraph Tories in a sort of pre-Thatcher way. Matthew’s politics were much more Thatcherite, although notionally he supported the SDP. He also came across as much more rackety than Stephen and Andreas, who were pretty upright characters. He was really interested in the weekly car review. He was interested in cars – he had this air of fast cars, girls, and he was a bit rakish and also a bit insecure.

         

         And another former colleague from The Independent says they remember Symonds was also prone to indulging in at least one strange habit during office hours. ‘It became a known thing that during morning conference Matthew would sometimes surreptitiously brandish a packet of three condoms,’ says this source.

         
            I certainly witnessed it a couple of times and others did as well. I remember they were made by Durex. I think this was his way of telling us he was having sex with someone other than his wife. Maybe it was his way of making up for not being one of the gang. It was as though he was saying, ‘I’m having sex that I shouldn’t be having.’16

         

         While these unflattering assessments of Matthew Symonds’s character as a young man may seem to some people to be overly critical, it is clear that The Independent’s founding editor, Andreas Whittam Smith, had reservations about him as well. Stephen Glover revealed the source of Whittam Smith’s suspicions in his 1992 book Paper Dreams, which tells the story of the founding of The Independent. In February 1987, just a few months after the paper’s launch, Whittam Smith discovered that Symonds had nominated for the vacant job of chief features sub-editor a candidate called Josephine McAfee. She was a qualified barrister who had worked as an editor for the legal book publisher Butterworths and who had done some freelance shifts on The Independent as a libel lawyer, but she had little, if any, experience of journalism per se. She was also, to quote the term Matthew Symonds used to describe Mrs McAfee, his ‘mistress’, though this fact was not widely known at the time of her interview. When Whittam Smith, who was considered to be a man of high morals, was told the truth by another colleague about the married Symonds’s relationship with McAfee, a divorcee, he took a dim view. Then, on learning that Symonds had taken his lover to the SDP conference in Harrogate the previous autumn and used his Independent expense account to book a double room in a hotel, which had cost £10 more than a single room, he was outraged.

         Mark Lawson says that, in hindsight, some who worked on The Independent may not have been entirely surprised that Symonds embarked on this extramarital office romance. ‘Andreas and Stephen were quasi-clerical in that both were the sons of clergymen,’ he says, 17

         
            but there was an awful lot of sex at The Independent because it had so many staff who were in their twenties. There was a highly sexualised atmosphere. Younger men who were married with children would have been aware of this bacchanalia. If Matthew received any offers, he might have been flattered by the attention. Looking back, it was probably rather like The Spectator was when Boris Johnson was its editor and it became known as the Sextator. Many of these liaisons led to marriages, not all of which have lasted. I suppose you could say The Independent was a bit Club 18–30.

         

         Whatever Whittam Smith’s view of a colleague being unfaithful to his wife, he certainly believed Matthew Symonds’s use of his expense account to entertain his paramour to indicate a casual attitude to the use of company money. Not only was he adamant that McAfee should not join the staff of The Independent; he also confided in Glover at a secret meeting held at Glover’s house one Sunday afternoon his intention to dismiss Symonds for what he considered a breach of company policy. Glover reasoned that £10 was a small sum. He suggested Symonds should be forced to pay it back and reprimanded instead. He also reminded Whittam Smith that the determination and drive shown by Symonds since their initial meeting in June 1985 had been key components of The Independent’s successful birth. Without Symonds, Glover told Whittam Smith, the paper would not have existed. He added that sacking him for what he, Glover, called an ‘error of judgement’ was unthinkable. Nevertheless, a further investigation of Symonds’s 18expenses was ordered immediately, causing a rift between Whittam Smith and Symonds that may have never fully healed.

         Tempers did cool briefly, but they were raised again in July 1987 when Private Eye got hold of the story of Matthew Symonds and Josephine McAfee. Using information gathered by a mole at The Independent, the satirical magazine also revealed how Symonds had taken McAfee to America a few months earlier. To make his humiliation complete, it published details of how he had crashed a BMW motorcycle in the car park of The Independent’s offices. The vehicle had been lent to the paper for a road test. Whittam Smith demanded answers from Symonds, no doubt aware that The Independent’s chairman, Lord Sieff, the Marks & Spencer heir, might consider such publicity deeply unhelpful to the fledgling company.

