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‘When a regime has been in power too long, when it has fatally exhausted the patience of the people, and when oblivion finally beckons – I am afraid that across the world you can rely on the leaders of that regime to act solely in the interests of self-preservation, and not in the interests of the electorate.’

– BORIS JOHNSON








Introduction –
 Drinks at the Garrick Club


Boris Johnson shuffled into the mahogany and red dining room of the Garrick Club one cold November evening with a relaxed grin on his face. Scooping up a drink as the dinner was about to begin, he beamed at his former journalist colleagues. Rumours had been circulating that he would attend, but many were stunned not only that the prime minister had just walked in, but that he had done so on time (unlike the filing of his newspaper articles). Johnson had returned to a gathering to celebrate his spiritual home: among the comment writers of The Daily Telegraph. Fresh from the success of the COP26 climate conference in Glasgow, he could finally let his guard down.

Since 1831, the Garrick has wined and dined the great of London’s cultural scene. From A. A. Milne to Stephen Fry, the institution inspires improbable passions among its members – with its garish salmon club ties and sumptuous Covent Garden surroundings (Johnson was not a member when he arrived for supper in late 2021). His choice of transport had been criticised; the optics were poor, jetting back from a conference about climate change. But he could not care less, he was among friends. After two years of the Covid pandemic he was the global statesman and at the centre of everyone’s attention, something that he had craved since childhood.

In the private room, a broad table was set for around thirty Fleet Street veterans who had worked with a colleague later to become the most powerful man in the country. The occasion was a reunion of columnists and leader writers whose careers stretched back to the 1960s. The dominant era represented was Charles Moore’s, editor from 1995 to 2003; the occasion convened by Stephen Glover and Neil Darbyshire, both senior figures at the Daily Mail who had stints at the Telegraph in the 1980s and 90s when Johnson was becoming the paper’s star political columnist.

The assembled diners – including editor of The Oldie magazine Harry Mount, former Today programme editor Sarah Sands and editor of ConservativeHome website Paul Goodman – were surprised and delighted to see Johnson was present. Guzzling roast pheasant1 with Grand Marnier soufflé, washed down with hefty bottles of claret, the collected journalists celebrated what seemed to be the very best of times. Glover noted in his speech that the attendees were ‘responsible for millions of words over the decade’ and ‘it would be impossible to calculate the damage we’ve done’.

At the prime minister’s end of the table Dean Godson, the Telegraph’s former chief leader writer, impersonated his old proprietor Conrad Black attempting French; Johnson laughed so hard his friends feared he might crack a rib. One attendee said, ‘The extraordinary thing is that I’ve known Boris in passing for thirty-odd years, but I’ve never seen him happier and laugh harder than that evening.’ Another remarked, ‘It was a triumphant homecoming, he had proven himself beyond doubt at having beaten us all.’

When Johnson spoke at the supper, after much wine had been consumed, he delivered a typically comic and self-deprecating speech where one attendee said he (improbably) claimed to have only penned two leaders for the Telegraph, the second of which was about the row between author Salman Rushdie and Ayatollah Khomeini, then the supreme leader of Iran. After his editorial came down on the side of the Ayatollah, the paper’s then proprietor Conrad Black informed Johnson he didn’t need to write any more, so the yarn went. The hacks lapped it up.

The prime minister’s ‘very infectious’ tone adding to the gaiety of the evening. He rapidly moved on to his favourite topic: his achievements. He paid tribute to the success points of his own government – delivering Brexit and the world-leading Covid vaccine rollout. Then came a heckle: one Telegraph writer shouted out that he had not been especially conservative. With his well-worn hangdog expression, an artful ruffle of his thatched hair, Johnson admitted they had a point. There was no malice, it was not an evening for serious policy debate, but to celebrate one of their own.

Johnson later stumbled out of the Garrick Club after the supper had concluded, wearing the same grey suit with blue tie he had donned hours earlier in Glasgow. Moore was photographed at his side, in a double-breasted suit with red tie. The wide grins on both their faces spoke not only to an enjoyable evening, but the decades of warm professional and personal relations. Repaying his early career patronage, Moore had been ennobled2 by Johnson in 2020.

Moore’s demeanour may have been jolly, but his concern for a close friend weighed heavily on his mind. Three days before the Garrick supper, he wrote a Telegraph column3 on the case of Owen Paterson, the Conservative MP and former environment secretary who was facing a suspension from the House of Commons having been found guilty of ‘paid advocacy’, misconduct that would end his political career. During the investigation, Paterson’s wife Rose had committed suicide and Moore made the case that Paterson was being hounded. Moore insisted he did not discuss the matter with the prime minister that night.

But weeks before the Garrick supper, Johnson’s closest allies had voiced similar misgivings and had begun plotting a ruse to try and stave off the end of Paterson’s career. In the Cabinet and the whips’ office, those responsible for Tory party management were crafting a scheme that would disastrously backfire and create a fissure between Conservative MPs that would expose the flaws in Johnson’s premiership and see the man feted by his former colleagues as a great leader heaved out of power within the year, rather than his stated desire of serving for at least a decade.

