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You could unleash demons of which ye know not.


David Cameron on being asked to sum up the argument against a referendum


Let go thy hold when a great wheel runs down a hill, lest it break thy neck with following it.


The Fool, King Lear, Act II, Scene IV


So what was it about? People’s emotions matter even when they don’t seem wholly rational … There is, among a section of the population, a kind of hysteria, a contagious mourning of the kind that I remember in 1997 after the death of the Princess of Wales. It is not about the EU, of course …


Boris Johnson, writing ten days after the referendum




For my daughters, Maya, Iona and Honor.




Preface


Referendum Night


23 June 2016


IT IS 7 p.m. on the day of the EU referendum.


The Prime Minister’s Press Secretary, Graeme Wilson, and I are trying to get from the Remain HQ back to No. 10 Downing Street.


The gates are half open at the entrance to Mansion House Tube station. We wander down to the barriers, but are told torrential rain has caused heavy flooding – and there won’t be any trains for some time.


Back outside the station, I order an Uber cab. The world has turned monochrome, with swollen, grey clouds blotting out the sky. The air is heavy and it seems to take forever for the app to confirm a car is coming.


Both of us feel bruised by a brutal campaign. I have felt confident of victory all day, but am beginning to feel uneasy. Graeme has always been more cautious – telling me he’ll believe it when he sees it.


A car arrives just as fat raindrops are beginning to fall again. We edge our way back to No. 10 through gridlocked traffic. Graeme points to some tweets showing thousands of people stuck at railway stations because of the flooding struggling to get home. How many of them won’t be able to vote?


As we reach the Embankment, I get a call from Chris Grayling, the Leader of the House of Commons, who, despite being pro-Brexit, has made a point of keeping lines open during the campaign.


He tells me very clearly he believes Leave has lost – and says he will have a key role in bringing the Conservative party back together again. He warns me that Iain Duncan Smith will be the first Leave supporter on the BBC at 10 p.m. and could criticise David Cameron and the way he ran the campaign. I text the Prime Minister to let him know. He calls back almost immediately, but there isn’t much more to say.


It takes over an hour to crawl back to No. 10 – a journey that should take a quarter of that time.


When I arrive, Caroline Preston, the head of broadcasting, informs me that Theresa May, who has spent the campaign adopting a ‘submarine strategy’ of avoiding media where possible, is now keen to do the high-profile 8.10 a.m. slot on Radio 4’s Today. We’ve already told the programme the Defence Secretary, Michael Fallon, is doing it, but her team is trying to set it up behind our back. I am clear we should not shift.


I walk upstairs to discover the staterooms are taken up with a variety of people from across No. 10.


I’m wearing a blue, ‘I’m In …’ T-shirt. I’ve been wondering if it should have the words ‘… it up to my neck’ on the back.


The doors sectioning off the Pillared Room, Terracotta Room and White Room have been opened up – and the wide No. 10 family has come together. Civil servants, special advisers and politicians mingle. A long table has been set up, laden with moussaka and lasagne. Wine and elderflower cordial are served.


I chat with a few people. The mood is good.


Jim Messina, who ran Obama’s successful second campaign and is trying to do the same for Hillary Clinton, comes over for a chat. Always an interesting mix of the cool and the geeky, he’s looking confident – telling me his model says it’ll be around be 52–48 for Remain. Close, but I’ll take that. His prediction has extra force, because he was one of the few who called the general election right.


The Conservative party chairman, Andrew Feldman, comes over and says a lot of hedge funds have been running models, too – they are also confident of a Remain victory. That’s reflected in the markets, with the pound buoyant.


As we chat, the PM comes over. He’s looking relaxed in a casual, navy-blue shirt that isn’t tucked in. Another poll comes through. It’s 52–48 (on a sample size of 5,000) to us.


Samantha Cameron has some friends over. They want to know if I can get their children some Remain T-shirts.


There isn’t a single indicator that suggests we should be worried.


I get a call from Faisal Islam, Sky’s political editor. He’s planning on breaking a story at 10 p.m. that Farage has already conceded defeat. I go into the dark street outside No. 10, with a phalanx of cameras behind silver crush barriers, and have a talk with him. He shows me the embargoed quote.


As we approach the closing of polls at 10 p.m., a couple of dozen of us, including the PM, gather around a TV in the Pillared Room. What looks like a dodgy cop drama lumbers its way to a conclusion before the results show comes on BBC1.


The Prime Minister’s Parliamentary Private Secretary, Gavin Williamson, is showing everyone a letter coordinated by the MP Robert Simms. It’s signed by eighty-four pro-Brexit MPs, and argues David Cameron should stay on whatever the circumstances.


The point is to show that those eager to get rid of the PM can’t get the required fifty signatures. To me it simply shows there are dozens who wouldn’t sign it.


The BBC programme struggles – hampered by the fact there is no exit poll. After an hour of torture, I change into a suit and round up the press team to go to the Stronger In party.


We get in a cab that takes us a very long way round to the Festival Hall. The events team are glad to see us – standing outside the room, filling plastic bowls with some kind of stodgy rice dish. They warn it’s a bit thin inside.


I walk in, avoiding the TV presenters Kay Burley and Julie Etchingham, and have a series of conversations with the great and the good of the campaign, all of whom think we’ve done enough.


This campaign has made for strange bedfellows and I’m happy to see Sir Brendan Barber, the straightforward and thoroughly decent former head of the TUC. I tell him the PM has been quoting him when he’s been accused of Project Fear: ‘If you see someone running towards a cliff, you’re going to shout – and say some pretty rough things.’


The results are due to start coming in and I walk back to No. 10 across the pedestrian bridge linking the Festival Hall to the Embankment.


I decide to watch on my own in my office. I wrestle with a camp bed that’s been put in there so I can get some sleep, knowing I will never use it.


One of the earliest results is Sunderland – and it isn’t good. It was always expected to vote Leave, but 61 per cent to 39 per cent is worse than anyone was predicting


Sterling plummets.


I feel a wave of sickness wash through me.


I walk through to see Adam and Chewy, two of the brightest special advisers to the PM, who have been seconded to the campaign. There’s nothing to say and we just pull excruciated faces.


A few more results trickle in. Newcastle is bad – but others offer hope the North East may be an outlier.


I text Ryan Coetzee, the campaign’s Director of Strategy, ‘What do you think?’ He’s with a team comparing each result to a model that imagines the outcome is precisely fifty–fifty in every area of the country. If one side gets higher than needed for that result, it’s good for them. If they get less, it’s bad.


Ryan replies: ‘We’re just very slightly behind the curve. By a point, basically … but we need more data from the south. It’s looking too close to call. In fact, it’s very fucking close.’


It’s going to be a long night.