         Symonds was forced to explain himself. Using his office computer’s internal mail system, he wrote to Whittam Smith admitting to the America trip. He said he and Mrs McAfee had stayed at the Algonquin Hotel in New York, which, as mentioned above, was a city to which his own parents had travelled when they were trysting in 1951. Symonds’s defence was that the purpose of visiting New York was to end his affair with McAfee. His letter also stated somewhat curiously that the room they had shared at the Algonquin was ‘the smallest and cheapest I have had during five stays at the hotel’. He went on: ‘In order to make absolutely sure there was no cost to the company, however, I waived my right to fly business class [to America].’ He then attempted to explain how he had come to fall off the motorcycle.

         
            When I said that I had not ridden a bike since I was seventeen, I 19was urged to mount one of the machines … As I came to a halt, not wishing to negotiate a tight corner, I was taken unawares by the bike’s weight and let it drop to the ground.

         

         Having already hacked into the office computer system once, the mole at The Independent was only too happy to share the contents of this letter with Private Eye as well. It must have been excruciating for Symonds, though some of his colleagues are said to have revelled in his embarrassment.

         Matters did not end there. In November 1987, Private Eye decided to extract more pain from its victim, publishing a piece titled ‘Twenty Things You Never Knew About Matthew Symonds’, who, for good measure, was mocked for being ‘bouffant haired’. At the top of its list was the revelation that ‘Symonds has got himself embroiled in a [Cecil] Parkinson-type situation. Jo McAfee, his former mistress, is now five months pregnant. Since Symonds promised [Andreas Whittam Smith] that he had split up with her well over five months ago, obviously he cannot be the father. Ms McAfee seems to think that he is.’ This is the first known public reference to Carrie, and it means that she had the dubious honour of featuring in Private Eye while in utero, four months before her birth. It would not be the last time she would grace its pages.

         The public jeering experienced by Matthew Symonds perhaps failed to acknowledge that others in his life would be hurt by it. His wife, Alison Brown, whom he had married in 1981, and their son, Roland, who had been born in May 1984, spring to mind. On top of any repair work that had to be carried out to his domestic arrangements, Matthew Symonds also had a career to maintain. 20Yet, fortunately for him, he weathered the storm’s various fronts. Despite Carrie’s birth in March 1988, his marriage did not end. Indeed, he and his wife had two more children of their own. Isobel was born in the summer of 1988, just a few months after Carrie, and Olivia followed three years later, in late 1991, meaning that Carrie has three half-siblings.

         Matthew Symonds also prospered at The Independent, notwithstanding its many financial trials and tribulations, staying on as its deputy editor until 1994, when he left aged forty. At the time of his departure, he owned 544,000 shares in the paper’s parent company and is said by former colleagues to have collected pre-tax proceeds of approximately £2 million when the business was restructured and sold in 1995 to a conglomerate comprising Mirror Group Newspapers, Independent News & Media and the Spanish firm PRISA. After leaving The Independent, he took a short-lived job as a columnist on the Sunday Express before being hired as director of strategy at BBC Worldwide Television, the commercial arm of the BBC. In 1997, he joined The Economist, where he served in a variety of editorial roles including as political editor and, between 2010 and 2018, as defence editor. In the latter post he is remembered for having put several journalists’ backs up during a specialist press trip to Pakistan in 2016. ‘He was rather pompous and very proud of the fact he knew Benazir Bhutto,’ remembers one member of the party.

         
            He would tell everyone they’d been friends and would impose himself on every situation, constantly interrupting these Pakistani generals during briefings in order to lecture them on what 21was really happening in Afghanistan. It got so bad that towards the end, one journalist had to ask him if he would please just let the generals talk a bit.

         

         In 2018, he left The Economist, having been appointed executive director of the Larry Ellison Foundation, the eponymous charity set up by the American technology billionaire.