The botched plan to save Paterson was not cooked up at the Garrick alongside the pheasant, but one Telegraph alumni reflected on that supper later, ‘He palpably felt so powerful and so popular that he thought “I can save Owen Paterson, I’m untouchable at the moment.” He was certainly giving off that air. He looked like someone very much enjoying being prime minister at their peak of their powers.’

***

That Garrick supper took place thirty turbulent months after Johnson entered 10 Downing Street in July 2019, amid the Brexit wars and one of the Conservative party’s deepest ever crises. The UK’s febrile divisions had been tearing apart its politics and social fabric. Three years after 17.4 million Britons had voted to leave the EU, Westminster had failed to fulfil the result. The Tories were hurting: David Cameron had been turfed out as leader after his campaign to remain in the EU failed. Theresa May, his successor, failed and failed again to see through the UK’s exit from the bloc. The nadir of her time as prime minister came in May 2019, when the Conservatives came fifth in the ludicrous set of European Parliament elections that took place while the UK’s exit from the bloc was in progress. The party faced extinction.

Johnson had long been the bookmakers’ favourite to be the next prime minister. From the day he announced4 ‘of course I’m going to go for it’, there was an inevitability he would succeed May as the only contender who could reinvent and save the Tories. During the MPs’ shortlisting process, where the Conservative parliamentary party selected the final two contenders to be voted on by the 150,000-odd members, he topped5 each round with clear majorities. His rival, the subdued foreign secretary Jeremy Hunt, stood from the centre left of the party and made little impact. Nearly two decades after he first became an MP, three years since his first bid for prime minister failed, and the countless times he had been written off, Johnson garnered two-thirds of the party’s vote. He finally rolled into Downing Street on 24 July 2019.

From the off, the drama and chaos scarcely let up. Outside Number 10 for the first time, Johnson pledged that the UK would exit the EU ‘do or die’ on 31 October that year. Members of Johnson’s first Cabinet had a markedly more right-leaning bent than what had come before, with many of Johnson’s long-time supporters handed prime secretary of state portfolios. A few days into power, the prime minister spoke6 at the Science and Industry Museum in Manchester to pledge a new high-speed rail route from Leeds to Manchester, later known as Northern Powerhouse Rail (he has a lifelong devotion to infrastructure, as part of his quest to leave his physical mark on the country).

A few weeks before Johnson became prime minister, a meeting had taken place with a cabal of his friends and acolytes to figure out how prime minister Johnson would break the Brexit deadlock: without a majority in parliament to deliver a ‘no deal’ Brexit, or a plan to negotiate a new withdrawal agreement with the EU, he faced being the shortest-lived prime minister in history. Also present at the meeting was his young partner Carrie Symonds, a Conservative party activist who he began dating the previous year and would go on to become his most crucial sounding board. After an inconclusive discussion, one of Johnson’s closest allies told him, ‘You’re going to need to send for Dom.’ He duly visited the north London home of Dominic Cummings, the mercurial strategist behind the Vote Leave campaign.

After some persuasion Cummings agreed to come with him to Number 10, but the terms were onerous. He would report directly to Johnson; he would be de facto chief of staff without the title; he would exercise total authority over all politically appointed special advisors. With no alternative, Johnson acquiesced. The relationship was uneasy from the start. Each man felt innately superior and different to the other: Cummings the nerdish strategist and thinker, Johnson the charismatic politician and national figure. Cummings saw Johnson as his useful tool to smash the British state and rebuild it in his image, the prime minister saw Cummings as someone with the force of personality to break the Brexit deadlock.

Throughout his first summer in office, the Brexit deadlock remained and rumours abounded that Johnson would prorogue parliament to ensure it could not further delay the UK’s departure. On 28 August, he duly asked the Queen to end the parliamentary session. This was later overturned by the Supreme Court as ‘unlawful’7 but the outrage prompted by suspending parliamentary scrutiny soon deprived Johnson of his working majority when twenty-one Tory MPs were expelled8 for defying his orders to vote against leaving the EU without a deal – including the former chancellor Ken Clarke and Nicholas Soames, grandson of Johnson’s hero Winston Churchill. These expulsions were a defining moment in his rise, a signal of Johnson’s intent to break conventions, reshape the Tory party in his image, and do whatever it takes for Brexit.

In October Johnson struck a new agreement9  with Brussels, albeit one that essentially raised a trade border between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. Instead of approving the new deal, the House of Commons forced Johnson into yet another Brexit delay.

Johnson’s calls for a general election to resolve the deadlock and to ‘get Brexit done’ ramped up. The country at last went to the polls on 12 December. With Tory MPs refusing to back his deal, only one option remained: a new parliamentary party in his own image. The result was the greatest electoral feat of his career. His status as the most compelling political campaigner of his generation was proven by winning the Tories their largest majority10 since 1987. Jeremy Corbyn, the opposition’s left-wing leader, stood no chance. When Johnson arrived in Sedgefield, the County Durham seat represented by Tony Blair for twenty-four years, he was greeted by crowds chanting his name. Working-class England buried reservations about the party and its leader to put him back in Downing Street. Once again, he had defied the consensus. By collapsing the so-called ‘red wall’ of former heartlands, Johnson was handed a generational chance to reshape the country. The UK finally left the EU on 31 January 2020.