I doze for a few minutes and wake up to see a few results tumbling in. The lead is switching back and forth. I feel calm, but I’m urging us to safety with every result. Big London numbers come in, pulling us back – but then there are a series of smaller, bad results.


The BBC has designated the colour blue for Leave and yellow for Remain.


A pattern begins to emerge as results flash on the bottom of the screen: Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue.


Then we are pulled back by a massive Remain result.


Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Yellow. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Yellow.


I resist calling Ryan for as long as I can. When I do, he tells me, ‘We are just on course for a win – but it’s going to be tiny.’


‘How tiny?’


‘The model is currently predicting we will win by thirty-two thousand votes, but obviously that could change.’


Christ …


I walk back through to see Adam and Chewy. Both say they are starting to feel pessimistic.


We desperately need more very big results in London and northern metropolitan cities. It’s hard to see how that will happen.


David Cameron texts me: ‘How worried should we be?’


I want to be able to tell him it will all be OK, but there’s nothing I can think of. I reply that it’s desperately close – and we just have to see.


The results start piling in at 3 a.m. The BBC screen says that it is precisely fifty–fifty.


The sensation is one of having been sure of my path, stepping into quicksand, and then being slowly but surely pulled under. I look around for something or someone to help pull me out. But there’s nothing and no one.


The analysis is coming through from all sources that turnout in our areas just isn’t good enough.


I call Stephen Gilbert, the Conservative party’s former campaign chief, who has played a key role at Stronger In. I try to make it easy for him: ‘It’s not looking good is it?’


‘I can’t see us doing it now – no. The numbers we need in the cities are just too high.’


‘Have you told the PM?’


‘Not yet … no. I’m waiting until it’s certain.’


Lucy Thomas calls me from the Stronger In party, close to tears as she tells me, ‘ITV is going to call it for Leave.’


It’s approaching 4 a.m. I walk through to see Adam and Chewy again. Graeme Wilson is now in the SpAds (Special Advisers) room. He slaps me on the back and says he is going to bed: ‘It’s over.’


I borrow his coat. I need some fresh air.


David Cameron is standing outside his private office. He looks tired. Resigned in every sense.


The Cabinet Office minister, Matt Hancock, and the Prime Minister’s long-serving aide Liz Sugg are nearby. He waves us inside and slumps into the armchair he’s used to chair thousands of meetings over the past six years.


He says he’s been turning over in his mind if he should be less specific about when he goes – but doesn’t think it will work. I say, ‘I may be wrong, but I can’t see how you can stay.’ I sit on a wooden chair. Liz sits on another next to me, Matt Hancock on the sofa.


David Cameron says, ‘The trouble with all options other than going immediately is they collapse like a concertina. And the truth is, I wouldn’t believe in it.’


Liz Sugg asks if – given that he told people he would stay on – resigning now will be seen as a betrayal of trust. Both David Cameron and I are touched by this – everyone knew it was a question he had to answer that way, but no one will really be shocked at the change. The simple fact is that he couldn’t be responsible for delivering Brexit when he doesn’t believe in it.


The PM says, ‘It would be miserable. Every moment I was here, I’d be being prepared for the slaughterhouse – just waiting for the tap on the shoulder.’


The conversation goes round in circles – and he finds more ways to try and explain his decision, ‘I’d be saying, “Come and punch me as hard as you like.” And then I’d have to go.’ He starts to move to the door. I give Liz and Matt a hug. Then I walk out into the corridor where he is pausing a moment. I can’t think of anything other to do than slap him on the back. He says, ‘Don’t worry …’


I stop and watch him disappear down the corridor, with Liz Sugg beside him. It is obvious to me that this is over.


I walk out onto Whitehall. The street is deserted. My mind feels calm – but as I approach the memorial opposite the entrance to the Ministry of Defence, my body seems to go into spasm. I suddenly retch harder than I have done in my life. Nothing comes up. I retch again – so hard, it feels as if I’ll turn inside out. Dots of light dance before my eyes. And then it is over. I spit. Tears are streaming down my face – not from sadness, but from the sheer physical exertion.


I clear my head and walk on.


Crossing the pedestrian bridge, I look out towards St Paul’s and the City beyond. It has never seemed so beautiful as in this half-light.


I lean forward on the rail and take a deep breath, my thoughts already turning to what went wrong and why?




Introduction


THE DEBATE OVER whether David Cameron should have called a referendum on membership of the European Union will rage down the years.


Those who say he could have avoided it are, I believe, denying what was political reality. The issue of whether we should remain in or leave the EU had been a slow train coming for years. It just happened to arrive in the station on David Cameron’s watch.


A range of factors made it impossible for a Conservative prime minister to avoid. Scores of Tory MPs were rebelling on any and every issue that could possibly be linked to Europe; the right-wing press were full-throated in their demands; UKIP had become a significant force in British politics (eventually winning the 2014 European election); and over half the population indicated they wanted a say – with anyone under sixty never having been able to vote on the issue.


Those who declare we elect MPs to decide on such momentous things – and therefore shouldn’t have had a referendum – forget that it was a central promise in the Conservative party’s 2015 election manifesto. Had David Cameron not promised it then, the Conservative party, and consequently the country, would have become almost ungovernable. A great boulder would have been placed in the road, impossible to get round and stopping much else being done. Eventually his position would have become untenable.


In short, if he had not offered a referendum, it’s likely someone else would have come along who was prepared to do it – and he would have been deposed.


In attempting to remove that boulder, David Cameron was well aware that he was risking his job and the fight would be bitter and divisive.


I sat with him in the back of his Jaguar on the way to a speech in 2015. Those journeys were always a tight squeeze, with the car’s heavy armour plating and his red box placed between us minimising the space. He ran through the reasons for holding the referendum. I asked him if he could see the case against and he said instantly, ‘You could unleash demons of which ye know not.’ I thought it might be a quote from the Bible or Shakespeare, but when I looked it up, I couldn’t find it.


Those words were prophetic. The demons were unleashed and he and his team faced betrayal, lies and political bloodletting on an epic scale.


All of this was filtered through the prism of an unbalanced media. The Remain campaign experienced the impact of a number of influential newspapers fighting for Leave with ruthless determination. Others, in favour of Remain, tended to be left-leaning and therefore lukewarm about the prospect of coming to the aid of a Conservative prime minister. Added to this was the frustration of the heavily regulated broadcast media, legally bound to provide balance, even when the other side were churning out stories that were at best deeply misleading and at worst, lies.


But it would be too easy to say that these were the only reasons Remain lost. We certainly made mistakes – and I was part of the team responsible.


All of the issues I have outlined above meant that we were swimming against the tide. But other factors meant we were doing it with one arm tied behind our back.