         Regardless of his own eventual successes, however, the rather extraordinary fact is that, as a young man in the 1980s, Matthew Symonds trod the very same path that his father, John Beavan, found himself on in the 1950s. Both were successful journalists who were married with one child at the time they embarked on an affair with a divorced woman who then gave birth out of wedlock to their second child. In Carrie’s case, this left her, like Matthew Symonds before her, to be brought up as the only child in a single-parent household. What is perhaps just as remarkable in terms of history repeating itself is that in 2018 Carrie, like her mother more than thirty years before her, would also strike up an affair with a married father, Boris Johnson, albeit she was not herself a divorcee.

         Carrie’s mother, Josephine, came from a far more traditional family compared with that of Matthew Symonds. She was born Josephine Lawrence at Newark in Nottinghamshire in 1947. She had an elder sister, Rosemary, and a younger brother, Christopher. Her father, Carrie’s maternal grandfather, was Dr Joseph Lawrence, who was known by his middle name, Lewis. He was born in Pontypool in 1916, the son of a stoker, Joseph Wilfred Lawrence, who was Carrie’s great-grandfather, and a domestic servant, Daisy Spray, Carrie’s great-grandmother. Shrugging off the constraints of 22his upbringing, Lewis Lawrence was bright enough to enrol as a medical student at King’s College, London, in 1934. He qualified in 1940 and served as a squadron leader in the RAF Medical Brigade during the Second World War.

         In September 1941, he married Berta Treichl, Carrie’s maternal grandmother, at the Brompton Oratory, the Roman Catholic church in Knightsbridge. Their marriage was unusual for two reasons. First, Miss Treichl had been born at Kufstein in western Austria in 1914, where her father is thought to have worked as a railway official. As Austria had been annexed by Adolf Hitler in 1938, and was therefore officially part of Nazi Germany, this meant that, technically, Dr Lawrence married a German national in the midst of the Second World War. At the outbreak of war, in 1939, Miss Treichl had been forced to take part in a tribunal at which her status as a security risk was assessed. Her desire to stay in Britain was sanctioned and she was issued with an Enemy Alien Exemption from Internment form. This helps to explain the second reason her marriage might have been considered unconventional for the time. This form states that she worked as a domestic servant at Battramsley House in the village of Boldre in Hampshire, an estate then owned by a member of the Barings banking family. As middle-class pillars of the community, doctors like Lewis Lawrence did not tend to marry cooks, as Miss Treichl was. Their union is believed to have been successful, however. After the war, Lewis became a gynaecological surgeon and worked in different parts of the country until his death aged fifty-nine in 1975, while Berta worked as a receptionist.

         Carrie’s mother, Josephine, was brought up as a Roman Catholic 23and in 1971, in her early twenties, she married Patrick McAfee, a banker, at the Church of the Immaculate Conception in Mayfair, central London. On their marriage certificate, her occupation is listed as ‘bank official’. They divorced in 1978 and Patrick McAfee remarried the following year. After this, Josephine trained in the law. According to the Bar Council, she was called to the Bar in February 1987 as a member of Lincoln’s Inn. The Bar Council’s records suggest that she was never in practice, however, and was not a member of any chambers. She was forty years old at the time of Carrie’s birth in 1988, six years Matthew Symonds’s senior.

         Josephine and Carrie lived together in a semi-detached three-bedroom Victorian house just off the Upper Richmond Road in East Sheen, an affluent but unshowy south-west London suburb. At about 1,100 sq. ft and with a 40 ft garden, it was not a big property, but it was well located, being close to the pleasures of Richmond Park. This is the area where Carrie’s childhood was spent and where her mother still lives. When Carrie’s birth certificate was registered by Josephine, it appears there was some misunderstanding about one of her daughter’s two middle names. The first of these is listed on the certificate as ‘Louise’ but her second middle name, ‘Bevan’, seems to be a misspelled version of the surname of Matthew’s father, John Beavan. This can be deduced because each of Matthew’s other three children also have ‘Beavan’ – spelled correctly – as one of their middle names. Unless this was intentional, under the circumstances it is unfortunate to note that Carrie’s ‘Bevan’ is slightly different. In a way, however, this sense of otherness could be considered a reflection of the hard truth that her life was blessed with fewer familial relationships than it might have been. Indeed, 24despite her living in close proximity to some of her relatives when growing up, there is little evidence of her having had any meaningful contact with many of them.