The early days of Johnson’s second term were marked by triumphalism. His Downing Street aides, led by Cummings, declared a war on the established media, the civil service and many of the country’s respected institutions. In his quest to repay the trust of those first-time voters, Johnson pressed ahead with the High Speed 2 (HS2) railway in February,11 followed by a Cabinet reshuffle that booted out those outside his inner circle. The most critical change, however, was the forced resignation of Sajid Javid. Johnson and Cummings ordered the chancellor to sack his team of advisors and replace them with Number 10’s picks. Javid refused12 and he was replaced by Rishi Sunak, the young chief secretary to the Treasury. This marked another inflection point of his premiership: had Javid remained chancellor, the most critical power nexus of his government could have been remarkably different.

The country’s palpable relief of a stable government after the chaos of the Brexit years was soon shattered when Covid-19 was found in every nation of the UK by the start of March 2020. Johnson was initially slow to act, as the government bickered about the best way to tackle the pandemic. The first lockdown came13 on 23 March, when Johnson ordered citizens to stay at home. All shops, schools and nonessential businesses closed; normal life ceased. Days later, Johnson himself was diagnosed with Covid. The prime minister was admitted to St Thomas’ Hospital on 5 April and moved to intensive care two days later.14 He recovered but the long fatigue and his brush with death left a deep mark on his premiership.

As the first wave of Covid abated, the first true scandal of his premiership arrived when it was revealed that Cummings had driven to the market town of Barnard Castle in the north-east of England when nonessential travel was forbidden. In a bizarre press conference in the Number 10 garden, Cummings claimed15 he had travelled thirty miles from his family home to test his eyesight.

Johnson’s one-year anniversary of entering Downing Street was marked by a gradual easing of Covid restrictions, albeit with rising fears that another coronavirus wave would hit the country. In September, the so-called ‘rule of six’ was introduced,16 restricting how many people could gather indoors, followed by a convoluted system of tiered restrictions later that month. In late October, Johnson announced a month-long ‘circuit breaker’ lockdown17 that largely mirrored the draconian restrictions of March. While society was shut down, Cummings left Downing Street after an acrimonious falling out18 that neither would soon forget. The nation reopened with some restrictions still in place, on the same day Pfizer’s Covid-19 vaccine was approved19 by medical authorities, the first green-lighted jab in the world.

As Christmas dawned, Britons were advised not to travel and the third and final Covid lockdown came into force20 on 4 January as the Delta variant of Covid spread rapidly. While the prime minister’s legacy on Covid is mixed, the vaccine rollout of 2021 was an unadulterated success. His habit of claiming something British was world-beating was proven to be accurate for once. Lockdown ended on 29 March and life gradually returned to a semblance of normality as Covid abated. Riding off the success of the jabs, Johnson delivered a remarkable set of local election results for the Tories in April, including winning the northern seat of Hartlepool for the first time – proving that his electoral potency went beyond the events of 2019. In May, Johnson married Carrie in a small ceremony at Westminster Cathedral; they celebrated afterwards in the Downing Street garden.

Ominous signs, however, began to emerge that the glory of 2019 was fading, that Johnson’s coalition stretching the breadth of England was beginning to collapse under the contradictions of governing. In June 2021, the Tories lost the leafy Buckinghamshire constituency of Chesham and Amersham to the Liberal Democrats – the first time the seat had not been represented by a Conservative – prompting party fears that his populist governing style was turning off the traditional Tory base. In July, all remaining Covid restrictions were abolished on ‘Freedom Day’ – a decision Johnson privately vacillated over for weeks. August brought the withdrawal of UK troops from Afghanistan and the fall of Kabul to the Taliban, a shambolic and shameful moment for all Western countries. Dominic Raab, his foreign secretary, was widely mocked for claiming ‘the sea was closed’21 when asked if he was paddleboarding as British troops were being evacuated.

Ignoring the growing warnings about his premiership, Johnson began the autumn political season with a bang by reshuffling his Cabinet again, promoting Liz Truss to foreign secretary, demoting Raab to justice secretary, creating a new ministry for the levelling-up agenda to tackle regional inequalities and tasking long-time minister Michael Gove to head it. The Cabinet shake-up had been planned for months, according to those involved, and was initially due to take place at the end of July. Several struggling ministers left government while devoted loyalists such as Nadine Dorries were handed new briefs, hers as culture secretary. A week later, Johnson announced a defence pact with America and Australia to counter the dominance of China, known as Aukus. As the economy geared up after the pandemic, however, a crisis in the UK’s fuel supplies – triggered by the rise in energy prices – led to supply chain disruptions, soaring wages and thousands of job vacancies.

Johnson’s post-pandemic zenith came at that year’s Conservative party conference in Manchester, where his allies observed that he was ‘pretty chipper’. The prime minister adopted the slogan of ‘Build Back Better’ from the pandemic and leaned into22 rising wages, claiming that he wanted a highly productive, highly paid economy that would no longer rest on ‘mainlining’ cheap labour from abroad. It was typically ideologically and culturally diverse: invoking his political lodestars Churchill and Margaret Thatcher, channelling tennis star Emma Raducanu and praising the Dunkirk spirit for the Afghanistan evacuation. And there were plenty of jokes: Gove was nicknamed ‘Jon Bon Govey’23 after the Cabinet minister was videoed dancing at an Aberdeen nightclub. The prime minister seemed almost bored, hubristically so, by the lack of controversy. When he ran into veteran rebel David Davis in the conference hall, Johnson asked him,24 ‘Why aren’t you causing me more trouble?’ As they left Manchester, his advisors privately acknowledged ‘this is as good as it gets’.