Our campaign was based on the simple proposition that electorates don’t vote against their own pockets. That view is summed up best in the closest thing to an iron law in politics, James Carville’s realisation when running the first Clinton presidential campaign, ‘It’s the economy, stupid!’ The view that the economy would trump immigration as the primary concern of voters was backed up by plenty of solid polling evidence, as well as the pattern of how electorates had behaved going back over a century. It was wrong – and devastatingly so when we did not have enough of an answer on freedom of movement.


More to the point, we assumed that an army of nearly three million people who had become so disengaged and disillusioned that they did not vote in the 2015 general election – and probably for some time before that – would not vote. When polled, that group said they did not trust the opinions of politicians, businesses, economists or experts, making them almost unreachable to a campaign arguing for the status quo. That group was susceptible to claims of an establishment conspiracy against them, with politicians ignoring or betraying them for too long, something Leave understood and exploited. They voted in numbers great enough to ensure the country voted ‘Out’. We realised too late – and didn’t do enough to combat it.


It’s a cliché to say that history is written by the winners. This book tells the story of those who lost and how – as the Remain campaign pollster, Andrew Cooper, put it – we struggled to communicate a complex truth in the face of simple lies.




JANUARY




Chapter 1


We Are All Just Prisoners Here


IT IS THE first day of 2016 and George Osborne is sounding the alarm bell.


He sends an email revealing he’s anxious that the Leave campaign has managed to ‘out-gun’ the Remain campaign in the newspapers. He thinks they are doing a great job ‘keeping the papers fed and creating a sense of momentum,’ going on to ask, ‘Where is the Remain campaign’s equivalent? I literally cannot remember a single thing they have done since the not very successful launch months ago.’ He mocks the fact that their big new-year initiative is a single newsletter and concludes, ‘I’m sorry to be so blunt – but we’ve put up with this for too long and nothing is happening, and we have got to sort it out.’


He wants No. 10 either to take over the Remain campaign with people he knows and trusts – or for us to consider setting up something entirely different.


Others agree the campaign is ‘listless and drifting’.


But Stephen Gilbert, the Conservative party’s long-serving campaign director, who has had more contact with them than any of us, believes this is grossly unfair and they are doing what is necessary to set up an effective campaign.


There’s no point saying it, but I’m reminded of the line in the song ‘Hotel California’, by the Eagles: ‘We are all just prisoners here, of our own device.’ As the Government, we are in the middle of a renegotiation with the European Union aimed at giving the UK a ‘special relationship’ within it. Until that deal is done, how can the Government campaign effectively? David Cameron has said explicitly, ‘I rule nothing out,’ on being asked what happens if the outcome of his renegotiation is not satisfactory. That means he could recommend leaving.


So, instead of relaxing on the first day of the year, inboxes fill with plans of action. It’s suggested Stephen be seconded to the Remain campaign; there should be a beefed-up grid of EU stories, rolled out daily; Cabinet members are to be encouraged to speak up for the renegotiation, starting with a speech by Liz Truss, the Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.


No. 10’s Director of Strategy, Ameet Gill, points out we are in danger of tying ourselves in knots – creating stories that suggest the renegotiation is crucial, while also hinting we are probably stronger in Europe regardless. He and I agree that the most effective way we can use the next six weeks is to demonstrate how hard we are fighting for Britain; and then sell the deal if and when we get it.


Everyone keeps saying this will be the biggest decision for the country since the Second World War, so I have decided to keep a diary. At the end of a long day, I note, ‘If I have to call it – we will win this referendum, but it’ll be bloody and dark, and the victory could well be Pyrrhic.’ We are beginning the year looking forward to civil war in the Conservative party – the future desperately uncertain.


It is dark and almost unnervingly warm as I enter Downing Street after the Christmas break. The policeman who opens the gate greets me by saying, ‘Happy new year! It’s like you’ve never been away!’


I haven’t, I think, as I smile and return the greeting.


I have always known this would be the year of Europe, but what I wasn’t expecting was that there’d be no hiding place from the off. After a brief 8.30 meeting followed by a small group discussion on a Daesh/ISIL video involving a man trying to set himself up as the new ‘Jihadi John’ next to a five-year-old child – both, shockingly, with British accents – the PM has a quick private meeting with Chris Grayling, the Leader of the House of Commons.


There’s been a bit in the papers suggesting he and the Northern Ireland Minister Theresa Villiers might announce they are going to campaign to leave the EU before the end of the renegotiation. That would mean a breach of collective responsibility, the convention that members of the Cabinet must publicly support all governmental decisions made in Cabinet, even if they do not privately agree with them. It raises the question of whether they should be fired for doing so.


The PM sees him one on one. After fifteen minutes Chris emerges pale and with a tall man’s stoop, asking to have a discussion with the Chief of Staff at No. 10, Ed Llewellyn. Kate Fall, who is Deputy Chief of Staff – and who I have come to see as one of the shrewdest and most emotionally intelligent people in politics – goes in to see the PM with me. He says it was as we thought: Chris does want to campaign for out, but ideally while remaining in the Cabinet.


The PM is already clear in his mind – that can’t happen. It would look as if he was being pushed around. He says he laid it on thick, telling him it would spread disunity. His mind is already turning to the prospect of a reshuffle, considering people who could replace Chris Grayling.


One argument that was tried on him was, ‘What is the point of doing it now? The renegotiation is supposed to be sorted in six or seven weeks.’


The PM believes Chris’s logic is that the Leave campaign is in a total mess and needs rescuing. It’s being run by Dominic Cummings, whom the Prime Minister once referred to as a ‘career psychopath’. He had become convinced that Cummings had been briefing against the Government he supposedly represented as a special adviser at the Department for Education. My predecessor, Andy Coulson, had refused to allow Michael Gove to have Cummings as a special adviser, believing him to be trouble. Gove had used the period between him going and me arriving to plead Cummings’ case and he had been re-employed.


Briefings against No. 10 became frequent. Suspecting Cummings, the PM decided to haul him and Gove in to clear the air. Offered the opportunity to explain whether he had a problem or not, Cummings was unprepared to say to the PM’s face what many suspected he was saying privately. Incredibly, his tone was meek and mild – actually praising the Prime Minister for his leadership.


Eventually Cummings left Government – managing to keep himself in the Westminster limelight occasionally with an eccentric blog that led some to accuse him of flirting with eugenics, something he denies. His Twitter feed was named ‘The Odyssean Project’ and claimed to be based on the thinking of the physicist Gell-Mann, who said we need an ‘Odyssean’ education, ‘integrative thinkers’ who can take ‘a crude look at the whole’. He had always struggled to explain why this was the case.


