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Liz Truss’s eagerness to succeed Johnson was clear to him from early on
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

In the six months since our book was first published in May 2023, new material has come to light about Boris Johnson and his premiership, in particular the findings of the Privileges Committee’s investigation into the former Prime Minister and the early evidence given to the UK Covid-19 Inquiry.

Johnson’s regard for the truth as an unfortunate inconvenience was laid bare by the former. The investigation into his statements to the Commons over Partygate found that he had deliberately misled the House. Upon hearing of the Committee’s impending verdict, Johnson chose to flee from scrutiny. He refused to defend himself from the charges in the Commons and fight to retain his seat, branding the inquiry a ‘witch hunt’ instead.

While important evidence has been unearthed in the Covid Inquiry, which began public hearings in 2023, nothing that has appeared causes us to change any of our fundamental conclusions about Boris Johnson and the quality of his premiership.

Johnson’s inadequacy during Covid has been shown time and again in evidence to the inquiry. The hearings demonstrate his inability to provide steady and consistent leadership throughout the crisis. He oversaw failure at many levels, including an avoidable lack of preparation, a lack of consistency and a culture at the heart of government unconducive to calm and steady decision-making.

Covid would have been testing for a Prime Minister of even the highest quality. But it is hard to imagine that any Prime Minister in the past century would not have performed better. The pandemic played directly into many of Johnson’s weaknesses, not least his fundamental lack of seriousness and inability to focus for prolonged periods.

Johnson could not resist teasing at a comeback in his resignation as an MP in June 2023, still more desperate than when he had invoked Cincinnatus outside No. 10 nine months earlier. But if his promised return never transpires – and lashing out at those who would hold him accountable is to be his final act as a parliamentarian – then it is a fitting end.

The state of the country and the party bequeathed by a Prime Minister to their successor is a vital measure of their historical impact. A year on from Johnson leaving Downing Street, the state of the national economy, the condition of public services, the health of the union, public trust in politicians, Britain’s standing in the world and the state of the Conservative Party are bleak. Any benefits of Brexit, his single most important impact on the country as a politician, look as far away from being realised as ever.

History, we believe, will record that the quality of political leadership and the performance by the centre of government proved to be at an all time low during the Johnson years. To steer the country through this fraught period, a leader of extraordinary principles and resolve was needed, akin to the very best of British Prime Ministers. Instead, in Boris Johnson, the country had one of the very worst.

Anthony Seldon and Raymond Newell, December 2023
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Johnson leaves No. 10 for the House of Commons Liaison Committee as his premiership crumbles around him, 6 July 2022












INTRODUCTION

Boris Johnson was Britain’s most iconoclastic and outlandish Prime Minister since David Lloyd George a hundred years before. Johnson saw the country through one of the most historic resets in Britain’s relationship with continental Europe, the worst health epidemic and the severest challenge to Northern Ireland’s continuation in the United Kingdom since Lloyd George was at No. 10. Both succeeded failing Prime Ministers of the same party with one great objective to fulfil. Having achieved that, both won landslides in the month of December after leading unstable parliamentary majorities. Both saw themselves akin to the US President, with a direct mandate from the people, and had little love for their party or Parliament. Both were captivated by international affairs abroad and building infrastructure at home. Both tried to use the power of the state to spread opportunity more equally across the country, the attempts of both to ‘level up’ faltering. The vaulting ambitions of both were thwarted by lack of money, with cost of living crises overshadowing their end. Russia dominated their latter premierships. Both fell because they lost trust and credibility with the public, amid accusations that they had tarnished the office and public life.

Lloyd George nearly died of the Spanish flu in September 1918; Johnson came equally close to death from Covid in April 2020 at the very same age, fifty-five. Both men cast caution aside to travel to see war zones at first hand: Lloyd George to the Western Front, Johnson to Ukraine.

Both fell in similar ways, having lost the trust of the parliamentary Conservative Party. While the Cabinet remained mostly loyal to both, it was the desertion of junior ministers that built momentum, with the ultimate fall in both cases triggered by the decisive actions of key figures – in Lloyd George’s case, the former Conservative leader, Andrew Bonar Law; in Johnson’s, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rishi Sunak.

Their characters were strikingly similar too. They lit up the room, were beguiling orators and giants among their peers. They injected raw adrenalin into the political system and, for a while, made the weather. Lloyd George’s character was captured by his friend the newspaper owner Lord Riddell, but he could have been talking about Johnson:


His energy… and power of recuperation are remarkable… He has no respect for tradition or convention. He is always ready to examine, scrap or revise established theories and practices… He is one of the craftiest of men [with] extraordinary charm of manner. He is full of humour and a born actor… He has an instinctive power of divining the thoughts and intentions of people with whom he is conversing… His chief defects are: Lack of appreciation of existing institutions, organisations, and stolid, dull people…; Fondness for a grandiose scheme in preference to an attempt to improve existing machinery; Disregard of difficulties in carrying out big projects… he is not a man of detail.1



They shared a willingness to take enormous risks with the constitution, as with their casual relationship with the truth and malleable principles. Their ferocious sexual and financial appetites led them into deep and repetitive trouble. Both thought nothing of using powers of patronage to make outrageous appointments which were nakedly to their own benefit. Both indeed rather enjoyed being outrageous.

Johnson wrote a book about Winston Churchill. But it was Lloyd George who he resembled far more. The title of Lloyd George’s book, Where Are We Going?, could have been Johnson’s leitmotif.

The comparisons are not endless; as with mere mortals, no two premiers are exactly alike. Lloyd George was much better at appointing close advisers, choosing Maurice Hankey as his Cabinet Secretary, Philip Kerr (later Lord Lothian) as his private secretary and W. G. S. Adams as his chief aide. A Prime Minister is only as good as their personal team: Lloyd George knew that, Johnson didn’t. Lloyd George created the Cabinet Office and post of Cabinet Secretary; Johnson all but eviscerated it and his Cabinet Secretaries. Lloyd George chose a broad-based, accomplished Cabinet and let them achieve extraordinary success; Johnson went narrow and weak, and never trusted or used them. Lloyd George was an outsider desperate to be regarded as an insider; Johnson, an insider wanting to be seen as an outsider. Above all, Lloyd George held to a seriousness in his objectives, a trait absent in Johnson.

The similarities, though, provide a helpful framing for the examination of power and success in British politics. Why did Lloyd George achieve more in his premiership? How did Johnson squander a great landslide election victory within little more than two years? Was his premiership destined to splatter to an early end overtaken by events? These are the questions we address in this book.

Johnson was an unusual leader, governing at an extraordinary time in British history. Unlike other Prime Ministers, he was not underpinned by religious faith or ideology or a fixed set of party beliefs. Nor was his premiership bolstered by strong, loyal relationships with colleagues in Cabinet throughout his time in No. 10. A close relationship with their spouse has supported every great Prime Minister in history; Johnson’s wife Carrie was a source of both great joy and great conflict for him. Johnson was the most isolated premier for fifty years since Ted Heath, the Prime Minister who took Britain into the EU; nor did Johnson have close relationships with the leaders of France, Germany or the United States, which have affirmed other PMs. Though constantly surrounded by people, he remained a deeply lonely figure: seeking affection yet despising his own vulnerabilities, demanding complete trust from others yet drawing them into his web, leaving many feeling compromised and used.

He was no ordinary Prime Minister.

Prime Ministers generally have one defining event landing on their time in office. Johnson had three: resolving Brexit, the Covid pandemic and the war in Ukraine. He governed at a time when the Conservative Party lost its way, the public discourse was in turmoil over culture wars, when Britain’s place in the world was insecure, and the cohesion of the United Kingdom was in doubt.

His was no ordinary premiership.

Johnson tried to bounce the monarchy, had his actions judged unlawful by the Supreme Court and knowingly put forward proposals to break international law. He was the first Prime Minister to have been found by the police to have broken the law. Johnson was not alone in his chaos: had he lost the 2019 general election, Jeremy Corbyn as Prime Minister would have been differently destabilizing and unconventional. Abroad, the global figure to which Johnson had been compared the most, US President Trump, denied the legitimacy of the electoral process and the constitution for the first time since 1787.

These were no ordinary times.

The Johnson premiership poses a challenge to contemporary historians. Even more so than his immediate predecessors, many decisions around which history turned with this anarchic Prime Minister did not take place in minuted meetings or round the Cabinet table, but through WhatsApp messages and private discussions. Where memories of crucial witnesses are still fresh and moments remembered in context, contemporary history has a particular role to provide a meaningful contribution.

Contemporary history is important so we can learn from the recent past while memories are fresh, recapture the truth of events and hold governments to account. This book is in part a cautionary tale which highlights individual and institutional failure. Our hope – naïve maybe – is that the conclusions within might be drawn on to prevent them from recurring.

The course of a premiership is always skewed by the noisy and powerful when they are in office, who further compound the distortion by publishing their memoirs or diaries in which their own role is magnified and personalized. This book draws rather from the testimony of over 200 witnesses, the great majority of whom are silent, merely referenced as ‘an official’ or ‘an aide’. Few, if any, will write their memoirs or publish their diaries. Sometimes we refer to interviewees by name, but for serving officials, by far the greatest majority, going on the record is not an option. The occasion on which we may depart from verbatim accuracy is in the quotations liberally deployed in the text emphasizing how much of importance to this administration took place outside recorded meetings. The quotations, which were always related to us by interviewees, aim nevertheless to capture the spirit of the conversations. As always with historians, we are only as accurate as our sources. To enhance the book’s accuracy and fairness, we have sent individual sections to witnesses who saw the particular stories at close hand.

We have sought to break new ground. Where others have written books, such as about the crises and scandals that led to Johnson’s resignation, or the politics and personalities of Brexit, we avoid covering these areas in detail. We have equally weighted the book towards the accounts we have been told afresh in interviews or have otherwise discovered for ourselves, rather than recounting secondary sources. For the purpose of clarity where surnames overlap, just three people in this account will be referred to on occasion on a first name basis – Boris Johnson, Carrie Symonds/Johnson and Marina Wheeler.

Longer books than ours will be written on Johnson and, given his unconventional life, further revelations will emerge. In due time inquiries will report, not least on Covid. Twenty-five years after the events of this book the National Archives will begin to publish the Prime Minister’s (‘PREM’) files, another invaluable source of material. But our study of Johnson and its conclusions on his character, style and record we believe will fundamentally stand the test of time and reveal the truth of his premiership.

Churchill returned to No. 10 in October 1951 after six years in opposition. Lloyd George tried to do so, but failed. Readers of the book must decide whether Johnson’s career in the future will follow the trajectory of his hero or his doppelgänger.
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Johnson always believed that he should have become Prime Minister in 2016, not Theresa May












1

RISE

In my beginning is my end.

By the time Boris Johnson graduated from Balliol College, Oxford at the age of twenty-three, his irrepressible and lawless character had been largely forged, a character that would propel him to the very top of British politics. Once at the pinnacle, the seeds of his inevitable decline and fall began to flower.

Alcibiades more than Pericles, certainly not Cincinnatus, the Roman statesman he likened himself to when finally departing Downing Street.

Falstaff, a would-be Prospero perhaps, more than a Henry V.

Robert Walpole, Britain’s defiant first Prime Minister, or transgressing David Lloyd George indeed who established the modern office, far more than Winston Churchill or Margaret Thatcher.