Across the media, journalists lauded Johnson as a phenomenon. Tim Shipman of The Sunday Times expressed the feelings of many when he observed,25 ‘Boris Johnson now squats like a giant toad across British politics. He has expanded the Overton window in both directions. Praising bankers and drug companies, while tight on immigration and woke history. Cheered for lauding the NHS and pro LGBT. Where does Labour find a gap?’

And a year later, he was gone. From that high point, the fall of Boris Johnson is the most remarkable political defenestration in modern British political history because so few believed it would ever actually happen. The so-called ‘Teflon politician’ had defied conventions and odds so many times few thought it could ever end. The parallel to Johnson is Thatcher, who similarly proved herself an election winner that transformed the political scene but eventually lost the confidence of her MPs. Like Johnson, her end was long in the making. It was a similar alchemy of policy and personality that ended her reign as the longest-serving prime minister of the twentieth century.

Was it always going to end this way? Could a better team, a stronger Cabinet, improved structures have resulted in better decisions, fewer mistakes, and a longer stint in power? Or did Johnson’s personality and governing style, with its benefits but many flaws, mean his government was always going to come to an almighty smash ending? The answer lies in the story of what took place between the dinner on 2 November 2021 to his announcement on 6 July 2022 that he would resign as Conservative party leader. Although few were aware at the time, the Garrick Club supper marked one of the last true bright spots of Johnson’s time in power. As Johnson laughed that night at the jokes and scrapes of his life as a journalist, some further successes lay ahead, especially abroad, but his gradual exit had almost imperceptibly begun.

***

Owen Paterson was not a close friend or ally of Boris Johnson’s. The sixty-six-year-old’s temperament was one of an unyielding hardliner: he entered parliament in 1997 as MP for North Shropshire – an archetypal rural constituency with a vast Conservative majority. Paterson rose to become shadow secretary of state for Northern Ireland and he clashed with Cameron’s modernising agenda, voting against same-sex marriage legislation.

His second and last role in government as environment secretary was even more jarring, underscoring his reputation as an anachronism that the party seemingly had left behind. Paterson’s scepticism of climate change again clashed with Cameron’s agenda, as did his brittle persona. During a failed badger cull in 2013, Paterson was ridiculed for claiming26 ‘the badgers have moved the goalposts’. It was no shock when he was booted out of the Cabinet as Cameron prepared to reorientate for the next election. On the backbenches, Paterson’s campaigning efforts were focused on promoting Brexit.

Most of his time, however, was focused on promoting his bank balance. Paterson took up a part-time role in 2015 as a consultant for Randox, a health care company based in Northern Ireland for which he was initially paid £49,000, a sum that was to later double. During the Covid pandemic, Randox was awarded a £133 million contract for testing kits (no other company was offered the work). It was subsequently awarded a further £347 million contract for testing work.27 It later emerged that Paterson had represented Randox in Whatapps messages and emails with Matt Hancock, the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care.28 Such lobbying was not enough for Paterson: in December 2016, he took up another role with Lynn’s Country Foods, also based in Northern Ireland. Emails showed Paterson lobbied the Food Standards Agency about their ‘naked bacon’ produce.29

To the casual voter, and those closely watching his outside interests, Paterson appeared to be a lobbyist first and an MP second. An inquiry by Kathryn Stone, the independent standards commissioner, was opened into Paterson’s outside roles in October 2019 but as the investigation progressed, tragedy struck when Paterson’s wife, Rose, committed suicide in June 2020. There was no definitive link between the investigation and her death, but the Mail On Sunday published emails30 between Rose and a friend that included links to articles about Paterson and Randox. The investigation rumbled on throughout 2021.

The report, published on 26 October, was damning. It found that Paterson had breached rules on paid advocacy with his approaches to government ministries and agencies on behalf of Randox and Lynn’s Country Foods. It recommended a thirty-day suspension from the House of Commons – a move that would have likely led to a recall petition and the end of his parliamentary career. Three days after Stone’s report, Charles Moore published his Telegraph article defending Paterson. And three days later, Johnson dined with Moore at the Garrick Club.

The conduct of one backbench Tory would normally be a matter purely for the chief whip: Mark Spencer, a jolly rotund Nottinghamshire farmer liked, if not feared, by MPs.

Yet when Johnson met his Downing Street aides the following morning after the Garrick supper, dealing with the Owen Paterson affair had risen to the top of the agenda. Before the Garrick Club dinner, those around him said he was sceptical of intervening. One close aide recalled, ‘I can remember in a couple of conversations with him after the dinner he definitely changed. It was like this seed about Owen Paterson and the need to defend him had been planted.’

Johnson’s inner circle of aides and ministers was split between those who felt Paterson should be assisted, and those who could see the pitfalls of trying to save an MP who had blatantly broken parliamentary rules. Two Johnson loyalists, Jacob Rees-Mogg, the patrician leader of the House of Commons, and Mark Spencer plus Declan Lyons, Johnson’s political secretary and his critical link with the parliamentary party who was drafted in to facilitate their plans, had already begun plotting how the Paterson situation could best be handled with scant consultation among the wider party machine.