Despite Cummings’ academic bent, I believed his great flaw was to personalise everything – adopting a scorched-earth policy towards those he clashed with, most famously Iain Duncan Smith, whom he described as incompetent.


Now Cummings is very much back and at the centre of the Leave campaign.


Chris clearly thinks the Leave campaign needs a bit of leadership – and he’s the man to sort them out. He’s a decent man, who always wants to be above board, but I suspect he’s told a lot of people what he’s doing, hence the hints in the morning papers, and will find it hard to back down from that. He’s planning to write an Op-Ed piece for the Telegraph expressing his views – something we all agree would mean he had broken collective responsibility. It would be unsustainable for him to stay in his job. That in turn would be reported as the first ‘Referendum Crisis’, and would not augur well.


One suggestion is that we accept Chris Grayling’s resignation, but make clear that at the end of the renegotiation there would be a suspension of collective responsibility for the rest of the Cabinet. The PM likes the idea, because it could cauterise the situation. But would it work, or just fire the starting gun on chaos? I wonder, ‘What will the average, self-interested Cabinet minister do?’


I sit down my deputy, Graeme Wilson, and the Prime Minister’s official spokeswoman, Helen Bower, at the old wooden table where I chair most of my office meetings. They’re shocked we could be facing a reshuffle today. Both can’t fathom Grayling’s thinking – but my theory is that it’s beneficial for the less well-known ‘Outers’ to stamp themselves as a leader of the campaign; doing it later will mean they’re just another foot soldier.


By now Theresa Villiers has arrived to see the PM and is in his office. I wait outside – and she’s out within a couple of minutes. She’s smiley and chatty, as pleasant as ever, looking unusually relaxed. I chew the fat for a bit, before going in to see the PM. He tells me her concern was simple; she was going to have to resign because Government policy would be to stay in the EU after the renegotiation. She’s been reassured by the PM there’s no need to do anything now – he will drop collective responsibility on this issue when the renegotiation is complete.


The PM is relieved as we walk through to the front of house over the brand new carpets that have been laid during Christmas break. The fear that Grayling and Villiers had been working as a kind of tag team, the first softening the PM up, the second magnifying the problem, is evaporating.


After a couple of hours in Barking with the Conservative London Mayoral candidate, Zac Goldsmith, doing a lot of supporting media, the PM and I get back in the car to No. 10. A paper bag full of Pret a Manger sandwiches and fruit salad has been left on the back seat – the classic snatched lunch for the PM on a visit.


He tells me about the Christmas break, including having Michael Gove and his family to stay at Chequers. The question of whether Michael would be ‘In’ or ‘Out’ hung heavy in the air. DC says he had several conversations with Sarah Vine – during each of which she told him she was sure Michael would support him. It was clearly emphatic enough to assure DC that would be the case.


We begin to talk about the Grayling situation. My view is there’s no fudge here, ‘You can’t be half-pregnant. Either Chris is going to breach collective responsibility or he isn’t.’ If Grayling goes now and says we must leave Europe before the end of the renegotiation, we’re in an impossible bind. If the PM fires him, it looks chaotic. If he doesn’t, he appears weak.


The aim must be to persuade him to pull back.


The PM is concerned about everything unravelling, fearful over how the wider Conservative party is reacting to this. His analysis is that everyone, including him, has traded on having a go at ‘Europe’ for years. He describes it as a kind of displacement activity, ‘using it to sooth our fevered brow’. The issue has reached fever pitch now that MPs, Cabinet ministers and even members are going to be confronted by the reality of a decision. It also means the EU’s reputation is in tatters – with no one having done any positive public relations for it, and most openly attacking it, for decades.


As we glide through traffic, I tell him I have come to the conclusion that if the UK votes to leave the EU it will set off a chain of events:




	He will have to resign.


	The SNP will push for – and likely get – a second independence referendum.


	There’ll be a massive reassessment of Britain’s role in the world, with a struggle to assert ourselves as a front-rank player.





Back in Downing Street, the Chief Whip, Mark Harper, has gathered with Ed Llewellyn and Kate Fall. All are agreed – there’s not much chance of finessing this issue, unless Chris is prepared to compromise. Allowing him to write an article saying he’s given up on Europe while staying in the Cabinet before the conclusion of the renegotiation just doesn’t work.


The PM has asked Chris to see him again and he ushers him into his office. Chris emerges a few minutes later, looking even more uncertain. DC’s pitch has been, ‘I try to be a pretty flexible captain – but like every captain I’ve got to have some rules.’ He’s explained that he will suspend collective responsibility, but crucially, not until after the renegotiation.


Chris is now going for a walk to think about his position.


It feels to us as though he has walked into the headmaster’s office with a plan that he hasn’t thought through.


An hour later, word comes back from Chris that he won’t resign, but that he wants the PM to confirm he will be suspending collective responsibility. He also plans to give an interview announcing that he will be campaigning for Leave. Neither of these things is ideal. But I guess it’s better than dealing with a resignation on the first day back.


I wander back through to my office and tell Ameet of my fear that this is going to be typical of the next few months – a lot of screwing around all day, with little gain at the end of it.




Chapter 2


Famous Last Words


THE NEXT DAY there is a discussion about what the PM will say when he announces all of this in the House of Commons. Essentially, it’s agreed that collective responsibility will be suspended, but only after the renegotiation – and crucially, there will be an official Government position on whether we should stay in the EU or Leave – though Cabinet ministers will be able to campaign on whichever side they want.


Within minutes of the end of the meeting, the BBC journalist John Pienaar calls me to say he understands the PM will today clarify that collective responsibility will be suspended. It has obviously come from Chris telling everyone. David Cameron rolls his eyes at the news – and we agree to walk into it, looking relaxed and reminding people that The Times had floated the idea over Christmas, so it’s hardly big news.


Serious issues with the Cabinet aren’t our only problems. There are deep concerns the renegotiation is going off track. For months now, civil servants – and often the PM himself – have been engaged in working out a new settlement for the UK in the European Union. Ideally, we will be able to demonstrate that significant concessions have been made and we have even more of a special status within the EU. Progress is slow and there are plenty of hurdles.


In the movie The Big Short they get round the issue of how dull concepts like ‘sub-prime mortgages’ are with the slightly dubious device of getting the actress and model, Margot Robbie, to explain them while reclining in a bubble bath. No such narrative devices are available to help us get round how mind-bending some of the renegotiation was, with Euro wonks trying to make it palatable.


The PM worries there isn’t enough progress on curbing welfare for migrants – the idea being that fewer benefits and less money will mean a smaller ‘pull factor’ for migrants, reducing the number coming. He’s determined to deliver more on this.