A figure not entirely of this century. Nor indeed of the last. The gilded, anything-goes world of court politics and shifting factions before the 1832 Reform Act when neither Cabinet, Whitehall nor the Conservative Party had fully formed would have been a more natural milieu.

Martin Hammond, Johnson’s housemaster at Eton, captured him in his written reports with greater insight than any of his tutors at Balliol. Hammond, renowned as a schoolmaster of rare intellectual depth and judgement, wrote in a collection of reports:


Boris really has adopted a disgracefully cavalier attitude to his classical studies… sometimes seems affronted when criticised for what amounts to a gross failure of responsibility… I think he honestly believes that it is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one who should be free of the network of obligation which binds everyone else… he doesn’t have the instincts of a real scholar, and tends to ‘sell himself short’ when an exercise requires intellectual preparation. He is, in fact, pretty idle about it all… Efficiency and organisation have been constant problems.1



Thousands of words have been penned about the formative years of Boris Johnson.2 Thousands more will be written. No need here in a book about his time at No. 10 to dilate further on his rootless childhood in the US, in England and Brussels, his free-spirited father and his troubled yet remarkable mother, his rumbustious schooling and time at Oxford, his charm, kindnesses and eloquence, his lies, evasions and equivocations in his early career before 1999.

His three core character traits were evident from early on. What were they?

•    A skill exceptionally rare among political leaders to communicate using charisma and humour with the public far and wide, to read the mood and currents of politics, and to inject his inimitable energy into the system to change thinking about what could be achieved. Very few politicians in the last century could match his larger-than-life persona. At his best, he could be extraordinarily kind, agreeable and thoughtful about individuals and people at large, lovable even, with a more inclusive vision of contemporary society than many in the Conservative Party.

•    An all-consuming self-absorption and self-belief that impelled him to be the most important and visible person, and to be impatient of any person, precedent or procedure getting in the way. He had no interest or understanding of how organizations work or the jobs people need to perform within them, nor any interest in finding out. He hated taking decisions if it risked becoming unpopular, offending influential people (hence ‘cakeism’) or delaying gratification: ‘I want it all and I want it now’ was an impulse in his political as well as in his personal life that he found difficult to overcome.

•    A lack of moral seriousness not mitigated by his razor-sharp intellect and beguiling rhetorical skills. Causes, commitments, colleagues as well as pledges, policies and partners were regarded as merely transitory and transactional. Any could be picked up only to be jettisoned when they no longer served his interests or pleasure. With few enduring bonds and relationships with friends or colleagues, his trust in others was always conditional and relating to a particular crisis or need: when his need or crisis passed, or a more exciting offer hoved into view, they would be blithely dropped.

These added up to three flaws that, unaddressed, would prove fatal: an inability to value truth and to set or pronounce on moral boundaries; to recognize merit, appoint the best people and trust them to do their jobs; and to stick by any decision or person without changing his mind.

In my beginning is my end.

Many leaders have had similar traits, but they learned to temper them on the way to the top. Would Johnson double down on his best qualities? Up, up and up he ascended, dispensing charm and banter liberally, drawing into his web writers, aides and politicians who were transfixed, all hoping to benefit from his aura and infectious optimism, unique apart from Tony Blair in the relatively lacklustre world of early twenty-first-century British politics. None of the other three big beasts who dominated the 2010s – David Cameron, George Osborne and Michael Gove – came close to matching Johnson’s magnetism and popular appeal.

To serve as Prime Minister is a serious business and requires total dedication from an incumbent operating at their very peak. Service first to country, not just self-interest, has been at the heart of most of Britain’s successful premierships, and certainly in the last hundred years. Johnson had a burning desire to be Prime Minister. Was he prepared to put in the requisite hard work in the jobs to prepare for it, and to learn the right lessons from them?

Every would-be leader faces a Manichean struggle between their higher and lower natures. The characters of Prime Ministers might be formed early on, as was Johnson’s, but refining and shaping them in posts on the road to Downing Street makes the difference. Every single aspect of a leader’s character will be tested to the ultimate degree in the intense heat of No. 10, and they will be cruelly exposed if they are not prepared. Johnson’s hero and biography subject Winston Churchill was shaped as a minister in ten departments, including Chancellor of the Exchequer and Home Secretary. Painful and chastening experiences on the way up included the failure of the Dardanelles campaign in 1915 while he was First Lord of the Admiralty, prompting his decision to resign and join the army, facing mortal danger on the Western Front many times. Churchill’s period in the wilderness in the 1930s, rejected and depressed, caused him to reflect how he might make the most of his opportunity at the top, were it to come. Did Johnson reflect on his reversals, even as his pen was flicking over the surface of his manuscript on the great man? Margaret Thatcher was forged and shaped in two Whitehall departments and in the critical role of Leader of the Opposition over four years till 1979. A figure of moral and intellectual depth, she was preparing herself intentionally throughout her journey to the top.

Would the three principal jobs that Johnson was to hold before 2019 encourage his better nature to blossom? Or would they confirm him in his sense that he could behave as he wanted, provided no harm to his prospects seemed to flow from it? Might his chorus of admirers indeed celebrate him even more enthusiastically when he did behave poorly? All Prime Ministers had mentors to guide and shape their behaviour. Who were Johnson’s, and would they warn him if he risked stepping over a line? Would he listen to them if they did? Each of Britain’s nine most successful Prime Ministers enjoyed stable and dependable relationships, eight with spouses, one (William Pitt the Younger) with his mother, which helped anchor them throughout the almost impossible office of Prime Minister.3 Would Johnson find the same?

The Spectator

Johnson was appointed editor of the Spectator in 1999 by proprietor Conrad Black after the lacklustre editorship of Frank Johnson (no relation). It was hoped that Boris’s stardust would make up for his evident lack of managerial acumen. As a condition of the role, Johnson promised ‘in a hilarious sequence of oaths and affirmations that he wouldn’t dream of standing as a candidate [for Parliament]’, according to Black.4 In this first leadership position, in the words of successor but one Fraser Nelson, he proved a ‘brilliant editor’ who boosted sales, but delegated to others with abandon, ‘rarely came into the office’, and was ‘a very secretive character’ whose great gift was ‘picking the right people’ (a quality he was to repeat as London Mayor if not always in Downing Street).5 ‘Totally unmanageable, frequently absent and famously late’ is the verdict of Spectator colleague Martin Vander Weyer.6 His celebrity status, boosted by his appearances on the BBC’s satirical news quiz Have I Got News For You, and his penchant for risky and provocative journalism, helped the popularity of the weekly magazine to soar. Savvy eggheads were the common stock of Spectator editors, not rock stars like Johnson.

Salaried staff in the office adored him, though the magazine’s commercial managers led by the publisher Kimberly Quinn (previously Fortier) were in despair at his total lack of interest in or willingness to help in their side of the operation. Freelance writers dependent on one-off fees likewise tired of him. ‘Yes, yes, tremendous idea,’ he would bluster when they suggested a feature topic. ‘When can I have it, I need it now.’ So they would rush off and submit on time, only to hear nothing. When they asked for feedback, he would say, ‘Yes, marvellous marvellous piece.’ But then they would find that their articles never appeared, with no explanation, nor fee for their efforts. On Thursdays, Johnson would preside over gossipy and irreverent editorial meetings, hugely entertaining but with little reference to what topics might be covered in the next issue. Senior staff, notably long-suffering deputy editor Stuart Reid, then had to scramble frantically around commissioning articles to fill gaps in the magazine.

In June 2001, in contravention of his promises, Johnson sought a parliamentary seat and was elected MP for Henley, putting still further pressure on his time as editor. Further squeeze came when, in 2003, Conservative leader Michael Howard appointed him vice-chairman of the party, and in May 2004, shadow Arts Minister.

In 1993, Johnson had divorced his first wife Allegra Mostyn-Owen and married barrister and childhood friend Marina Wheeler. By 1999, they had produced four children together. Johnson had a happy home: he and Marina were soulmates, intellectual equals and appeared ideally suited. But Johnson’s eye was still prone to wander after he became editor, alighting on many women. When the press was sniffing around about alleged affairs, he told a colleague, ‘It’s none of their business, I don’t ever comment, and no one cares.’ He developed a soft spot for his editorial assistant Mary Wakefield. Soon the talk in the office was that he was infatuated with her, staff noticing that he left Post-it notes openly on her computer screen: ‘See you in the pub in 10 minutes.’ She resolutely denied anything ever happened between them, issuing a statement following Sunday Times journalist Charlotte Edwardes’ allegations of Johnson’s sexual misbehaviour,7 clarifying that ‘Boris was a good boss and nothing like this ever happened to me.’8 In 2011, she married Dominic Cummings.

Johnson’s blithe dismissal of allegations in November 2004 that he was having an affair with columnist Petronella Wyatt, ‘an inverted pyramid of piffle’ in his words, was shown to be a blatant lie. Staff recalled him coming into the Spectator office, seeing the lurid headlines on the newspapers ranged out on the table, and rocking with rueful laughter. Howard took a dim view of Johnson’s lying and dismissed him as shadow arts minister.

But just when Johnson appeared down, his fortunes changed. Turning a blind eye to his infidelities, incoming Conservative leader David Cameron invited him back into the shadow Cabinet to become shadow Higher Education Minister. The new Spectator chair Andrew Neil, finding him totally unmanageable as well as untrustworthy, insisted that he now stand down as editor in 2005.9

Johnson had in many ways been a stunning editor, substantially boosting Spectator sales to a peak circulation of 70,000, a record for the magazine.10 His may have been a chaotic regime, but despite the scandals and equivocations that characterized it, he emerged triumphant into Cameron’s shadow Cabinet. The lesson he had been absorbing since adolescence, that people cared much more about his persona, patronage and popularity than his conduct, was reinforced.

London Mayor: 2008–16

‘The Spectator didn’t count,’ says Eddie Lister, who in 2011 became his right-hand man as Mayor. ‘London was the first time in his life that Boris had real leadership responsibility.’ Becoming Mayor of London in 2008 proved the making of Johnson in establishing him as a national figure; in other ways, it was his unmaking. ‘He learned a lot and changed a lot – maturing isn’t quite the right word, but he… grew into it,’ Lister believes.11

‘Boris thought David and I were trying to trick him when we proposed he stand for Mayor: he thought it was a plot to try to get rid of him,’ says George Osborne.12 Johnson had entered Parliament in 2001 with Cameron and Osborne, clearly the standout candidates of the small intake of twenty-six new Conservative MPs. They were friendly rivals, but by 2007 Johnson’s career was languishing compared to theirs as Leader of the Opposition and shadow Chancellor. ‘I want you to promise me I can hang onto my seat if I lose in London,’ he told them. They gave him that assurance, expecting him probably to lose, but knowing that if he won, he’d have to resign as an MP and he would be out of their hair. Local government they all knew was not a promising route for an aspirant to No. 10. Not since Neville Chamberlain in Birmingham ninety years before had a Prime Minister been mayor of a major city. Chamberlain subsequently had six years as Chancellor of the Exchequer to acclimatize to national politics. Johnson’s campaign was helped by the enthusiastic support of the Evening Standard, the daily London newspaper, which lauded him while pummelling the incumbent Ken Livingstone. In 2009, Evgeny Lebedev and his Russian oligarch and former intelligence agent father had bought a controlling share in the paper. Anxious to make his way in the British establishment independently of his father, Evgeny alighted on Johnson as just the man to help. Their relationship drew unfavourable comment and speculation up to and beyond Johnson’s attempt to appoint him to the House of Lords in 2020. Johnson made up his mind he would enjoy being Mayor to the hilt helped by discovering he could take the role comfortably in his stride. No. 10 was to prove a different planet, and not one to which he ever fully adapted. At City Hall, though, the decisions were immeasurably fewer; stakes, much lower; scrutiny and accountability, far less; Conservative MPs and the need to build coalitions and win friends, absent; opposition, non-existent; and a seemingly endless stream of pleasant things to announce without constant hard choices and trade-offs to be made. Tedious matters, Johnson realized to his utter delight, could simply be delegated to others, while much of the time he could do what he loved best: saying yes, dreaming dreams, swanning around in the public eye and trying to make people feel good. A far cry from the demands of Downing Street.