The Spencer–Rees-Mogg–Lyons trio presented their plan to Johnson: they had considered rejecting the report outright but suggested instead that the government would put forward a motion in the House of Commons that would delay a vote on the report and punishment, followed by forming a new nine-strong committee that would explore parliamentary standards and whether there should be a recourse mechanism. It was to be proposed by Andrea Leadsom, the former business secretary. The new committee would (peculiarly) be chaired by former minister John Whittingdale, who had been sacked by Johnson in the last reshuffle. ‘God knows why John got involved,’ one MP said.

Two individuals close to the Spencer–Rees-Mogg–Lyons trio said the cabal also looked at reducing Paterson’s suspension to below ten days, which would have meant no automatic recall petition – a ploy that would have been fraught with the same image problem. ‘It would have still created a row because it would have been transparently gerrymandering,’ an official said.

Those involved with the plot insist the trio fully grasped that Paterson had broken parliamentary rules but ran two counterarguments to merely accepting Stone’s findings. First was that there was no appeal mechanism for the punishment (had it existed, it is unlikely Paterson would have won given the weight of evidence about his behaviour).31 Second was an argument from the heart, which found the most traction with Johnson. Spencer, Rees-Mogg and Lyons keenly felt that Paterson had paid a high enough price with the death of his wife and did not deserve to lose his political career too.

This debate took place while Johnson was abroad, physically absent from Downing Street – a theme that was to emerge in other later scandals. ‘He was always away when stuff went wrong,’ one colleague recalled. ‘When you’re travelling as PM, it’s bizarrely impossible to get people on the phone and things run out of control very quickly.’ Some in Number 10 blamed Dan Rosenfield, his chief of staff, for not ensuring he received proper written advice whether home or away. ‘It was a fundamental process flaw,’ one said. Another government insider said, ‘It was the classic case of the PM not realising the significance of how big a problem it was because no one was really telling him.’ Decision-making had shrunk to a fatally small clique.

Upon his return to Downing Street, the Paterson plot found favour with Johnson not just because of its supposed compassion but also because of its focus on reforming parliamentary standards. Johnson had been previously investigated32 over his declarations for a holiday to Mustique paid for by a Tory donor and he had little time for such pettifogging rules; to reshape them was his prerogative.

Johnson, the plotting trio and pro-Paterson MPs were all hopelessly naive. Throughout these weeks of discussions, they missed the obvious problem with the whole endeavour: the average voter could see that Paterson had been through a horrific personal situation, but they could also grasp that he had blatantly breached parliamentary rules. His significant sums of earnings were unlikely to garner much sympathy with the public. With the discussions taking place among no more than half a dozen aides and ministers, Johnson was isolated from further advice that may have persuaded him that saving Paterson and changing the parliamentary standards rules to do so was a terrible idea.

Before the scheme went public on 3 November, his chief of staff Dan Rosenfield and communications chief Jack Doyle instructed Johnson to actually read and contemplate the report, after it became apparent he had not bothered to do so. He also raised an obvious problem in his discussions with Spencer–Rees-Mogg–Lyons: would the Labour party play ball? If they opted out of working with the new committee to examine standards, its legitimacy would collapse. One official recalls Rosenfield asking, ‘Why would Labour play ball with this? And what happens when Labour say, “Fuck off, I’m not putting anyone on the committee.”’ Rosenfield was assured by Spencer that the opposition were fully on side.

Among the wider Downing Street staff, knowledge of the plot to save Paterson was limited until that morning of 3 November. To the civil servants, it was presented as a fait accompli. One said, ‘It was like “everyone’s going to row in behind it, everyone’s on board. It will be rough, but we’ll push through”.’ A WhatsApp was sent to lobby journalists at 11.12 a.m. announcing what would happen. ‘This isn’t about one case but providing Members of Parliament from all political parties with the right to a fair hearing,’ it said. ‘Therefore the Commons should seek cross-party agreement on a new appeals process whereby the conclusions of the standards committee and the commissioner can be looked at. This could include judicial and lay member representation on the appeals panel.’ The announcement of the plot shocked many at Conservative party HQ and the whips’ office.

Motions on parliamentary standards are typically voted through without objections or amendments so what happened that evening was unprecedented. In the Commons debate Rees-Mogg told MPs that concerns about the Paterson situation had become ‘too numerous to ignore’.33 He reiterated the point that it was not about the individual case but the system. ‘It is not for me to judge him, others have done that, but was the process a fair one?’ Tory MPs and opposition MPs saw the Paterson plot for exactly what it was: a Tory ruse to save one of their own.

During the vote that evening, senior MPs could scarcely believe what they were being ordered to do. Christian Wakeford, one of the more outspoken newly elected Tories who won Bury South for the first time since 1997, walked up to Paterson in the voting lobbies to call him a ‘fucking selfish cunt’. The result showed the mess Johnson had waded into: thirteen Tory MPs voted against and ninety-eight abstained. As it was announced, opposition MPs heckled ‘shame’ and shouted at the government benches, ‘What have you done to this place?’