The EU wonks have sent a paper saying we should explore Angela Merkel’s idea of redefining what is a worker. Mats Persson, who is the expert on all things EU, says it has the problem of being ‘discriminatory’, a big no-no in Europe, but Germany seems prepared to run with it. Experts gather in the PM’s study and my head aches at the end, just about grasping it.


We have been asking for a four-year ban on migrants to the EU getting benefits. That seems to be a non-starter. Instead:




	Merkel suggests we could redefine what a ‘worker’ is under EU law to say that they would have to be self-sufficient when moving to another country.


	That means the definition of ‘self-sufficient’ is crucial … too low and it wouldn’t make any difference to migrants arriving.


	Say it was set at £20K, that would mean anyone earning under that would not be considered self-sufficient and would not be allowed to come to the UK.


	If someone could show they could earn more than that figure, they could come.





After working it out, and listening to a lot of negativity, I say, ‘Hold on a minute. Isn’t this too good to be true? If you look at it through the other end of the telescope, we would have achieved a major shift in EU policy – changing the concept of freedom of movement. Surely that means it won’t happen?’


Others nod hard. It feels like another wild goose chase.


David Cameron agrees. But he’s convinced we need something in this space. He wraps the meeting up, ‘So we’ve got three things to be going at: an emergency brake on the number of migrants; a brake on the welfare payments they are allowed; and the redefinition of what a worker is.’


My worry is how complex all of this is becoming. We are dealing in concepts that are not easily grasped or translated – even to people who are at the centre of things.


Everyone looks nervous, wondering how the hell they’ll land any of this before the next European Council in just a few weeks. As of early January, it looks increasingly likely we won’t reach a deal by then. There’s a very real prospect of this dragging on – and that isn’t an attractive prospect for a number of reasons:




	there’s a danger this process would clog up the arteries of government, making it the dominant, almost the only issue for months, perhaps even until the end of 2017 (the last date there can be a referendum).


	there’s no evidence that holding out for longer would get a better deal; more likely Europe will think we are not serious. There are already signals from some Governments that they think we have given up anyway and are just time-wasting on the way out of the EU.


	there could be another summer migration crisis.


	and in politics, it’s always better to go when you have as clear an understanding of the landscape facing you as possible. Who knows where we will be at the end of 2017? The economy could be in recession, the Government facing a severe bout of mid-term blues, and the Eurozone back in crisis.





Today is becoming one long rolling headache of a Europe meeting. The cast changes, but the location – the PM’s office – doesn’t.


Next up is a discussion including the Chancellor about whether Liz Sugg, No. 10’s Director of Events (viewed by me as our secret weapon, because of her skill at organising events involving the PM with creativity and precision), Ameet Gill and I should be going to meetings with the ‘In’ campaign. Kate Fall worries that the PM will be criticised for pre-judging the renegotiation when it inevitably gets out. It’s putting a lot of trust in people we don’t know.


I take her point – but if everyone wants us to input into the campaign, there’s no way of doing it without being there. We’ll just have to take the consequences.


At this point George Osborne takes a deep breath and delivers a long speech beginning, ‘I’ve never met Will Straw, I’ve never met Ryan Coetzee, and I don’t even know the surnames of their media team … What I do know is they have never won anything in their lives.’ His point is they may be great – but he wants to be sure they are on the case, chasing things down aggressively, sorting the grid, deciding who’s going to go on the radio and TV. Essentially, these people do not traditionally wish us well in politics – how can we be sure we can work with them?


This sparks questions about whether we should set up a completely different campaign. I wince at this and say, ‘I understand the frustration, but the reason we can’t do things better is we are stuck in this crazy bind with the renegotiation. As far as I can work out – the Stronger In team are desperate for us to join forces. We’re starting to make inroads – and we’ll be able to do more.’ George seems to accept this, but spells out again that he wants people he can trust in there.


Without saying so, we have effectively decided to back the Stronger In campaign and given up on setting up an alternative.


Wednesday 6 and Thursday 7 January are spent debating the Prime Minister’s advice to Cabinet on the issue of collective responsibility during the referendum.


Some have gone back and read the 1975 Cabinet minutes on the Government’s plan for a referendum on the predecessor to the EU – the Common Market. What is striking (apart from the fact that the country seemed to be in a disastrous mess) is how concerned they were with the detail of it all – who was allowed to use the department copier, etc.


Today’s Cabinet Secretary, Sir Jeremy Heywood, is clear these issues are just as relevant today. He says the first point to be made is obvious, that people will be expected to show good manners to each other.


Famous last words.


Twitter is alive with a question I expect to be cleared up very quickly: what is our position on Cabinet ministers who want to ‘Leave’ giving speeches in the Commons? Do they have to move from the frontbench to the backbenches to do so?


The PM is in no doubt – ministers should not be allowed to give Leave speeches in the Commons.


I didn’t expect that. ‘But hold on – you’ve just said you’ll suspend collective responsibility on this issue.’


George Osborne also believes we must not allow ministers freedom on this in the Commons. Anything else will be chaos. Someone describes this as the ‘Victorian father’ approach.


My concern is, will this approach survive contact with reality? ‘You’re creating a problem – but if your posture is relaxed, it will have far less impact if someone causes trouble.’


The PM’s view is that we need to be flexible. He describes the Commons as being like a pressure cooker: ‘We allow steam to build and then we let it off.’ Perhaps, but doesn’t that sometimes mean us looking weak and pushed around?


Various drafts of the letter go back and forth – with two areas of discomfort: what do we say about special advisers; and the issue of whether ministers will be allowed to speak from the backbenches.


The PM flies to Germany and the Chancellor is out delivering a speech on the economy. Both now agree we need to take a tough line. Others are nervous that we’re in danger of igniting a massive process row.


It’s agreed there’ll be a conference call with the PM.


He comes on a distant and crackly line, explaining he’s using the speakerphone on Ed Llewellyn’s BlackBerry. He’s just delivered a speech to Angela Merkel’s party and starts by saying, ‘Well, if the CSU were the only people we were negotiating with, we’d be home free.’ He confirms he’s hardened his line: we should be tough on special advisers campaigning and tough on ministers speaking in Parliament. He’ll explain this when he chairs political cabinet next week, which is when party political matters are discussed without civil servants being present.


Kate Fall wonders why we need to do any of this now. The PM agrees we could just leave it until the European Council on 17 February and hope it will be swept away by people declaring their positions while campaigning, but he suspects they won’t let it drop now.


I disagree with the position, but accept it, providing he doesn’t cave in on it. He says there may be a time when we need to let off steam. I wince a little, but stay silent.