Johnson was above all a showman as Mayor, receiving his highest ratings from the public when he was stuck on a zip wire during the 2012 Olympic Games. ‘He loved the adulation of the crowds during the Olympics. He developed an almost god-like aura during them,’ said his City Hall communications director Will Walden, who recalls Johnson saying, ‘It just doesn’t get better than this.’ The Olympics were to be the centrepiece of his mayoralty: his first term was devoted to preparing for them, his second, to reaping the harvest. But in Downing Street, there was to be no equivalent to the Olympics, nor anything that came near to giving him the same buzz, however hard he looked, and he looked hard.13 He was a buzz addict.

The hard-working and capable grafters he so evidently needed at City Hall plonked into his lap: Simon Milton then Lister (policy and planning), Neale Coleman (Olympics), Roisha Hughes (de facto chief of staff), Peter Hendy and Isabel Dedring (transport) and Munira Mirza (education). Reuniting the ‘dream team’ for No. 10, however, was a non-starter. Milton had died in 2011, Johnson was unable to persuade Hughes or Dedring, who understood him best, to come in with him, and others like Walden refused. Lister and Mirza did go into No. 10 and, while among his most effective lieutenants there early on, neither found they could dominate the Whitehall landscape as they had at City Hall. Simply replicating the personnel would not have been a guarantee of success, especially if Johnson failed to empower them, as he did Lister and Mirza.

It was also easier for Johnson’s flaws to be mitigated as Mayor, and his strengths emphasized than at No. 10. ‘Johnson was good company, fun to be around, lifted spirits, injected purpose,’ recalls the man he dubbed ‘Comrade Coleman’.14 ‘But he was very poor on detail, hopeless on numbers and money, obsessed with grand projects and totally ill-focused.’ ‘Comrade Coleman’ showed the inclusive side of Johnson: a lifelong Old Labourite, he (unlike Johnson) took a brilliant First in Classics at Balliol, and Johnson relied heavily on him. Johnson’s tendency to draw advice from any individual he liked, regardless of background, status or political affiliation, would follow in several of his No. 10 appointments including Dominic Cummings.

Johnson’s re-election as Mayor in 2012, masterminded as in 2008 by campaign supremo and his political rock Lynton Crosby, bolstered his confidence and ambition massively. Unlike his first victory in 2008 when the electorate voted against Labour’s tired regime, this was London voting for him personally and for his record. He was enjoying himself. The success of the Olympics confirmed him as the most popular and recognizable politician in Britain, to the evident discomfort of Cameron and Osborne, and evident delight of Johnson. ‘He was really intrigued by them,’ recalls Lister. ‘He wanted to understand exactly how they operated, particularly George as Chancellor.’ Few aspects of his job were sweeter for Johnson than extracting money out of the Treasury, at which he was adept. They worked together closely on the redevelopment of Battersea Power Station and bringing life to East London after the Olympics were over. ‘High on vision and enthusiasm, but terrible on money: he had no idea if something was going to cost £1 million, £10 million or £1 billion,’ says Osborne.15

He was skilful at obtaining money from the private sector too, such as for ‘Boris Bikes’, the public cycle hire scheme he rejoiced in. With established routines and the high-quality team guiding him, his avoidance of own goals and reversals added to his credibility as a national politician. He took particular pride in representing London as a leading global city: ‘I truly think that the state of London today is as good if not better than at any time in its history,’ he said in May 2016, the month he stood down as Mayor at the conclusion of his second term.16

Johnson had defied the low expectations of him as a fun but essentially flippant figure when first elected. The global financial crisis, driving the City towards banking meltdown, helped him to come across as more than an amiable buffoon. He revelled in his self-styled role as global salesman for the capital. London gradually acquired a more ‘benign and affable’ reputation, open for business to all-comers, in contrast to the more provincial aspirations of his Labour predecessor Ken Livingstone. Headline-grabbing failures such as the cancelled Garden Bridge, impractical Cable Car and unused water cannons did not dent Johnson’s confidence. No matter that ‘a lot of London’s success has not been because of Boris Johnson’ but down to ‘luck’, while upon leaving office 54 per cent of Londoners believed that he had been ‘successful’.17 His legacy since has been hotly contested.18

Johnson naturally didn’t attribute any success in London to luck, but to his unique qualities and judgement. What did he learn? How to campaign and win elections, and how to be a popular and effective Mayor of a global city. But without his strong team, what price his considerable gifts? He learned little about the craft of leadership, how to head the nation as a whole, how to pick, motivate and lead a Downing Street team, how to drive change through a system, or how to formulate decisions independently of decisive voices around him. Nor did he learn about moral authority.

Nor how to behave.

2016 Referendum and First Attempt at the Premiership

If Johnson was to be better prepared for the giant step up to Downing Street, though, at the very least he needed to cut the mustard in a top Cabinet post. That opportunity was to come, but first, he had a tilt for the leadership after the fall of David Cameron in July 2016, a fall in which he played a critical role.

Britain’s continued membership of the European Union, an issue that Cameron hoped he could ignore as Prime Minister, was threatening to tear the Conservatives apart. So in January 2013, he had pledged to hold a national referendum after renegotiating Britain’s terms of membership, if the Conservatives won the next general election, on whether Britain should remain within the EU. Cameron hoped that his gamble would close down the debate for a generation. If anyone had been in doubt about the strength of anti-EU feeling in the country, the European Parliament elections in May 2014 disabused them, with an insurgent party, UKIP, winning more seats than the Conservative or Labour parties. Cameron and Osborne now knew that they had a very difficult fight on their hands, and that it would only be won by a close margin.

The Conservatives, to the surprise of many, won the 2015 general election outright, ending the Tory–Lib Dem coalition that had run the country since 2010. The in-out referendum was duly announced for 23 June 2016, with all eyes on whether the renegotiation in Brussels would win over the undecided. The key influencer on voters, as No. 10 was all too aware, would be Johnson. Charismatic, huge name recognition, and capable of reaching the non-voters who would turnout for the referendum, he was a massive electoral asset. He knew it too, and loved the power it gave him. He had one overriding question in his mind: would his chances of making it to No. 10 be improved by voting Remain or voting Brexit?

‘Boris had decided he wanted to become Prime Minister long before he went to London. We didn’t really talk about it: it was just a kind of unspoken assumption,’ says Lister. Johnson, though, was talking openly to others about it, if not to Lister. The Olympics over, his gaze had focused less and less inwards to City Hall and more across the Thames to Downing Street.19 ‘He was absolutely determined to become Prime Minister,’ says election strategist Mark Fullbrook.20 Johnson would say, ‘I’ve watched Dave doing it and I’ve seen George wanting to do it. Why can’t I do it? If they can, I can.’ No doubt about it, Osborne, preening himself to succeed, now viewed the Mayor as his number one rival. Johnson watched anxiously as Osborne artfully deployed his patronage powers as Chancellor of the Exchequer to build up a coterie of supporters among MPs, replicating precisely what Gordon Brown had done a decade before to prepare the ground for his own takeover at the top.

Ambitious MPs realized what was happening, given Cameron’s announcement he wouldn’t fight another general election, and were weighing up which way to jump in the likely leadership barney in 2018–19.21 Without any clear Johnson platform to attract supporters, judgements were particularly influenced by whether an MP had an in with Osborne or not. Ben Wallace didn’t; ‘Boris, unlike George, cared about real people,’ he says. ‘I think you should be the next leader of the party. I’d like to help you,’ Wallace, then a junior whip, told Johnson when he visited him at City Hall in 2012.22 Johnson was very conscious he knew little about Conservative MPs: ‘Will you help me test the water?’ he asked. Walden was recruited to handle communications for Johnson’s as yet undeclared leadership campaign. ‘We organized dinners in London’s Barbican,’ he says, ‘in which Boris tried out his ideas on us, including not being a Thatcherite, saying, some would always need a safety net, and wanting to extend devolution and opportunity across the whole country.’

First, having resigned as MP for Henley in June 2008 when he became Mayor, his team helped him find a seat in Parliament. A constituency that ringed London would be ideal so he could visit without spending too much time travelling. He duly won the nomination in the safe perch of Uxbridge and South Ruislip in West London in September 2014. Suburbia was never exactly Johnson’s scene, least of all compared to the bucolic delights of rural Henley, but he accepted the beat as necessary for a greater end. Timing was tight.

Tension built month on month after Cameron’s election victory in May 2015. Osborne had been Cameron’s loyal ally for ten years and the Prime Minister didn’t want to do anything to damage the prospects of his chosen successor, least of all to benefit their joint rival, Johnson. So in the post-election reshuffle, Cameron offered him ‘only’ the post of Culture Secretary, arguing that the post’s oversight of sports and the arts would give him, after the Olympic Games, the ideal platform. Osborne, meanwhile, was to be left at the all-mighty Treasury.

Johnson smelt a rat, as he always did around those two, foreshadowing his suspicions of all and sundry when he became Prime Minister, and thought he was being sidelined. Johnson and Cameron had first met at Eton, where Cameron was two years his junior, then again at Oxford. Despite their shared membership of the elite, all-male Bullingdon Club, the two were not personally close, and Johnson considered himself the far more talented of the two; Cameron beating him to a First (Johnson receiving a 2:1) then his meteoric rise as the star of the 2001 intake ahead of Johnson himself was the source of some bewilderment. Financial worries were also to the fore. Johnson’s complicated family arrangements and lavish lifestyle cost money, an estimated £500,000 per annum, vastly more than his ministerial salary, but exactly the advance he was offered in mid-2015 to write his biography of Shakespeare (his biography of Churchill had been published in 2014).23 Now Cabinet Secretary Jeremy Heywood stepped in and refused to allow him to be Culture Secretary and write the book at the same time as being London Mayor. So by mutual agreement Johnson agreed to step back until his mayoralty finished a year later.

The job he had really wanted was to be Cabinet minister responsible for infrastructure, industry, transport and the regions, to do to the UK, he grandly believed, what he had done to London. But he now found himself on the backbenches, where he was given clear instructions by Wallace to keep a low profile and build support by befriending MPs. To play Osborne at his own game. So Johnson endured a series of curry evenings with potential supporters among MPs, his parliamentary team slowly gathering strength around Wallace, Jake Berry, Nigel Adams and Amanda Milling.