Number 10’s insistence that the motion was not about Paterson’s case was moot. Hannah White, from the Institute for Government think tank, said, ‘The decision to redesign the system and allow Paterson to appeal his case against whatever new rules are put in place vindicates the public view that there is one rule for MPs and another for the rest of us.’ Or, as one Johnson ally put it retrospectively, ‘It was patently obvious that Labour were not going to miss the chance to say, “The Tories are reforming the regime to protect themselves.”’

Immediately after the amendment passed, Dan Rosenfield’s prediction came true. Angela Rayner, Labour’s deputy leader, announced her party would ‘not be taking any part in this sham process or any corrupt committee’. The Liberal Democrats and Scottish National party followed suit. Following the vote, Rosenfield was in the prime minister’s outer office with Lyons and Simone Finn, deputy chief of staff. Someone asked what would happen, Rosenfield responded, ‘We’re going to scrap it straight away because we have lost this fight.’

Johnson was stuck in the worst of all situations: a lame duck parliamentary committee and Paterson still on the hook. Either he would have to press ahead alone to try and reform standards with a committee of only Conservative MPs, or he would need to rapidly accept he had messed up. Spencer and Rees-Mogg spoke to him, ashen-faced, and admitted they had no plan. Lyons, who was chiefly drafted in to enact their instructions and marshall different sides of the arguments, awaited instructions. Johnson consulted with his aides overnight. One person he spoke to recalls the sentiment was, ‘Look, we are clearly in a corner here, we’ve cocked this up and we need to change it.’

The final straw came in an interview Paterson gave to Sky News34 where he showed no contrition at all, despite reassurances to Spencer. ‘I wouldn’t hesitate to do it again tomorrow,’ the disgraced MP said. One ministerial aide watched him in horror: ‘Owen was not behaving brilliantly at this time and that made it a lot harder.’ Another government official recalled Johnson was ‘totally furious’ both at Paterson’s behaviour and the whole ruse.

The next morning, the U-turn came – just one in a long history of rapid strategic or policy reversals that became a hallmark of Johnson’s government. Rees-Mogg told the Commons on 4 November, ‘I fear last night’s debate conflated the individual case with general concern, this link needs to be broken,’ and the changes to the standards committee would not go ahead. Those involved saw no alternative: ‘We backed ourselves into a corner, there was no way that the committee could ever work.’ Paterson soon announced he was off and quit politics – forcing a parliamentary by-election in his traditionally safe North Shropshire constituency that the Tories went on to lose to the Liberal Democrats.

Johnson was castigated. Friday’s Daily Mail headline read ‘On day of farce, Tories U-turn on disgraced MP Paterson after public fury … he quits … and a nation aghast at Boris’s misjudgement asks … IS ANYBODY IN CHARGE AT No 10?’ On Saturday, the former prime minister John Major, a long-time Johnson critic, told the BBC that the way the government had handled the affair was ‘shameful’.

But it was not over. The Paterson scandal blew into a much wider debate about second jobs and whether Westminster should make MPs a full-time profession with no outside interests. Particular attention was paid to Geoffrey Cox, the former attorney general, who registered £970,000 for 705 hours of legal work during 2020. A week after Paterson announced he was quitting politics, the House of Commons endorsed a new code of conduct that banned MPs from acting as paid lobbyists.

The Spencer–Rees-Mogg–Lyons trio slowly grasped how much damage they had wrought. ‘They bungled the handling of it obviously. It led to a by-election and damaged the prime minister hugely,’ one senior Tory said. So why did Johnson make such an obvious mistake? Some MPs put it down to loyalty to his old Telegraph chums. One Cabinet minister told The Sunday Times,35 ‘The first rule of politics is that if you listen to Charles Moore and do the complete opposite of what he says, you won’t go far wrong.’ The same article noted that there was a spilt between different generations about whether to let Paterson off the hook. ‘Younger MPs, many in red wall seats, are furious with the old guard – ageing Eurosceptics, Old Etonians and Johnson’s former Telegraph colleagues.’ In turn, the old blamed their youthful colleagues for the second jobs row that risked scuppering their retirement nests. Everyone, meanwhile, was seething at Johnson.

The Spencer–Rees-Mogg–Lyons trio were well intentioned in their efforts to save Paterson, but they failed in their duty to deliver the cold, realistic political advice Johnson desperately needed. With the hundreds of decisions across his desk each day, the Paterson plot should never have reached the prime minister. Equally, though, instead of listening to his former Telegraph colleagues, Johnson should have heeded the warnings from some of his aides that it would blow up and was impossible to sell to MPs and the public. Kathryn Stone’s report should have been accepted but Johnson made the fatal decision to listen to a too tight group of advisors, instead of more widely consulting the Cabinet.

One senior Tory said, ‘He was getting bad advice from the chief [whip] and Jacob at the time. He agreed to do it as, “This is my instinctive reaction, so it’ll be fine.” And then two days later it’s, “Why the fuck has this happened, why did no one tell me?”’ Others blamed Lyons, ‘I don’t think Declan had the nous to spot how big of a problem it was going to be.’ A longstanding ally of Johnson piled in, ‘He was surrounded by a very mediocre group because they all want to touch the orbit of the Sun King. He didn’t think of the consequences of how people will react to this. There was no mechanism for a considered approach. He runs the government like an Oxford tutorial, when people float in with interesting ideas.’ But one person who spoke to the prime minister said he was unhappy with his own decision-making as well as the advice he was receiving.