The conversation moves on to Special Advisers – or SpAds – the political operatives employed by Cabinet ministers to do their bidding. Typically each has a couple – one to work on policy, one on the media. The PM says SpAds working for Leave ministers should only campaign in their spare time – whereas the rest can do what they want, because the Government position is likely to be to Remain. I reach for an analogy to show why this seems unnecessarily rigid to me, ‘Aren’t you in danger of sounding like the sheriff of Chinatown who says he won’t tolerate gambling and prostitution, when he knows it’ll be happening under his nose and he can’t do a thing about it?’


Others agree – we are likely to succumb on this if they get on their high horses and cry foul.


The PM goes back to his pressure cooker point – allow pressure to build, then let off steam. A couple of us have one more push, and ask, ‘Are you really comfortable with that? We stood firm on Purdah and relented. We stood firm on collective responsibility and relented … now this. We’ll look weak if we set things out and then back down.’


I half expect the PM to snap at us, but he understands we’re trying to chart a course through impossible waters, and finally rules, ‘Look – I recognise we are being tough – but we are doing it at a time when we have made a concession, so we look reasonable. This is about the Government not looking like a total mess.’


There is a long pause.


‘Okay,’ I say.


There is another long pause.


‘Okay,’ Kate says.


The PM ends the call – our course is set.


The truism that politics makes for strange bedfellows becomes abundantly clear that weekend. Peter Mandelson calls me for a conversation that lasts ninety minutes. I discover he’s the kind of person who wants to explore issues at length – sometimes interrupting his long monologues to ask someone in the background to bring in a heater or some other comfort. I’m happy to hear him talk – occasionally chipping in with a thought or two.


I ask him about the article he’s written for Newsweek, which was reprinted in that morning’s Times. It’s another reminder of how Corbyn is destroying the Labour party. His view is that the group running Labour aren’t interested in power in the short term – they want to ensure the Left secures its grasp, purging the party of Blairites like him. He suggests the question is not: should Jeremy Corbyn have Hilary Benn in his shadow cabinet? But: why is Hilary Benn having anything to do with Jeremy Corbyn?


Only then does he go on to talk about the Stronger In campaign. He believes it is a rudimentary cheerleader for Europe (held back while the renegotiation is going on) with a good core team. His main concern is the lack of someone who can liaise directly with No. 10 and the Conservative party. Without saying it, he’s asking me to think about how we make it happen.


He reassures me the Labour party will be on board, but the one block is that they fear the renegotiation will do a lot of damage to what they call ‘Social Europe’, the protection rights for workers.


Finally he set out three worries:




	The docking of the Government and the campaign (again asking how this would happen and which big figure would be on board).


	Immigration – the campaign has no core script on this and is not confident in its talking points.


	The concern that the terror attacks on Paris, and the outrage over women being attacked in Cologne by immigrants, have the effect of making people fear that Europe is becoming a funnel for terrorism.





I assure him that Ameet, Liz and I will be engaging more.


Finally he talks with fascination about who from the Cabinet would be In – and who would be Out. He says if the Outers are limited to IDS (Iain Duncan Smith), Grayling, Villiers and Whittingdale, it will be a great thing.


It has become a tradition to start the New Year with an interview on The Andrew Marr Show on BBC1. That means getting up at an ungodly hour on a Sunday morning to ensure I have combed through the newspapers for any issues that might trouble the PM.


We have announced a plan on regenerating housing estates, which is leading the news – it’s a good demonstration that the Government will be about more than the referendum this year.


I feel reassured that after months of crap about us being on the back foot, the Out campaign is seen as being in trouble. The polling guru John Curtice says that at this stage they should be dramatically ahead because of the inevitable late squeeze. They are at best level in the polls. It’s exactly the kind of statement that gives us reassurance about how people will act.


The papers have spotted the chronic lack of leadership on the Leave side. On the one hand it could be a golden opportunity for someone to step in and give their career booster rockets, but on the other, it could be a disastrous choice. I can imagine the calculations going on for some – it’s a high risk bet: backing Leave could see them achieve glory that might not come their way otherwise, or see their career destroyed.


Arriving at No. 10, I text the PM to let him know I’m downstairs. I take a few moments to consider the historic cartoons that Chancellors have chosen to line the stairs running up to the PM’s flat.


Most of them are fairly weak, using heavy-handed metaphors and a buzz phrase of the day. I note Norman Lamont holding a watering can as he tends the green shoots of recovery – while a workman behind sharpens a scythe labelled ‘Public Sector Deficit’. Another is of Nigel Lawson reclining against a huge pile of fish as he lazily watches his line, taut with another fish on the end.


The PM comes bounding down the stairs carrying a large tennis bag, ready for a match with Boris Johnson later on the American ambassador’s court.


We go into his private office and he makes me an espresso from his private machine as I take him through a few things, including ensuring that he uses the phrase ‘a real prize is within our grasp’ when talking about the renegotiation.


The papers have a little on how the Home Secretary, Theresa May, is flirting with leading the Out campaign and we talk about how to handle it if it comes up. We decide he should point out she has a long record of defending the European Union.


We continue the briefing in the back of the car to Broadcasting House. When we arrive, DC suddenly realises he is wearing an old suit, which has worn through at the knee. We have to send for another one that is smarter.


The show is on air when one of the support team turns up with a choice of three suits. DC isn’t thinking and immediately takes off his trousers in front of us both. The poor breathless lady shoots me a surprised look before turning away.


The interview is a relative breeze. The first half on Europe including possible dates for a referendum; then what’s happening with the renegotiation; finally, the smart will have spotted him dropping a heavy hint that he may be prepared to give parliamentary sovereignty a boost – a way of filling out the final renegotiation package.


At the end of the programme, Marr tackles the issue of whether DC will stay on if we lose. There’s been a lot of discussion about this in prep. Ameet thinks he should make clear he would go – because people will realise just how tempestuous things will become by voting Leave, and that they are losing a good PM. DC believes that view is kind, but in reality it will mean the referendum is on the Government and him. We can’t let that happen. In the Scottish referendum, he famously asked people not to vote for independence just because it was ‘an opportunity to kick the effing Tories’.


My feeling is that if we lose the referendum our feet will not touch the floor as we are ejected from No. 10.


When asked, he says that he would stay on, though in his heart he knows there are almost no circumstances in which he would stay. His answer is about attempting to protect the campaign from turning into a referendum on him – and because he should not box himself in completely. We can’t be certain of the circumstances, whatever the outcome on 24 June.


The show is played out by Squeeze, singing a song called ‘From Cradle to Grave’ from their new album. When they are done, the PM applauds and the show is over. I think the band seem remarkably frosty to him – though Glen Tilbrook laughs as I tell him I saw him perform at Jeremy Vine’s fiftieth birthday party.