Johnson’s voting intentions in the EU referendum had, by the autumn of 2015, moved to the forefront of Cameron’s and Osborne’s minds. How would he jump? The Prime Minister moved unashamedly onto a charm offensive. At the party conference that October, he said, ‘I want to single someone out. He’s served this country. He’s served the party. And there’s a huge amount more to come. So let’s hear it for the man who for two terms has been Mayor of the greatest capital city on earth: Boris Johnson.’24 Word was put out that, once Johnson ceased to be Mayor in a few months, a ‘big’ Cabinet position would be coming his way, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office indeed, a platform to prove his worthiness for the top job.

Johnson saw through their game. According to advisers, ‘They brought him under huge pressure, constant phone calls, texting, nudges. It made him think, “They’re desperate, but equally, they don’t really respect me”.’ The story of how and why he decided to commit to Vote Leave is aired fully in the next chapter. It will be clear by now, though, that Johnson’s decision on whether to back Remain or not was going to be guided predominantly by his personal calculus. At this time, like most people, he assumed Cameron would win the referendum, if closely, and Britain would remain in the EU. Should he be a loyal lieutenant to Cameron and Osborne, or be leader of the side that lost? ‘One thousand per cent cynical’, was the judgement of Osborne.25 ‘I think it was a straight calculation,’ says Oliver Lewis who became his Brexit right-hand.26 He reckoned it was win-win. ‘If I come out for Brexit and we lose, I position myself as a hero Eurosceptic, from which I can win the leadership at the next contest. If we win, then I’ll be clear favourite for Prime Minister.’ And so it proved.
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Fast forward to June 2016. Most of the running on Vote Leave had been down to campaign director Dominic Cummings, who imparted messianic passion and energy to the cause. Johnson’s value, as it was to prove again in the general election three years later, was as a figurehead, an orator and booster of morale. The ideal partner, Vote Leave believed, for Michael Gove, who was seen as bringing intellectual gravitas and credibility to the Brexit cause, in contrast to the populism of Nigel Farage. Until he gave up London in May, Johnson was only able to devote Fridays and weekends to the campaign. Even then he was not singularly focused, penning his book on Shakespeare as he travelled around the country and performing excerpts from the Bard’s plays to amused staff in a voice of mock pomposity. So Cummings deployed him like a battering ram in the areas which research told him could be won. Johnson was mostly happy to delegate to Cummings, in awe of his bravura, not least the slogan ‘We send the EU £350 million a week – let’s fund our NHS instead’. But he became anxious when the words unleashed fury, and was straight on the phone to Cummings about it. ‘Don’t worry, Boris,’ he replied. ‘Everyone knows the real figure is not 350 million after rebates, but every time a journalist tells you that it’s only 170 million, everyone thinks 170 million is a f**k of a lot of money. The more they ask, the better. It’s great for Vote Leave.’27

Johnson’s worst clash with Cummings was over another Vote Leave slogan on a poster suggesting that Turkish accession to the EU would put Britain at risk of being swamped. ‘He was incandescent when he saw it and wanted to have it out immediately with Cummings,’ recalls Walden.28 ‘It was the closest I saw him to quitting. He wanted to come down to London and apparently punch Cummings.’ ‘It wouldn’t look good. It’ll seep out,’ the adviser told him. Johnson, who had been a liberal Mayor and had championed inclusivity, was selectively uncomfortable about anything that smacked of racism or xenophobia. But there were to be no fisticuffs, nor row, nor slogan change, despite Johnson’s sound and fury.

The referendum result was declared at 7.20 a.m. on 24 June after all 382 voting areas and twelve UK regions had declared their results, with 51.9 per cent voting to leave the EU. Cameron and Osborne had been right to see Johnson as the trump card. With the margins so tight, they believed ‘without question’ that his backing carried Vote Leave over the line because, says Osborne, ‘Boris made it respectable for middle of the road people to vote Brexit.’ Most in the UK and across the world were shocked by the result. Cameron’s team had expected Remain to win, if narrowly. Theresa May and her team had expected Remain to win, so some took themselves off on pre-arranged holidays. Boris Johnson had expected Remain to win: ‘Holy s**t, f**k, what have we done?’ he uttered under his breath on hearing the result.

Just after 8 a.m. that Friday, Cameron, with his wife Samantha by his side, announced on the steps of Downing Street, ‘I do not think it would be right for me to be the captain that steers our country to its next destination’, finishing, ‘I love this country’.29 May was in shock and in tears at the result: ‘the ones who voted for Brexit will be the ones who suffer the most,’ she told her closest aide, thinking of those in the left-behind areas.30 ‘Oh my God, oh my God, what have we done?’ was Johnson’s response listening to Cameron. An exit so long yearned for, yet now it had come, lacking all sweetness and light.

Johnson was finding it hard to think straight. He had been up all night watching the coverage on television at his Islington home. Only towards dawn did he realize that Vote Leave would actually win. He disappeared to bed for twenty minutes but came back and paced around in a Brazilian football shirt and bottom-hugging shorts looking ashen-faced and distraught. ‘What the hell is happening?’ he kept saying. The impact on the markets suddenly became his concern. Then a pang of guilt struck him when he saw pictures of Samantha Cameron on the television looking utterly distraught. ‘Oh my God. Look at Sam. God. Poor Sam.’ Soon after, stopping in his tracks, a new thought struck him: ‘Oh s**t, we’ve got no plan. We haven’t thought about it. I didn’t think it would happen. Holy crap, what will we do?’ Still muttering, he went off to write the speech he knew he would in no time have to deliver.

Cameron had previously expressly ruled out quitting as PM if he lost.31 Johnson thought, in as far as he had given it any, that if Vote Leave won Cameron would bring in a team including Gove and Gisela Stuart (the Labour politician who co-fronted Vote Leave) to negotiate Brexit with the EU. Those who knew Johnson intimately say they had never seen him more frightened and dismayed than at this moment of triumph. Crowds were shouting angrily outside his house: ‘People who had patted him on the back when he had been Mayor were now screaming at him,’ recalls an adviser. He made it out to the car and his driver shot off down the road but had to stop at a red traffic light at the end. Aides by his side screamed for the driver to shoot straight through the lights, but he refused. ‘The crowds began banging angrily on the windows and roof. Boris looked terrified. He stared dead ahead, sensing that from this moment on, everything in his life would change.’

It was to change quicker than he thought. Within just hours of the result being declared, cracks began to appear between the two front runners to succeed Cameron – Johnson and Gove. The pirouettes and waltz of the four politicians who dominated Westminster in the 2010s – Cameron, Osborne, Johnson and Gove – defined how political history was shaped. At the start, Cameron, Osborne and Gove were a triumvirate. By mid-decade, the former two had lined up against the latter two. Now, Johnson and Gove began to split. The power behind their throne, Cummings, decided that Johnson stood the better chance of beating Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, with Gove doing the hard yards as Chancellor. The calculus was a mirror image of Tony Blair versus Gordon Brown in 1994 after the death of Labour leader John Smith. Then as now, one had the popular appeal, the charisma and the ability to put across the big picture, the other the superior intellect and command of detail. The choice was a no-brainer for the master strategist. Johnson had already sounded him out: ‘Do you think I might win? Do you think Michael will run? Would you talk to him? What do you think?’ Cummings and Vote Leave media deputy Lee Cain felt ‘Boris would be the better front man, and Michael would be better running the show from the Treasury,’ according to one Vote Leave and Boris campaign alum.

Johnson was no Blair, however, except in one respect: his astonishing public reach. His key claim over Gove and any other candidate was his appeal to both Tories and non-Tories. ‘That was his USP – he really was the Heineken politician – able to reach and attract support that no other Conservative could dream of,’ says Mark Fullbrook, who ran the leadership campaign polling in 2016 and whose research showed Johnson was better placed to take on Corbyn than his peers.32 The research further showed that none of the voters’ reservations about him were fatal. Worries about his colourful private life were tempered by no one being able to claim he was a hypocrite (while some positively liked him for it). His undeniable upper-class and South-East background? The referendum campaign had shown that when he went to the North and working-class towns, more than any other, he was mobbed. His known ineptitude at running organizations? It could be countered by his appointing people around him who were capable of compensating. The clincher to Fullbrook, who had worked with right-of-centre leaders for forty years, was Johnson offered ‘the two things voters want from politicians’. Namely, he makes people smile and lights up the room when he enters, and his optimism makes them believe their families’ lives will be better tomorrow than they are today.

Gove read the runes. He fancied himself as Prime Minister, but didn’t want to take on Johnson and be marginalized if, as looked likely, he lost. On Saturday 25 June he convened his senior lieutenants at Cummings’ Islington home. They accepted, reluctantly, that Gove wouldn’t stand himself, but they wanted to row back from the unconditional promise of support that Gove had offered Johnson shortly after Cameron’s surprise resignation. An aide recalls that Cummings was clear: ‘You are going to be Chancellor, Michael, run the Brexit negotiations with the EU, and run the civil service.’

‘But I don’t think any one person can run all three,’ Gove protested.

‘You don’t have to – others will look after the rest: you do the Treasury.’

‘But I can’t be Chancellor.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I can’t add up.’

‘Others will do the numbers.’

‘That wouldn’t work.’

‘Look, Osborne couldn’t do the numbers either and was a figurehead. We will get a team of ninjas for you to do the negotiations. Don’t worry. You’ll be the top man.’

Gove was becoming visibly flustered about the whole prospect, but to Cummings, the success of the post-referendum project hinged on Johnson and Gove continuing to work in tandem, as they had during the campaign. Holding the team together was an article of faith for him. ‘Dom was a total force of nature,’ says Vote Leave press chief Paul Stephenson.33 ‘He had brought these guys together, he held them together. But the second he was out, it began to fall apart.’

At some point over the next few days (accounts vary), Gove had second thoughts, while Johnson’s team dug in, with Wallace, Crosby and Walden deeply suspicious of Gove and the arrival of Cummings. United during Brexit, now, on the verge of the ultimate prize in politics, Downing Street, the teams around the principals fumbled the keys over who would step through the door. Both wanted to maximize their own futures in the Brave New World they had unleashed. Like Johnson, Gove liked to listen to the views of his court of trusted advisers around him, weighing up their differing advice. Aides Simone Finn, Henry Cook and Henry Newman, as well as his then wife Sarah Vine, argued robustly for him to stand against Johnson, arguing that they had seen he was simply not up to the top job. ‘That may be true,’ Stephenson and fellow aide Henry de Zoete said, but he shouldn’t run now, arguing that it would be political suicide for his senior lieutenant to turn on him: ‘You’ll never recover.’ Gove listened and weighed up the arguments before deciding to take Johnson head-on. In his mind, he felt he himself could have made the major impact on the referendum, he’d been in the front line, given the cause the intellectual weight that Johnson hadn’t, and that he now had a much better organized and better prepared campaign to pitch than Johnson. Particularly disconcerting for him was Johnson offering him the post of his campaign manager, and then blithely saying that he should share it with one of his own team. ‘It was all so lackadaisical. I just didn’t think his heart was really in being Prime Minister,’ says an aide on the campaign.

‘I’m running for this,’ Gove reportedly phoned Crosby to say.

‘You mean the campaign? I don’t understand,’ he replied.

‘No, I’m going to run to be Prime Minister.’

‘What? Have you told Boris?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Don’t you think you better, mate?’ the Australian replied, failing to conceal his anger.