Ultimately, however, it was Johnson’s decision to press ahead with the Paterson ruse. ‘Boris’s greatest fault, which ties into lots of other things, is that he’s not ruthless enough,’ one minister said. ‘He’s too kindly and you need to deal with unpleasant business that arises as a PM.’ His lifelong desire to be liked meant he often tried to please everyone.

MPs were furious about being marched up the hill to vote for a scheme that cost them political capital for something that was then jettisoned within less than twenty-four hours. More so than the madness of the plot to save Paterson was the indecision. Throughout his premiership, delegation after delegation of MPs had made it clear to Johnson that the U-turns – characterised by Dominic Cummings’s frequent use of a trolley emoji, which Johnson initially came up with to describe his own journey towards Brexit in 2015 – were ruining the government. One Tory aide said, ‘They had made it clear that all the fucking U-turns had to stop. MPs told Number 10 they’re happy to take brickbats, but not if we have to U-turn a few days later. It’s one of the most corrosive, painful things you can ask MPs to do.’

The botched Paterson plot marked a turning point for Johnson. The shine of the party conference, the globetrotting premier and the Garrick Club supper was entirely worn off by the affair. Allies of Johnson said at the time that the prime minister ‘admits it’s a complete own goal’. The damage, however, went far deeper: it created a fissure with the parliamentary party that widened and was never addressed.

One of those tasked with smoothing over relations between Downing Street and MPs explained why the Paterson plot had such an impact: ‘It opened up a lot of vulnerabilities in the parliamentary party because all Tory MPs are paranoid about being accused of sleaze. They didn’t understand why there had been a sort of special pleading, in Owen’s case, because they felt that nobody else would have been treated like that.’

To the party’s strategists, Paterson also created a public image issue. ‘It looked like Boris is not doing things in parliament that are relevant to me, they’re looking after their mates, it’s all about politics again.’

Having an eighty-seat majority had acted as a big cushion for Johnson and the government that could absorb its failings and U-turns. But it would not be long before the broken bonds that had begun with the Paterson affair would become an even greater problem, one that threatened to undermine his whole government at the very moment it faced two of its greatest threats to date.






1. Partygate and an Omicron Christmas


Boris Johnson was glum. It was Saturday 27 November 2021 and he was back in the Downing Street press briefing room, speaking to the nation again about the one topic he most wanted to avoid: coronavirus. A few days earlier Chris Whitty, the chief medical officer for England, and his scientific counterpart Patrick Vallance, had visited Number 10 to warn the prime minister’s team that a new ominous Covid variant had emerged, one that that might evade the vaccine. ‘It was one of those doom-monger moments,’ one senior aide said.

Although only two Omicron cases had been detected in the UK, Johnson warned1 in his televised address that a third wave was coming: ‘It does appear that Omicron spreads very rapidly and can be spread between people who are double vaccinated.’ The prime minister announced the return of restrictions to buy scientists time to understand whether the existing Covid jabs offered substantial protection. Day two tests for those arriving in the UK returned, along with enforced self-isolation for those who tested positive with Omicron. Face coverings in shops and public transport were reintroduced and Johnson announced that the booster programme for a third round of jabs would be hugely accelerated.

As the pandemic neared its two-year anniversary, daily Covid meetings still took place in Downing Street, usually at around 9 a.m. The cast was small and included Dan Rosenfield, the prime minister’s chief of staff, his communications director Jack Doyle, health secretary Sajid Javid and a ‘handful’ of other aides who drifted in and out depending on the severity of the situation. Those who attended recalled there was often ‘indecisiveness’ from Johnson between the need to protect from Covid and his constant yearning for freedom. When Omicron arrived, the debate about what to do was no exception.

After three lockdowns, at least two of which Johnson was deeply sceptical about, his gut was against the return of restrictions – echoed by many advisors in his inner circle. One person involved said, ‘There were some arguing, “You’ve been sold a pup” by the scientists, others who said, “You’ve got to take draconian measures, this is a Doomsday we’re fucked scenario.” Then there were the mainstream people who said, “Hang on, we have no idea how severe this is.” … So we took the middle-ground approach.’ When considering measures, Johnson’s team gave little or no thought to Tory MPs – a repeated critical error.

But in parliament, a growing band of Conservative MPs felt much more strongly and were appalled, thinking that Johnson was making a historic mistake that would ruin the economy, destroy Christmas for the second year in a row, and curb liberties without due cause. A potent caucus emerged known as the Covid Recovery Group – led by arch-Conservative libertarians and former ministers Mark Harper and Steve Baker. The former, who was chief whip, was a longstanding Johnson sceptic who had challenged him for the leadership in 2019. But it was the role of Baker, one of the party’s most feared campaigners who had played major roles in the defenestration of two Tory leaders, which concerned Downing Street the most. Johnson had offered Baker a junior ministerial role in his first government, but the MP had rejected it as too junior. Their relationship had always been strained, and Covid made it more so. Baker argued that the previous lockdowns were an error, and the government should be focused instead on ‘living with’ Covid. They were certainly not willing to give Johnson the benefit of the doubt on Omicron.