It soon emerges they’ve changed the lyrics of the song to complain about the destruction of the welfare state and council houses. I tell the PM this as he calls after his match with Boris. ‘Of course, all of them live in council houses,’ he says sarcastically. It’s a wilful misinterpretation of what we’re doing, which will actually improve lives, but I tell the media team to just shrug it off.


DC is in a good mood after beating Boris at tennis. After the match he speaks to him about Europe. Boris has hoped the President of the United States might want to visit one of his big London legacy projects. He’s reminded, ‘He’s not going to do that if you want to leave Europe.’


Boris has been flirting with Brexit, but clearly isn’t sure. We’re in for a tortuous wait before he finally shows his hand.




Chapter 3


Remind Me Whose Idea This Was?


A  MAJOR FOCUS OF the week beginning 11 January is who will be ‘In’ (with the PM) and who will be ‘Out’ (against him) in the event of a successful renegotiation.


Conversations keep circling back to what Theresa May will do. Some feel her past speeches will make it hard for her to go for Out. The PM believes authenticity would be a problem for her, so he thinks that she won’t – if you take a position that isn’t where your instincts lie, there’s a real prospect of being ‘smoked out’. He goes on to give a few more details of his meeting with Boris after tennis, saying he believes he can be brought on board by the prospect of a bill detailing that the UK Parliament is sovereign.


Coming into Downing Street just before 8 a.m. on 12 January, I spot Boris bumbling around, iPhone in hand. He looks even more of a mess than usual, with his hair particularly unruly and wearing a scruffy anorak.


I say, ‘Hello,’ and as we walk towards the front door he tells me he’s made the mistake of arriving half an hour early for political cabinet. Just before we get there and with the snappers and journalists within earshot, he suddenly raises his voice and says, ‘Now come on then, Oliver. Surely you admit we have to go for Brexit?’


The joke dispatched, he doesn’t even look at me before moving on to his next trick, staring at his phone and saying to an email or text he has apparently found there , ‘No, I do not want to write a piece on leaving Europe.’


It’s classic Boris, funny, not worried about who he embarrasses, and attention seeking.


As we go inside, I decide to tease him back on the subject of how his tennis game with the PM went. He says, ‘He needs to sink a few thousand into his backhand!’ I note how he’s skilfully had a go at the PM, without revealing that he was beaten by him. He settles down in the Thatcher Room and I ask one of the team who are setting up for the day if they mind bringing him a cup of coffee.


Political cabinet begins with a presentation by me on the current state of the Labour party and how we should handle them. I’m under no illusion that it’s been stuck in there as a filler, so the letter giving advice on collective responsibility isn’t the only topic of conversation.


It feels like a crunching gear change as the PM moves to the main discussion. I have a good look round the table – everyone still as a statue, recognising this could be an awkward moment. The PM sets out his argument for collective responsibility, before concluding: ‘We can’t look like a rabble that’s attacking each other in Parliament … If we can’t do it by being civilised, we’ll be letting ourselves down.’


At that point, the series of ministers pile in. The quietly authoritative Patrick McLoughlin, the Secretary of State for Transport, gives a stern lecture on how the party owes a huge amount to the PM, dragging it back to electability.


After a few others have chipped in, Chris Grayling says what the PM has set out is ‘perfectly reasonable and sensible’. Iain Duncan Smith is cooperative, too, saying that having been leader at a time when the party was more interested in tearing chunks out of itself, he thought it important we do not allow ourselves to get personal: ‘It’ll be a ferocious debate. The idea we can finesse that is ludicrous. It’ll be a little bit about the head – and a lot about the heart.’ I find myself thinking that is precisely the wrong way round, but he’s probably right. He then tries to push for the referendum to be later than June, suggesting it will get in the way of some really important local elections.


Only Michael Gove seems to misstep, making a Pollyanna-ish, but oxymoronic speech about allowing ourselves to be a truly national party, because we will have people arguing both sides of the case. One of my team leans over to me and whispers, ‘Try schizophrenic.’


In a way, the meeting is more interesting for the people who did not speak – Theresa May and Sajid Javid, both of whom are playing their cards very close to their chests.


After it, some of the team want to discuss Theresa May. Her sphinx-like approach is becoming difficult, with the press really questioning which way she will jump. I suspect anything we do to try and bounce her could prove counterproductive. We go for a cup of tea in the No. 10 canteen. I am trying to have a healthy new year and ask for peppermint tea. Marge and Alison, who run the tiny canteen, look in a cupboard under the urn and come out with an old shoebox full of herbal teas from God knows when. No peppermint. I have camomile and ginger, which tastes like diluted dust. The conversation turns around this being the biggest thing the PM has faced and him not even knowing if the Home Secretary is backing him or not.


Apparently DC is worried that she does not realise she would be a central figure in any future Government of his – and wants to communicate that to her.


Theresa isn’t the only cause for concern. The next day an obscure report, buried on page two of the Daily Express, sets the cat among the pigeons. ‘Friends of Boris’ (journalistic code for him or someone very close to him) are reported as saying he has no intention of leading the Out campaign. The PM asks to see a copy, hoping he can spot any telling Boris phrases. He suspects ‘The trouble is I’m not an outer’ is one of them. If he isn’t up for it, it’s a major blow for those who want to Leave, and a boost for us.


But there’s a swift counter-briefing from Boris’ team, this time hinting he might be Out.


The day turns into another rolling Europe meeting, culminating in a big session with the PM and Chancellor. The big debate is if we should push for 23 June. Normally, Parliament’s ‘statutory instruments’ would have to be put in place around now. The problem is it will look like the whole renegotiation is a stitch-up and we’re going for a big bounce.


The conversation turns to how Parliament would react. The working assumption is there would be well over a hundred Out MPs. What is striking is how lukewarm Jeremy Corbyn is on remaining in the EU. The suspicion is that the only thing stopping him going for Out is that he doesn’t want to completely split his party. He is vital to the Remain cause, because he is capable of mobilising an army of supporters to our side – supporters who are not well-disposed to David Cameron.


The PM says he doesn’t think too many people would object to June. Stephen Gilbert says the campaign’s preferred date for a referendum would be November – so that they could have plenty of time to do their segmentation of the electorate and to target it properly.


From an ‘air war’ (the term given to the media side of the campaign) perspective we want this done quickly. I believe the debate will be out of control from the moment we come back from Brussels with a deal – the best approach in that circumstance is complete shock and awe, which there is no way we can sustain until November.


The conversation concludes there are three options: June, September or November. June might not work. November would mean we had to go through the nightmare Tory conference with all the Europe posturing that would involve. September could be after a summer of migration problems. We settle on a clear order of preference: June, November, September.


News comes through from Brussels that is extremely significant. Tom Scholar, our super-bright and worldly wise negotiator, warns that the Commission ‘will issue a draft proposal at the very beginning of February’, with ‘sherpa meetings’ (involving top civil servants representing each Government) on 5 and 11 February. He wants to complain in the strongest possible terms, as it will look like we are being bounced.