Johnson’s team had been worried. They had been hearing concerning reports throughout the day. Key members of the team had gone missing. They couldn’t understand what was happening. Crosby decided to leave it ten to fifteen minutes before talking it over with Johnson, to allow Gove to break the news to him over the phone.

‘Good day, matey,’ Crosby said nervously on arrival.

‘I’ve just got out of the shower,’ said a relaxed Boris Johnson.

‘Has Michael phoned?’

‘No, why?’

‘Because he’s running for the leadership.’

There followed a very long silence.

‘I guess it’s all over then.’

‘Don’t take any rash decisions,’ Crosby advised (as relayed to the authors by a third party).

Johnson was absolutely stunned by the news. ‘Boris cannot provide the leadership or build and unite the team in order to take this country forward,’ Gove announced to a dumbfounded public. Never before had a colleague turned against Johnson like that. His trust in others, never in great supply before, would not recover; it scarred him. ‘It was one of the very few times I saw him in tears,’ says one of his colleagues. ‘He didn’t trust anyone again,’ says a family member. ‘I don’t know if he ever quite trusted his old friends or even his family in the same way.’

Johnson quickly assembled his close team at his temporary campaign headquarters. Should he continue without Gove? The switching to Gove of former party leader Michael Howard was viewed as an ominous sign. ‘We spent a long time talking it through,’ says Crosby. ‘It has to be a decision for both of you,’ he told Johnson and Marina. Johnson pressed his master election strategist for an opinion. ‘It will be tight.’ Crosby’s worry was that if he continued in the race, Gove would maintain his damaging line of attack. Indications of support given by some one hundred MPs had fallen to an estimated forty on Gove’s news. ‘We might no longer win,’ Fulbrook said. Johnson went upstairs with his wife: neither have spoken in public about what passed between them, but when they came down again, their decision was clear cut. ‘I’m not going ahead. I can’t win this time.’ Those present detected a look of resignation, even relief on his face. Case closed? Not quite.

‘I’m not sure I made the right decision,’ he said twice in his car as he was driven away. ‘Typical Boris,’ says an aide who was with him in the car. ‘He has never quite known what he should do.’ ‘The lesson he absorbed,’ says a close confidant, who believes Johnson should never have listened to the advice to quit, ‘was don’t ever resign again. I think that explains why he clung on for so long as Prime Minister in 2022.’

Gove, who was knocked out shortly after and whose standing with Conservative MPs never recovered, was disturbed at the seismic events he had unleashed. He later told Osborne that he had saved the country from the ‘sheer horror’ of a Johnson premiership in 2016 (as he said he tried to by standing again in 2019). But equally, Gove realized he was isolated in a dangerous no man’s land, and he set out trying to rebuild bridges quickly. So, just days after turning on him, he decided to write Johnson a letter saying that ‘your place in history will be guaranteed’ because he had been the leader of Vote Leave. When no word came back, and with Gove now sacked by the new Conservative PM Theresa May and jobless, he pitched up unannounced at 10.30 p.m. to Johnson’s office in the House of Commons. Walden, realizing it was going to be extremely awkward, motioned silently to leave. Johnson shot back a look and stayed rooted to the spot. ‘My intuition was he wanted me there because it would restrain him from socking Michael. When I was sure that he wouldn’t strike him, I left them alone to argue it out.’ Returning home in the car to Islington later that evening Johnson intoned several times ‘what the f**k’, totally confused about what Gove had been trying to say.

Had Gove not struck out, had Johnson not stood down, had he won the crown there and then, the next few years would have been very different. Theresa May would never have become Prime Minister: for all her dedication and hard work over her three years, she was unable to secure a deal on Britain’s exit from the EU. Johnson could have been a totally different Prime Minister to her in 2016, driving a harder bargain with the EU and perhaps securing an earlier and a better deal than the one he eventually achieved four years later. Marina Wheeler too would have been by his side in No. 10, a mature woman and a strong restraining hand on her husband, ready to rein him in when needed. His former wife might not have been physically present throughout his premiership, but she is one (of two) ghostly presences to hover over it. Ambitious Brexiteer Gove rather than the frugal and pro-Remain Philip Hammond would have become Chancellor, and the momentum and verve of Vote Leave would have remained unbroken.

Critically, more of Johnson’s City Hall team would have transferred straight across, even if they were not the total solution. But by 2019, several had moved on. Without the three years of bitterness that ensued, tearing the party apart, Johnson would have had the chance in July 2016 to pick a much stronger and more broad-based Cabinet team. Many who knew Johnson best believe he would have been a much better Prime Minister three years earlier. Gove’s decision to take him out is thus one of the most momentous in the political history of the century so far.

Most likely, Johnson would have been even more exposed than he was in 2019. His tendencies towards chaos, grandstanding and inability to govern consistently on a day-to-day basis may have been containable when Mayor – not so when Prime Minister. The lack of experience at the top level in his City Hall team would quickly have been exposed, Johnson’s difficulty in either grasping the levers of government or entrusting power to those around him who could being no less evident than in 2019–22. Factionalization within No. 10 would have erupted still, Cummings’ coarseness and centralization of power making infighting an inevitability. There is little in the pages that follow to suggest Johnson’s fatal flaws could have been mitigated if only the timing were different.

Foreign Secretary, 2016–18

Not becoming Prime Minister in July 2016 did, in fact, have a potential silver lining for Johnson: it gave him the chance to prove his mettle and learn the trade in a top Cabinet post. How was he to fare? With almost unseemly haste, May moved into Downing Street on 13 July. ‘I bet it’s the Ministry of Paperclips,’ he confided gloomily to aides when she invited him into No. 10 to discuss jobs. A Cabinet reflecting all shades in the party was her aim, and she could hardly ignore her biggest beast. ‘I’m going to be the effing bloody Foreign Secretary!’ he texted friends when he came out, inwardly thrilled, outwardly making light of it. His eyes had watered when she offered him the job, recalls Fiona Hill, who was with May in the Cabinet Room. ‘Blown away, gobsmacked,’ recalls Nick Timothy, May’s other top aide. ‘This is a great honour,’ Johnson told the new PM. ‘Having played a part in making Brexit happen, I feel real responsibility for making sure that it works out.’ Timothy, a passionate Brexiteer, was not entirely sure if Johnson believed, as he uttered the words, it would work out. May left him with this message: ‘You and I have had a patchy history, but I know there are two Borises. One deadly serious, intellectual, capable and a very effective person; the other, playing-around Boris. I want this to be your opportunity to show you can be the former.’34 Rarely did she utter a more perceptive personal observation.

‘He expected and hoped for a job,’ says Lister, ‘but he hadn’t expected anything as big as Foreign Secretary.’35 He was now, after May herself and Hammond as the new Chancellor, the third most senior figure in the government. He achieved the job that Cameron and Osborne had dangled in front of him earlier in the year, the ideal platform for him to develop his experience as a Cabinet minister at the national level. He was captivated by foreign policy too, while knowing little about the issues when he arrived at the Foreign Office. He had loved his trip in 2008 to the Beijing Olympics and discovering that his magic and personal idiosyncrasies could translate abroad, and a trip in 2014 to Erbil in Iraq with Nadhim Zahawi, organized by Lister, had also been a highlight. ‘That visit gave him a real taste for foreign travel,’ Lister recalls, ‘but he didn’t enjoy being Foreign Secretary nearly as much as he had London Mayor.’

One reason was Johnson’s freedom had been constrained from the very outset. The creation of the new Department for Exiting the European Union (DExEU; under David Davis) took away from the Foreign Secretary the single most important objective of the government, a Brexit deal, while the creation of the Department for International Trade (under Liam Fox) prised away from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) its high-profile work on securing post-Brexit trade deals. He nevertheless began with high hopes, as his new department had of him after diligent but dour Hammond. Officials liked working for him. ‘He was a breath of fresh air. He was nice to everyone. He cracked jokes. He said “thank you”. Basic stuff, but it had been missing,’ says a senior diplomat. Simon McDonald, the permanent under-secretary, was all too aware that his department had a pro-Remain reputation, and strove to assure the new boss of their loyalty. ‘The office was intrigued and excited to have, just three weeks after the referendum, the one-man embodiment of Vote Leave, the biggest personality in government,’ he says.36

But within very few months, Johnson had become disillusioned. He found May impossible, evasive and even rude. ‘He’d always be wanting to have meetings with her and she’d say, “No, sorry, I’m too busy.” She never wanted his input, on Brexit, or on any other matter. In Cabinet, she could be uncharacteristically cutting. A regular phrase, which made some Cabinet colleagues wince, was “no, Boris, it’s not that simple”.’37 May herself finally lost patience with him after only nine months over a leak to the Sun about her refusal to back air strikes in Syria. From then on, they were at war.

Desperate to make a mark on the historic office, Johnson’s attention turned to exploring whether a new relationship could be built with Russia, against strong resistance from No. 10, and building up personal relationships, including with Mohammed bin Salman, Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, Khalifa bin Zayed, President of the United Arab Emirates, and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, President of Egypt, none of them committed to democracy or human rights. But with Chrystia Freeland, his opposite number in Canada, also a former journalist, he most certainly was interested in building a strong bond. ‘He would have their mobile numbers on speed dial and drive the civil service crazy, because he just phoned them up,’ says an official. While some diplomats delighted in his gift for striking relations with foreign ministers, others, he realized to his annoyance, didn’t have a high opinion of him: ‘He suddenly found himself Foreign Secretary without a clue how to do it,’ says one of that persuasion. He felt patronized by some officials, whose hopes of a big-hitter turned to disillusion with his lack of seriousness. He has an acute nose for when people don’t rate him, and they had a scarring effect on him, shaping his jaundiced attitude to the civil service as an institution once he became Prime Minister; inevitable, given it was the only Whitehall department he worked in. But equally, he was over-ready to see offence when none was intended, especially if egged on by partisan aides.

Because the Prime Minister had appointed a known political enemy as Foreign Secretary, it made it harder for him to be taken seriously at home and abroad. ‘Within the EU, leaders held him personally responsible for Brexit,’ says his most senior official, Simon McDonald, who was to play a significant part in his downfall.38 He trusted McDonald to get on and run the service, but was close to a small group of officials, notably Philip Barton, whose work on the Salisbury poisonings in 2018 he admired for his hands-on style, and whom he appointed as McDonald’s successor in 2020: ‘The most effective public servant I have ever seen,’ he said of him. Permanent Representatives to the EU Tim Barrow and to the UN Karen Pierce along with Martin Reynolds, his principal private secretary (PPS), were others with whom he chimed (all of whom he promoted once Prime Minister). But on Europe, in as far as his opinions counted with May, he ceded total control to former diplomat David Frost: ‘He became his EU brain: he knew the detail, he knew all the arguments, he wrote his minutes on the EU to Cabinet – and he knew that Johnson was very happy to be guided by him,’ says a senior observer. ‘We just both hit it off. He wanted an expert to help navigate him on the EU,’ says Frost. ‘He knew I knew the ropes a lot better and could explain to him in detail what was happening. His political team recognized there weren’t many people who understood the wiring, how to get decisions through the system and get things to land. That was my value to them.’39

The novelty of being Foreign Secretary soon wore off. His mind turned increasingly to other matters, including his hopes of the top job. Gaining supportive coverage in the Tory press was essential. But he knew Times and Sun owner Rupert Murdoch, and Paul Dacre, editor-in-chief of the Daily Mail, had less use for him now that he had served his purpose and the referendum had been won. They thought he was a dilettante, a philanderer, lacking seriousness. While working out how to win them round, he tried a parallel track of phoning Evening Standard owner Alexander Lebedev after the announcement that Sarah Sands was standing down as editor in January 2017 and suggesting he succeed her. Arch-rival Osborne was preferred. Johnson extracted part revenge when, in October 2022, after he ceased to be Prime Minister, he turned down the offer to edit the paper.