         At the time of Carrie’s birth in 1988, Matthew Symonds lived in Twickenham, about three miles down the road from East Sheen. Soon after, he moved with his wife and family to a significantly bigger house, also in Twickenham, which he sold in 2021 for a little more than £5 million. In a 1996 newspaper interview, Andreas Whittam Smith, who can be said to have known Symonds as well as anybody in the 1980s and 1990s, praised him as ‘highly intelligent’ and somebody who is ‘capable of big organisational feats’. Having presumably put aside his earlier reservations about Symonds, he also spoke of their shared views on business, economics and policy, a credo he called ‘economic liberalism’. Yet he was prepared to acknowledge that some people believed there was another side to his former colleague. ‘Matthew’s reputation has been of a rather harsh, arrogant, rigid person, and I’ve always been sorry about that, because it’s not the real person, it’s merely a mannerism,’ he said. Perceptions of an individual’s true character are rarely unanimous, and this is certainly the case of Matthew Symonds. Oliver Haiste, a former boyfriend of Carrie who dated her on and off between 2007 and 2012, says that even though her father lived within easy reach of East Sheen, he was a fairly distant figure in her life during her childhood. ‘Carrie was kept at bay, largely because Matthew’s wife didn’t want the reminder of his affair,’ says Haiste.

         
            I think it was hard for her. She felt almost like the adjunct to [Matthew’s] main family. She did mention that. I got the impression 25he had his family, he would do his basic duty [for Carrie], but that was it. Carrie wasn’t very keen on her father. He’d turn up from time to time, but Carrie was not always available to see him.

         

         Of the three grandparents who were still alive at the time of Carrie’s birth, her maternal grandmother, Berta Lawrence, through whom Carrie is one-quarter Austrian, is believed to have lived in London until she died in 1998, when Carrie was ten, in the Nazareth House nursing home in Isleworth. Unusually, there is no trace of Mrs Lawrence having left a will. Carrie’s paternal grandfather, John Beavan, lived in Barnes, about two miles from East Sheen, but a source close to Carrie’s family says that Beavan had ‘almost nothing’ to do with Carrie before he died when she was six years old. In his will, he left an estate with a gross value of just over £200,000. His grandchildren – including Carrie – were given £1,000 each. The principal beneficiary was his wife, Gladys, who died in 2011. The rest of his estate went to his daughter, Jenifer Fellows, who is Matthew Symonds’s half-sister and therefore, technically, Carrie’s aunt. Matthew was not mentioned in the will. Mrs Fellows, a retired teacher, has a husband and two daughters. By coincidence, she also lived in East Sheen throughout Carrie’s childhood, in a house which was only about two minutes’ walk from Carrie’s front door. Oddly, however, a well-placed source says that she has never met Carrie or her mother, though she did meet her father’s lover – and Carrie’s paternal grandmother – Anne Symonds.

         Anne Symonds was also remembered in John Beavan’s will, receiving a gift of £1,000. Latterly, she lived in Oxfordshire and died in a nursing home in Woking. She left an estate with a gross value 26of £1.2 million. Each of her four grandchildren, including Carrie, was given £3,000, but the bulk of her legacy was left to her son, Matthew. Her will stipulated that the three children Matthew had had by his wife, Alison, could share in any residue of her estate in certain circumstances. For reasons best known to Anne Symonds, Matthew’s other daughter, Carrie, was excluded from this conditional bequest.
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            CHAPTER 2

            LOW PROFILE

         

         Although Carrie had what might be described as a fairly muddled start in life, she was extremely fortunate in one sense. Whereas her father, Matthew Symonds, was sent to a state school, he agreed that his four children would be educated privately at his expense. Given that they lived in different houses and had different mothers, it was probably inevitable that Carrie would attend a different school from her three half-siblings, yet there was no distinction between the reputations of these establishments. Symonds, newly wealthy following his seven-figure windfall from The Independent, was easily able to foot the bill for all of his offspring to receive the highest standard of teaching available in London. Carrie entered this privileged environment when she was of primary school age and remained in it all the way through to the time she took her A-Levels aged eighteen.
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