The reason he’s so concerned is that the renegotiation is supposed to be coming to a head in mid-February. If a text is out there from the beginning of February, it risks the Outers being able to shred it, without us being able to defend it, attack it, or sign up to it. It’ll merely have the status of a proposal, but not in the eyes of the media. Moreover, it’s perfectly possible that what they issue could be the high-water mark, with the final document even worse than what was originally published.


Liz Sugg, Ameet Gill and I walk over to the Conrad Hotel opposite St James’s Park Tube station. It’s been picked for our first official meeting with Will Straw, who is leading the Remain campaign, by Stephen Gilbert, who says, ‘It’s nearby and full of American tourists.’ In other words, we won’t be spotted, although he urges us to go in through the lobby and not the main entrance. Stephen has now resigned from the Conservative party and set himself up as a consultant.


We go down into a basement filled with windowless meeting rooms. In ours, sandwiches, salads and cake that look like they have emerged from a 3D printer await us.


Will is bright and amiable, eager to be collegiate. I recognise him from a press photo of him leading a march in the pouring rain. He is tall, lean and smartly dressed. I wonder what it must be like for him, having set up the campaign as a bright young thing in the Labour party – only for the Tory government machine to heave into view.


On the way over, I tell everyone it’s important for us to be helpful and diplomatic, but the truth is, we hold all the cards here. If the meeting goes badly, the recommendation will be to revisit the assumption that we are backing them and reconsider setting up our own campaign.


We talk about when the referendum should be held. Will explains that November would be best for them. I make arguments for June – and am surprised when Stephen says, ‘So my understanding is that it’s the strong view it should be June.’ I couldn’t work out if he was being heavy-handed, or if he hadn’t really understood what Will was saying.


We run through our thinking – about how a deal in February is more likely than not now, but by no means certain. Also, how when the deal is done, we need a blitzkrieg of activity. Will offers up a series of thoughts, including a suggestion that Tony Blair and Peter Mandelson should go out and sell the case. I make a mental note that this should not happen. Not because they aren’t talented politicians, but because they were ultra Europhiles, having both wanted to join the Euro – and that would not help our cause.


I hang back at the end to talk with Will about the best way to ensure we dock with the campaign in terms of communications staff. They need a Tory now, finding they are struggling to get any traction with the newspapers. I see the point, but again we’re trapped. If someone from No. 10 is arguing the case for the EU before the renegotiation is complete, it will look bad.


Later I sit down with Stephen Gilbert to discuss our view. Despite it all, I am impressed by Will, who comes across as someone we can do business with, setting aside party differences in a common cause. The inevitability of my involvement in the campaign feels hideously real. I comforted myself after the general election that I’d never have to go through the torment of a full-scale campaign again. Last May looks fun compared to this – a relentless slog, with the added complication of the blood and guts of an all-out Tory war. None of it seems appealing.


By mid-January, the papers are full of theories about the shape of any deal we’d do with Europe. One is about the German redefinition of the concept of the worker. They have it wrong – claiming Brits will be affected, too. I call the PM to talk about it as he is on his way to the constituency. He says I should leave it: ‘There’s a lot of crap out there … It’s not bad if people are confused.’


I ask him how his chat with Theresa May went. The line is crackly, but I can tell he is frustrated. It sounds like she refused to come off the fence. I feel irritation on his behalf. Of course, looking at it purely from her point of view, it’s a smart strategy – allowing her to have her cake and eat it – but it doesn’t seem fair on David Cameron, who has treated her well. I notice the Outers are equally frustrated by her, claiming in newspaper briefings that she has ‘marched them to the top of the hill’ and left them waiting.


But if our problems seem bad, they are nothing compared to Labour’s. Watching Jeremy Corbyn’s interview on Marr is a strange experience. With the sound turned down, he looks reasonable enough, but what he’s saying is electorally disastrous. He starts by wanting to open talks with Argentina about the Falklands, before moving on to putting Trident submarines to sea without nuclear warheads, and then concluding he’d like to reintroduce secondary picketing. It’s as if he will jump willingly into all the elephant traps being laid out for him.


Janan Ganesh tweets: ‘Imagine giving a TV interview in which your proposal to bring back secondary strikes was not the worst or second-worst idea.’


The next day, DC’s inner circle has dinner with Lynton Crosby, his 2015 election campaign director, in the dining room at No. 11. The table is set for seven, with the PM sitting at the top. Lynton sits to his right. George says he’s done everything to warm the place up – with portable heaters dotted around the walls.


The food is pretty basic – a watery beef stew with rice, and a bowl full of overcooked carrots and peas. The stew is tasteless and everyone adds a lot of salt. It is all made worse by the fact I’m having a dry January.


Lynton has made it plain he is going to be studiously neutral in this referendum, but he’s happy to talk, as he regularly has done since the election.


Top of the agenda is whether we are right to push for June. Everyone agrees it is the right date. George wonders what the SNP will do. Most believe they’ll say overtly they are all for In, while doing little to campaign for it. They’ve already refused any attempts to have cross-party working.


The next item is: What do we need to bring home on welfare/immigration? George says that in his conversation with Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of the European Commission, it was clear they were alive to the politics of this, with Juncker saying, ‘DC must have something with four years in it, because that was what he argued for in his manifesto.’


The next subject is ‘key messages’. There’s been a bit of a question about whether we were wise to emphasise security. When we did, the journalist Dominic Lawson pointed out that the EU isn’t about security; that’s down to NATO, etc. Lynton says we need to make a bigger argument: ‘Now is not the time for the West to divide … strength in numbers, etc.’


He’s also sure that the PM should not race ahead with making pro-EU arguments – he needs to demonstrate just how hard he is working for a deal. He adds that we shouldn’t be going for a big-bang budget either: ‘Nothing that will scare the voters.’ The Chancellor says that should be a principle at all times.


Much of the discussion is about getting our heads around how different all of this is going to be. George sums it up best: ‘We’re fighting our own here. Hopefully with the end result we won’t destroy each other.’


All through the evening, DC seems a little distant. He lets us know what’s distracting him at the end of the meal with the joke, ‘Remind me whose idea this was?’


The screw is turning as we approach the now crucial beginning of February, needing to explain what we can expect from the renegotiation. Reports from the frontline in Brussels are concerning. The crucial issue of what would happen on curbing benefits to stop migration appears to be getting nowhere.


The feeling is, if a document is leaked without satisfactory progress in this area at the beginning of February, we will be promptly torn to shreds – even though the renegotiation is not over. We needed to ensure that whatever is sent out looks credible.
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