By mid-2017 he was growing despondent, still more so when May, then at the height of her power, called a surprise early general election which she looked destined to win, leaving him out in the cold for years. Cabinet colleagues remember him looking totally black and thunderous when she sprung the news on them. ‘He knew he was f**ked, totally despondent’, is how a Cabinet witness describes his reaction. But the deplorable election result for the Conservatives, with a chastened May barely clinging on to power thanks to a deal with Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), cheered him greatly and gave him fresh hope. So weak was she, he toyed with the idea of striking against her there and then. Chief Whip Gavin Williamson went across to the Foreign Office to disabuse him of the notion: ‘You’re not going to be moving against her, are you, Boris?’ Johnson considered whether Williamson meant it as a question or a threat.40 Williamson, the holder of many secrets, could be very intimidating when he thought the occasion demanded. Which he thought it did now. ‘If you move against her, our pact with the DUP will crumble, we will have a general election, and Corbyn will be Prime Minister,’ he told Johnson slowly and deliberately, never once taking his eyes off him. ‘Absolutely not,’ Johnson stuttered out, assuring him, ‘I won’t do anything to undermine her. I will be completely supportive.’ The meeting lasted just twenty minutes, but it gave May’s team the answer they needed.

Indicative of her perilous state is what May said to the 1922 Committee of Tory backbenchers days later when she admitted that the general election result was her fault alone. ‘I will serve only as long as you want me to serve,’ she said. This was a clear signal to Johnson, David Davis and other would-be challengers that she wouldn’t fight another general election. ‘Back off for now: your moment will come’, was her message.

From the New Year, a small group of Cummings, Frost and Cain (now Johnson’s media adviser) began to meet on Friday afternoons to plot Johnson’s way forward. The crunch point came at the Brexit summit at Chequers in July 2018, when May tried to corral her Cabinet into agreeing her plan. At first, Johnson lent support, leading a toast to her plan at the dinner at the elegant country house following their discussions. But when whispers of Davis’s resignation as Brexit Secretary reached him, he agonized during the weekend over whether to resign himself, petrified that he might be jumping prematurely. He was due to appear at the NATO summit in Brussels the following week, and he didn’t want to miss US President Trump’s imminent visit to the UK.

News of Davis’s resignation over May’s deal brought matters to a crisis point. Frost, Cain and Ben Gascoigne, whom he had brought over from City Hall, were convinced he should go. ‘If you don’t resign now, No. 10 will try to bind you into her Chequers deal forever, and you will lose your moral authority,’ Cain told him. A tortured Monday morning of talks at his official residence in Carlton Gardens followed. It meant he missed his leading role hosting a summit on the Western Balkans that day: ‘His antics’, according to The Economist, rendered the summit ‘like a scene from one of the Carry On films’.41

May repeatedly tried to call him, and when she eventually got through Johnson was all over the place. ‘What are you planning to do, Boris?’ she asked pointedly. He dithered, prevaricated and talked in circles until finally he blurted out that he would step down.42 He could not stay any longer in the ‘gilded cage’ of the Foreign Office, as his staffdescribed it, and duly wrote his resignation letter declaring that the ‘dream’ of Brexit was being ‘suffocated by needless self-doubt’.43

‘While David Davis left over a genuine difference to be respected,’ says May’s Chief of Staff Gavin Barwell, ‘Johnson resigned thinking not about the country but about his own narrow position.’44 His prospects of becoming Prime Minister, not the precise merits of her deal, certainly weighed most heavily with Johnson, if not with Frost. If he could secure a better post-Brexit settlement for the country once in Downing Street, all would be forgiven, he reasoned.

Johnson had showed periodically, as in his leadership of his opposite numbers abroad after the Salisbury poisonings, the kind of Foreign Secretary he could have been. But overall, he fell short. As May feared, the ‘bad Johnson’ eventually came out on top. The best Foreign Secretaries prevailed against the difficulties they faced, and Johnson certainly had many. He had the opportunity to be a star on the international stage, for all the scepticism about him, setting out clearly what ‘Global Britain’ meant after Brexit. Frost and Cummings on one side, and his officials on the other, were equally disappointed by his dearth of strategic thought, notwithstanding his periodic stands such as championing women’s education. His political team noted with alarm how easily he could be pushed around in his thinking by his officials when bored or unsure of his ground, especially on issues where Frost and Gascoigne opposed conventional thinking, such as on Johnson’s support of the Iran nuclear deal. They were happy enough to influence Johnson themselves, but unhappy when officials did so.

He confirmed the scepticism about him at home and abroad with a series of gaffes, including attempted jokes about dead bodies in Libya, reciting colonial-era verses in Myanmar by the unfashionable Rudyard Kipling, but none more egregious than his inept comments about British Iranian national Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, who had been imprisoned in Iran while visiting her family on charges of spying. Johnson wrongly claimed that she was ‘simply teaching people journalism’, which was seized upon by Iran as proof she was spreading ‘propaganda against the regime’ and resulted in her continued incarceration in Iran until March 2022. Damage at home to his credibility was exacerbated by his disingenuously flying to Kabul in June 2018 to avoid having to vote against the government in the Commons on Heathrow Airport’s expansion which he vigorously opposed.

‘Johnson’s job as Foreign Secretary was to convince the world that Brexit did not mean Britain’s withdrawal from global affairs. The question remains: what is British foreign policy? It is a question that Boris Johnson’s successor will have to answer’, was the verdict of the BBC’s James Landale.45 Few argued with that judgement.

Nor did his two years at the FCO see him grow in understanding about the seriousness of such a senior post. There was little sense that he understood, as he had told May on appointment, the ‘honour’ element of the role. Frivolity and an evasion of responsibility were never far away. His ‘f**k business’ comment, made to an ambassador regarding the fears of industry leaders over Brexit in June 2018,46 might have been mitigated if his remorse had been convincing. But he didn’t feel remorse: he was livid with business for its negativity towards Brexit. He took attacks on Brexit as a vendetta against himself and his role in bringing it about. His easy-going attitude and liberal openness to the views of others was being gradually supplanted by a vindictive dismissiveness, always lurking below the surface, of those who criticized him or failed to take him seriously. Searching questions about his personal morals and affairs continued to plague him too, detracting from his stature, not least after Marina had finally left him in the spring (the news becoming public in September). Questions were asked about his new partner, Carrie Symonds, after he tried to bring her in as chief of staff at the FCO, and was found with her in his office in a compromising position. Moral issues of fidelity to his wife and honour aside, it raised concerns about how far he could be trusted with – or even grasped – sensitive state intelligence.

Johnson had forged some important personal relationships that were to bear fruit later, but had learned little of value as Foreign Secretary about leadership to take forward with him into Downing Street, least of all about the kind of people on whom he would have to rely, and about how to define strategy then deliver it. ‘I didn’t see any great imprint on him from his time as Foreign Secretary. He was much more a Mayor of London PM than a Foreign Secretary PM’, is the verdict of a senior official. A squandered opportunity that was to cost him dear.

Wilderness Months and the Leadership Contest: 2018–19

Johnson was out in the cold, like his great hero Churchill had been in the 1930s. Like Churchill in his wilderness years, Johnson stared into the abyss of political and career annihilation, with no way back, just as Churchill had feared. Gove had returned to Cabinet, still unreconciled with Johnson and eager for a second tilt at the big prize, while stars from the Eurosceptic 2010 Conservative parliamentary intake were emerging on the right including Dominic Raab, Jacob Rees-Mogg and Liz Truss, threatening to block off his ‘mount the attack from the right’ strategy. ‘He went through two or three months of feeling pretty downbeat’ following his resignation, says Frost.47 ‘Did I do the right thing, do you think, by resigning?’ he would repeatedly ask close advisers, who bore the brunt of nursing a dejected Johnson through this dark period, ‘sitting together in what we called his punishment room in Parliament. It reminded us of Porridge [the 1970s television series set in a prison],’ recalls one aide. But light was beginning to shine from the North. Cummings, after prolonged hibernation, was beginning to stir his limbs: ‘unbeknown to absolutely anybody’, he began to be influential on Johnson’s mind again. Frost too, though no longer officially on his team, was a regular prison visitor, shaping and emboldening the jail bird.

With the annual party conference in Birmingham looming, Nigel Farage raised adrenaline levels by announcing his return to front line politics to ‘fight back’ against May’s ‘fraudulent’ Chequers deal. Johnson had to break free, seizing the initiative to burst back on the scene on 9 September, describing her deal as a ‘suicide vest… We look like a seven-stone weakling being comically bent out of shape by a 500lb gorilla.’ FCO Minister Alan Duncan attacked his former boss’s comments on suicide vests as ‘one of the most disgusting moments in modern British politics’. Unbowed, Johnson forged ahead, using his reborn weekly column in the Telegraph to ascend to new levels of historical hyperbole to tear into the ‘constitutional abomination’ with a stretched comparison. May’s Chequers deal would mean that ‘for the first time since 1066 our leaders [would be] deliberately acquiescing in foreign rule’.48 Days later, he was describing her deal as ‘deranged’. Big beasts on the right vied shamelessly to outdo each other in the strength of their condemnation of the Prime Minister’s proposal. It was an unedifying spectacle.

Deeply happy to be back among adoring crowds at the party conference for the first time since his resignation, he told delegates at a fringe event that May’s deal was ‘dangerous and unstable, politically and economically… This is not what we voted for… locked in the tractor beam of Brussels.’ The audience loved it. Johnson was on top of the world again as he strutted along the corridors being slapped on the back. May would not let his taunting go unanswered. In a speech described by ITV’s political editor Robert Peston as ‘arguably her most important’,49 she gave a ringing put-down to Johnson for his earlier business expletive, saying the Tories’ job was to ‘back business’. His popularity with the general public plummeted after the conference, a YouGov poll showing his net favourability declined from minus 28 before the conference to minus 35 after it.50

Depression, never very far away, descended again on Johnson. But not for long this time. As May’s star waned again that autumn, Johnson’s spirits rose. He found happiness too in his blossoming relationship with Carrie Symonds, and was able to draw on her experience as a media adviser who had worked at Conservative headquarters. After all the anguish of separating from Marina, Carrie gave him newfound levels of contentment and confidence for the ultimate challenge ahead. While some colleagues were happy for them, her arrival on the scene caused divisions too, and sparked cynicism from some: ‘She was simply the girl of the moment when the music stopped. Hardly made for stability around him.’ Unfavourable comparisons were soon being made with Marina for her measured and moderating influence. Aides became disconcerted then jealous at the constant stream of WhatsApp messages Carrie was sending him as a switched-on figure highly engaged in day-to-day politics.

The hope was that, with Carrie Symonds, Johnson would put his ‘trouser problem’, as a friend described it, behind him and finally turn over a new leaf. He had ground to make up. A dossier about his private life and foibles was passed to the Sunday Times at the time of the party conference, containing ‘a catalogue of lurid allegations… and damning assessments of his character’, which further ruffled the atmosphere.51 Jennifer Arcuri, the American technology entrepreneur with whom it was said he had an affair from 2012, formed part of the tawdry background. No. 10 flatly denied responsibility for circulating the document, though it emerged that it had been produced originally by May’s team during the Conservative leadership election in 2016, but not released. Such, even then, was the depth of the May–Johnson animosity.

The May premiership’s protracted and painful death throughout the first half of 2019, and Johnson’s ascent to be crowned Prime Minister on 24 July that year, has been told in our previous volume, May at 10. We highlight here merely features which foreshadow his behaviour once in Downing Street. Long before May announced on 24 May she would resign as Prime Minister, Johnson’s team had been stealthily at work, orchestrated initially from his Commons office by Cain. The contest, according to rules introduced in 1998 by then Tory leader William Hague, had two parts: whittling candidates down to a final two during 13–20 June in the race for support among Conservative MPs, and then a vote by Conservative members in the country on those two. The outcome of the latter contest was considered a foregone conclusion – given his stellar national profile and popularity, Johnson would win hands down against all-comers. The beef was thus on getting him into the final two in the first leg, and that outcome was far from certain.

In 2016, Johnson had been coming at the leadership fresh off his success as London Mayor and leader of Vote Leave. In the following three years, he had not covered himself in glory. The Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe controversy and the trip to Afghanistan during the Heathrow vote were standout black marks with MPs. After the latter, arch-supporter Nigel Adams had remarked, ‘We are totally f**ked now. He’ll never come back from that.’

‘The task of making Boris Johnson Prime Minister was far harder in 2019 than it would have been in 2016,’ his team believed, in the words of one member. Raab, Davis and Gove had emerged as far more convincing flag wavers for the Brexit cause since 2016. The European Research Group (ERG), a group of hardline Eurosceptics within the parliamentary Conservative Party, was far from persuaded that he was a true hard Brexit believer, the knowledge of which made him tack more and more in their direction. Steely Raab, talked of as the coming man, went further and said he would be willing to countenance ‘no deal’ and to do whatever it took to secure Brexit, music to the ears of many on the right of the party after three years of failure to agree under May. ‘Raab was the person we needed to eliminate as he was splitting Boris’s vote. He was our first target,’ says one of Johnson’s team. Throughout the campaign, as at No. 10, Johnson was far more wary of the right than centre-ground MPs. Some of Johnson’s mainstream supporters from 2016 too were certainly not back in the fold. Wallace for one made it clear he had no confidence in his new campaign, while others were angry that he had caved in so quickly in 2016, leaving them high and dry.

The civil wars that characterized Johnson’s time in Downing Street, his verbal incontinence, inability to provide strategic leadership and his domination by powerful aides were all foreshadowed in the campaign. His two principal lieutenants, ex-MP James Wharton and May’s hatchet-man Williamson, had a dim view of the rabble of MPs which Johnson had assembled around him. One adviser described them as like the Addams Family or the Munsters. ‘When I joined, the momentum was with Raab; Boris was seen as a spent force. That all changed when James and I started knocking it into shape,’ says Williamson.52 Iron discipline was instituted, as they tried against the odds to whip the unruly Johnson into some kind of shape. He was given strict instructions on which MPs to see, had a timekeeper to hold him to twenty-minute slots and was told to read just half a page of information on each MP to pretend he knew something about them. It became embarrassingly obvious early on that he knew precious few Conservative MPs.

Johnson’s willingness to say anything to anyone to gain their backing became a nightmare for his minders. Wild promises were made about seats in the House of Lords, public offices, ambassadorships, posts in No. 10 and more. ‘So we drafted in Grant Shapps to sit in the room and make a careful note of what on earth Boris was promising,’ says Williamson.

His team were savvy, knowing exactly which MPs to publicize had joined the bandwagon. A decisive coup was the headline article in The Times on 5 June that three ‘future talents’ and established careerists, Rishi Sunak, Oliver Dowden and Robert Jenrick, were to back Johnson – ‘We hit Gove hard: he thought that all three were his people and in the bag,’ says one Johnson campaigner. More than that, it showed that Johnson could attract serious centrists. They proved vital, tipping the balance in his favour. On that very day, the bookies declared Johnson the front runner.

Sunak had been key to persuading Dowden and Jenrick. Carrie Symonds was key to persuading Sunak. She was worried that Johnson’s ‘Brexity’ image was out of touch with young media-savvy technocrats in the party. So she engineered the evening that took place on Bank Holiday Monday, 27 May, at Jenrick’s Westminster home in Vincent Square. ‘I want to recapture the spirit of my mayoralty, bring the team into Downing Street, and run the country in the same inclusive spirit,’ Johnson told them, using the phrase ‘levelling up’, the first time any of them had heard it. ‘I want to raise living standards across the whole country,’ he announced with growing confidence. None were sure he could win and that he wouldn’t do a runner, as in 2016. But they listened to his eloquent flow attentively. ‘I hope I’ve passed my viva,’ said a departing Johnson as he and Carrie left them alone to discuss his audition. Sunak said he thought Jeremy Hunt would be a much better administrator as PM from his chair in the Cabinet Room, but that he didn’t think he had it in him to win a general election. They concluded that, for all their reservations, only Johnson had any chance of beating Corbyn and ending the prolonged Brexit impasse. The other candidates would either get outmanoeuvred by an impossible Parliament when playing within the rules (as May experienced), or lack the necessary popularity to take on Corbyn at an election, or both. That was the Faustian pact (one of several to feature in our story) they and many others knowingly entered into.

Keeping Johnson focused once the novelty of the campaign wore off remained a challenge. ‘He was so totally disorganized. We had to keep the pressure on him to give MPs a call. He remained evasive and we kept the heat on him till he proved he had called them,’ a campaigner says. Johnson had learned it was very easy to pass vivas when you told the examiners exactly what they wanted to hear. It raised a question that no one at the time wanted to address: if Johnson would say anything to win people over now, and if he was so open to being manipulated as he had been during the leadership contest, how would he fare in the infinitely more complex world of being Prime Minister?

Once his team had seen off Raab, Johnson’s never-far-away suspicions of Gove screeched back to the surface. The folklore among his team was that, ‘after knifing him in 2016, Gove had taken off with all the data on MPs’ voting intentions’. As a result, his team decided that no one else but themselves should have access to the data in 2019, which is why it ended up in the hands of Shapps.

When all other candidates were eliminated bar Johnson, Gove and Hunt, the team pounced. ‘Boris was worried about Gove throughout, the concern being that 2016 might be repeated somehow. None of us wanted Michael in the final, who we thought was dangerous and clever, whereas we felt Jeremy Hunt was much more manageable and less likely to cause lasting damage. It seemed clear Boris also wanted rid of Michael because he wanted to get his own back for what had gone on the last time,’ says Wharton.53 Williamson now brought his dark arts into play. He broached Cameron’s Chief Whip, Patrick McLoughlin, who was running Hunt’s campaign, with a kill-Gove offer he couldn’t refuse. ‘They were very reluctant at first, but then relented. They agreed to some of our own secure votes being transferred to Jeremy as the way to dump Michael into third place. It worked. Beating Jeremy was then dead easy.’

His team’s ‘shock and awe’ tactics proved successful. In the fifth and final ballot on 20 June, Johnson secured 51 per cent of the votes from MPs, Hunt 24.6 per cent and Gove, with just two fewer MPs in support, 24 per cent. Little noticed by his team at the time was that MPs had not voted for him because of any inchoate ideas he might have advanced, but because he was the man to get Brexit done and to beat Corbyn. It was a contract, transactional merely, not bonded by love. The second stage, with grassroots party members casting their vote, proved uneventful. With Johnson so clearly the front runner, his team saw no advantage in launching their unguided missile on TV debates, turning down ones planned by Sky News and the BBC, agreeing only to an ITV debate hosted by Julie Etchingham on 9 July. In the end, Johnson cruised home on 23 July with 66.4 per cent of the members’ votes to Hunt’s 33.6 per cent.

Carrie Symonds’ desperation to avoid a repetition of 2016, her pronounced opinions about the campaign and the personnel running it had made for a stormy time, not least when she wanted Wharton and Williamson, as well as Fullbrook, running the contest in the country sacked and her own (younger) people and (more progressive) priorities inserted. Insiders were at a loss to know how far Johnson’s views were his own and how far they were hers. They were to encounter the same conundrum in Downing Street.

Seeing how deeply committed Johnson was to Carrie, and sensing her suspicions about his old City Hall team, his team trod on eggshells, trying to accommodate her on the campaign trail and head off the inevitably intense media interest. ‘No one is showing her love or respect,’ Johnson would complain to his team after flare-ups such as when he ignored their advice to stay overnight in Manchester rather than return to London after the solitary ITV debate. The most serious clash came after a complaint was made about the couple rowing at her South London flat in the early hours of Friday 21 June, when the police were called. ‘He didn’t tell us until thirty minutes before the story broke,’ says one of his team. ‘It was so typically Boris, so self-centred, thoughtless, unnecessary.’ The instant fear on the campaign was that the story of the two shouting at each other, followed by ‘slamming and banging’,54 would derail Johnson’s bid and remind MPs that his proclivity for attracting scandals may have been entertaining as Mayor, but could be damaging for a Prime Minister. In fact, it proved nothing more than a minor blip, fizzling out over that weekend.

The legitimate future role of the partner of the Prime Minister, especially one experienced in politics and anxious to be politically active, needed to have been defined and ground rules agreed before the couple entered Downing Street. But they weren’t, in part because of uncertainty about whether he would be bringing Carrie in with him: he was very tight about his intentions, perhaps, some close to him thought, because he didn’t know whether she would join him in Downing Street. So only the most perfunctory of conversations took place about her duties and responsibilities, with inevitable consequences.

Johnson was about to be crowned king. His lifelong ambition was achieved. But how long before those three untempered character traits, outlined above, bubbled up to the surface once in No. 10? For how long would he be there?

Not long, Johnson feared. Immediate concerns were securing a Brexit deal, discussed in the next chapter, and winning a general election to secure his own mandate, discussed in Chapter 3. In the crucial days leading up to his entering No. 10 on 24 July, once the outcome of the run-off against Hunt was clear, decisions were made that shaped his premiership – and consequently the nation – from top to bottom. Johnson found trusting anyone extremely difficult at the best of times. But, fatefully, ‘he felt the whole establishment was against him. He didn’t trust anyone other than his tight circle,’ says Lister.55 ‘The civil service is out to destroy me,’ he confided in his close colleague. Brexit tribalism had seeped deep into his veins. He was never an ERG-style true believer in Brexit, but he knew that his future, and avoiding being the shortest-serving Prime Minister in history, depended on him getting a deal through, even threatening no deal to secure it, upending the constitution, and giving undertakings which he knew were not watertight. He was the master now, and an article of faith among Team Johnson was that Whitehall and Westminster could not be trusted, even if he and they had only the haziest experience of both.

A fateful meeting with Peter Hill, May’s PPS, and James Slack, official spokesman at No. 10, intended to establish Johnson’s broad plans for government in the weeks leading up to him entering Downing Street, had gone badly. Hill was a high-grade, proven civil servant, but Johnson had taken a dislike to him when he had been May’s top official. Nor had his working before that for Remainer high priest Peter Mandelson in the EU helped Hill’s cause. Had Johnson rushed to judgement prematurely? ‘They thought it was a total shambles. They didn’t think we knew what we were talking about when we discussed how to operationalize our plan for the first thirty days. Boris looked confused throughout the meeting,’ says one present. Hill and Slack were right. Johnson and his team were totally at sea, not least in contrast to Blair and Cameron who had spent months planning their No. 10 operations. On the cusp of Rome, Johnson had begun panicking. ‘He was worried that we would start in No. 10 without the team to deliver the plan. In 2008 he had arrived at City Hall without one and Conservative Central Office had foisted people onto him,’ says Lister. Every new Prime Minister and their team arrive in Downing Street with a deep suspicion of their predecessors; but never like this.56

After the meeting Cain grabbed Johnson and told him that he needed some serious, on-message figures in his No. 10 team or he would be out by Christmas. ‘I don’t care if it’s Lynton [Crosby] or if it’s Dom running it as chief of staff, but we need somebody incredibly serious and capable to run this,’ Cain was heard to say. Crosby was not interested in the job and, besides, was in bad odour with Symonds after his concerns over the reported shouting incident with Johnson at her flat the previous month. Cummings, though, she backed strongly: ‘They will make mincemeat of Boris unless you are there with him,’ she said. Cain too, to whom Johnson was wedded, enthusiastically agreed; so did others in the core Vote Leave team, who were beginning to gravitate in these final days around Johnson. This included Mirza’s husband, the mysterious Dougie Smith, who had established himself as a fixer for the Conservative Party in the 2000s. Despite his prominence as a power-broker for over two decades, including working with party leaders, he maintained an all but invisible digital footprint.57 His exact role when entering No. 10 was so uncertain, having a desk in the Downing Street political office yet not being employed as a special adviser, that the Telegraph claimed it was ‘as though he does not exist’.58

Worried about the gulf between the incoming Prime Minister’s increasingly polarized team and the civil service, Lister arranged a private dinner at the discreet Alfred’s Club in Mayfair, just Johnson, Lister, Cabinet Secretary Mark Sedwill and his deputy Helen MacNamara. ‘Look, Boris,’ Lister told him, ‘you might not trust them, but you’re going to need to work with them.’ ‘Boris was on best behaviour,’ one recalls. ‘We will help you all the way with whatever you want to do’, was the message the two officials gave. They talked over his team and the strategy, Johnson outlined his ambitions for office with huge gusto if little precision, and the officials left thinking that all had been agreed. After many months of uncertainty and near-anarchy since 2016, it seemed to them that order would be re-established at the heart of government.

In the days before preparing to enter No. 10, with officials arranging the transition in nearby Admiralty House, Johnson took them to one side. ‘I want to bring in Dominic Cummings,’ he announced. He looked at them and waited for them to respond. The officials sensed his disappointment when they didn’t react as he expected. ‘It’s a decision I might live to regret,’ he said as he swept away.





[image: Illustration]


Johnson signing the trade deal with the EU, David Frost looking sternly on
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BREXIT

To Boris Johnson, there existed a cause more important than Britain’s economic interest. Something more compelling than the stability of Britain’s relationship with the United States and Europe, which had twice ripped itself apart in the last century in the bloodiest wars in history. Something of higher purpose than the stability of the United Kingdom indeed, with its delicate relationship with Northern Ireland and its contested bond with Scotland.

What could that be?

His own career and prospects of reaching and remaining in Downing Street.

It does not mean that Johnson lacked profound reservations and misgivings about the European Union, not least its vaulting and growing political ambitions, its byzantine bureaucracy and above all its constant gnawing away at the sovereignty of the United Kingdom. Rather that these were all secondary to a greater concern, of self and desire for the premiership.

In fifty years’ time, we will look back at the Johnson premiership and remember it for one overwhelming fact: Brexit. It was one of those rare decisions which reverberates through history, its importance enduring to the history of the United Kingdom. It was Lloyd George’s solution of Northern Ireland remaining in the Union with its own devolved government which created the political minefield that Johnson had to navigate when he sought a workable agreement for leaving the EU. Ted Heath’s government (1970–74) is remembered not for the myriad of organizational and economic reforms and attendant crises, but for taking Britain into the European Economic Community. The Johnson imprint on history will be judged in large part on the two foremost events which he shaped: Britain’s exit from the European Union, and the deal reached on the future relationship.

Without his knife-edge decision to lead Vote Leave, given the closeness of the result that followed, Britain would have remained in the European Union, for better or worse. Without his role in torpedoing Theresa May’s deal, Britain might have left on very different terms, again for better or worse. The future relationship reached on Christmas Eve 2020, for all the heavy footprints of those who shaped it, was the responsibility of Johnson, who told his negotiating team, ‘I want you to make it the best Brexit possible.’ The ambiguity as to what would constitute the ‘best’ Brexit was, in typical Johnsonian style, entirely deliberate.

Was he acting in a principled manner, torn to the core over Britain’s continued relations with the EU before reaching an agonizingly difficult decision? Was he a master healer, steering the country confidently after the three-year impasse following the referendum vote which threatened to spark the gravest political crisis and social unrest since 1945? How far did his gung-ho approach shape the Brexit process and impose his vision on the deal to leave the European Union? If he was the convinced Brexiteer some believe, why did he not want to be remembered in history for Brexit, but for his legacy to lie elsewhere, as he told aides?1 And why was he to prove so half-hearted about driving through the opportunities Brexit provided? These are the questions this chapter will explore, detailing how Johnson resolved the 2019 Brexit crisis.2

Instinct and Opportunism: 1973–2016

In April 1973, Stanley Johnson took his family to Brussels, including eight-year-old Alexander, as his eldest son was still known. Fresh career opportunities had come from Heath’s accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) earlier that year, and Stanley was to become the head of the aptly named ‘Prevention of Pollution and Nuisance Division’, a European environmental taskforce. The young Johnson was no stranger to the upheaval of his father’s career moves, and attended the European School in Uccle to the south of Brussels provided for the children of EEC officials.3 His stay was not lengthy, returning to England to attend Ashdown House prep school in East Sussex after two years.4

Johnson returned to the EEC aged twenty-five in 1989, now stylized as Boris, working as Brussels correspondent for the Telegraph. It was here he made his name in journalism, finding, like his father, European employment at an opportune time when the Conservatives were slowly transitioning away from the party of Europe under Heath. The nascent Euroscepticism exploded into the open after Thatcher’s celebrated Bruges speech in September 1988 protesting against further encroachments on national sovereignty. The Maastricht Treaty negotiated by John Major in 1993 under which the EEC became the European Union proved too great a lurch to federalism for many Conservatives, leaving a gap for a talented comic writer to turn the dry bureaucracy of European politics into an enrapturing political narrative for the Telegraph-reading classes.

Johnson was perfectly placed to be the outsider’s insider. He relished ‘buck[ing] the conventional opinion’ with his writing, as he would later put it, taking a story with a kernel of truth and comically spinning it into a grand Eurosceptic narrative.5 Favoured themes were of cunning European administrators outwitting the hapless Brits, and the plots of the satanic Jacques Delors, President of the European Commission, to bring about a federal European superstate. Johnson treated issues with a uniform mockery, whether tackling serious matters of Europe’s changing political economy or supposed EU proposals to regulate the curvature of bananas, condom dimensions or banning prawn cocktail crisps. The veracity of many stories was questionable, but that wasn’t the point.

Johnson relished the confusion his half-truths had caused back home and how his writing propelled him from a relative unknown to ‘Thatcher’s favourite journalist’.6 On BBC Radio 4’s Desert Island Discs in 2005, he described writing the columns as ‘chucking these rocks over the garden wall, and I listened to this amazing crash from the greenhouse next door over in England as everything I wrote from Brussels was having this amazing, explosive effect on the Tory Party’.7 The one consistent theme in his fulminating was his dislike of faceless Eurocrats regulating the lives of others. David Frost describes the articles as ‘a reaction against the bureaucratization of Europe, the homogenization, the loss of colour and experimentation’.8

Johnson was not a little Englander or a xenophobic nationalist, like some of those conspiring to make Major’s life hell as Prime Minister between 1990 and 1997. He savoured the continent’s diverse culture, its languages and the long view of history it provided. As he wrote in his first book, about his constituency at Henley, Friends, Voters, Countrymen (2001), what initially convinced him to support remaining in the EU is that outside ‘we would lose influence in the designing of the continent. And it has been the object of 500 years of British diplomacy to ensure that continental Europe is not united against our interests.’9 But while he cheered on Britain’s continuing membership, at a time when many Conservative MPs were having doubts, he most certainly didn’t cheer the EU’s structured, opaque and self-serious identity.

After he moved on from the Brussels beat to the Spectator in 1999 his public displays of Euroscepticism waxed and waned, alternating between his cultural pro-Europeanism and his scepticism of a European superstate, even employing both where the occasion called for it.10 Had he been an unashamed Eurosceptic, as upwardly ambitious Conservatives and the Tory press increasingly were, he had ample reason to declare his identity. But fence-sitting and periodic rock-chucking as his mood took him were his preferred modus operandi.

Frankly, few truly cared what Boris Johnson thought about the EU until he became a prominent national politician as Mayor of London, a city which was prospering within the European Union. Cameron’s pledge to hold a referendum after his renegotiation, based on his false belief that, post-Eurozone crisis, the EU would be up for significant structural changes, lit the touchpaper. Total transformation. Shares in Boris Johnson’s thinking went up astronomically. Both sides in the referendum battle realized that this political rock star was the key to them winning. No other politician in Britain could get anywhere close to his appeal in those areas of the country which would swing the election where traditional politicians couldn’t reach. Both sides from now on had just one principal aim. Bag Boris. He loved it.

Cameron took it on himself to ‘fix Boris’, reassuring Osborne that he would come down on their side. Osborne too was convinced that Johnson was a Remainer: ‘I told him loads of times you are on our side,’ he recalls.11 Ominously, though, Osborne believed that Johnson wouldn’t hesitate to jump ship if he perceived there would be a significant boost to his leadership prospects by doing so.

Gove and Cummings were equally determined to get Johnson playing on their side, and drew on every ounce of their considerable intellects and persuasive skills to sign him up. Both had animus against Cameron, Cummings for the way he had been disparaged and trashed by No. 10 as a special adviser at Education, and Gove because of his demotion from the department in July 2014 to a more junior job (Chief Whip) on less pay. It terminated what had once been a close personal friendship: Cameron and Gove would go on holiday together with their families, and Gove’s wife, the journalist Sarah Vine, was godmother to the Camerons’ youngest daughter Florence. This was personal as well as political.

Cameron’s belief that Gove would not back Brexit rested in part on bonds of friendship being all-important. Then, in a bolt from the blue, on 20 February 2016 Gove announced, in a 1,500-word essay, that he would be backing Brexit.12 Cameron thought Gove promised him that if he did come out for Brexit, he would ‘take a back seat’.13 But when Gove criticized his renegotiation, Cameron was shocked by his ‘ferocity and mendacity’.14 Osborne wanted Cameron to attack Gove’s continuing claims head-on, but Cameron was reluctant, though he thought Gove’s infamous comment in June that ‘people in this country have had enough of experts’ made him ‘an ambassador for the post-truth age’.15
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