On 30 November, parliament voted on the new restrictions. Johnson failed to win over Tory MPs to the new restrictions: thirty-four of them opposed the return of self-isolation for those with Omicron and twenty-one opposed face masks in public spaces. Johnson’s eighty-odd seat majority was almost eroded. In the chamber,2 Baker attacked the scientists and data behind face masks: ‘the issue is that we are taking away the public’s right to choose what they do, based on flimsy and uncertain evidence.’ For Baker, an evangelical Christian and messianic Brexiter, the debate was about more than Omicron. For him, it was ‘how we react and the kind of nation and civilisation that we are creating in the context of this new disease. What is the relationship between the state and the individual?’

The votes on the first round of Omicron measures underscored the damage the Owen Paterson affair had done to Johnson’s relationship with his party. In growing numbers, his party was no longer listening to him. ‘MPs were waiting to give us a kicking at that point, and that was the point,’ one government insider said. ‘We’d lost the benefit of the doubt and everything we brought to parliament was going to be a row.’

Johnson was all too aware that if Omicron went wrong, either with collapsing the health service or thousands of excess deaths, it could undo all of the progress gained with the success of the UK’s vaccination programme. But hours after the Covid vote on 30 November, a far greater political problem arrived on Johnson’s desk. His communications chief Jack Doyle warned Dan Rosenfield that Pippa Crerar, the tenacious political editor of the Daily Mirror, was to publish a story that accused the prime minister and his staff of breaking Covid lockdown rules3 the previous November. Rosenfield, who had not been in Downing Street at the time, asked all three what had happened. The sentiment of their discussion was that some things had gone on and that ‘with hindsight, it’s not something we should have done’ but no one argued that restrictions were not observed. The aides then went to see Johnson, who needed no second invitation to get into a scrap with the left-leaning paper and take a firm line. With the pressure of deadlines, they sought to bat away what was initially seen as a one-day story.

The Mirror’s front page that night reported that Johnson had spoken at a ‘packed leaving do’ when the country was in lockdown in late 2020. It stated that another event took place closer to Christmas that year where officials ‘knocked back glasses of wine’ and played Secret Santa, at a time when London was under restrictions banning indoor gatherings. Crerar’s report went on to state there were many more ‘social gatherings’ beyond these initial two. One of her sources spoke about the hypocrisy of what allegedly happened: ‘While there was one message for the public, the prime minister gave the impression that it could be very relaxed in No 10.’ Within Team Johnson, there was the widespread view that the story was briefed by former Number 10 officials close to Dominic Cummings, who were set on bringing down his premiership.

Crerar’s story landed at a point when Johnson had just suffered a major rebellion, and while the country was facing another wave of Covid. The accusation of breaking rules was bad enough – playing into the perception that it had been one rule for the establishment, one rule for the rest of the country – but it came at a moment when the country was facing the return of restrictions, which made the story far more potent. It would take some weeks and a drip-drip of reports before the moniker ‘partygate’ was attached to the scandal, yet the deeply problematic response by Johnson’s office was already forged. At the bottom of the Mirror’s first story, Downing Street said, ‘Covid rules have been followed at all times.’

That line was lifted from the pages of the Mirror and repeated the next day in the House of Commons where Crerar’s story was a prime focus at prime minister’s questions. The preparation team – including Cabinet secretary Simon Case, chief of staff Dan Rosenfield, levelling up secretary Michael Gove and a bevy of political aides – were all aware of what he was going to say. Johnson was asked about the gatherings, and bound by the ministerial code, which states that knowingly misleading MPs means resignation, he duly said,4 ‘All guidance was followed completely.’ Every aide to the prime minister realised in hindsight that a fatal mistake had been made. From that first discussion in Number 10 with Rosenfield, no one questioned whether Crerar’s story was the thin end of the wedge; whether there were more illegal gatherings that breached the government’s own laws. No one thought to put together a scoping exercise to find the facts. No one thought to leave any room for flexibility in the press line. ‘Of course we should have got someone to do a review, but it was already too late,’ one insider said.

***

The end of 2021 for Johnson was dominated by the intertwining tales of partygate and Omicron, both of which exposed flaws in his character and how his Downing Street was run. The schism with Conservative MPs that started with the botched plot to save Owen Paterson grew and the prime minister’s approval ratings began to drop rapidly. Although MPs baulked at the Covid restrictions they were being asked to vote on, it was the drip-drip of allegations about historic rule breaking at the heart of his government that was to cause the biggest headache.

A week on from the Covid rebellion, ITV News broadcast footage5 of Allegra Stratton, Johnson’s COP spokesperson, answering a question at a mock press conference about a party that breached Covid rules. Plans for holding televised press conferences, in the style of White House briefings in the US, heralded from the Dominic Cummings era, when his (and the prime minister’s) desire to circumvent political journalists gave birth to plans for daily briefings where Number 10 could pump its slogans straight to voters. Cummings and the then director of communications Lee Cain wanted Ellie Price, a BBC reporter, to take the press secretary role. Johnson instead plumped for Stratton, previously a Guardian and BBC journalist before working for chancellor Rishi Sunak. Reportedly, Johnson’s wife Carrie had privately advocated6 for Stratton.

Although Johnson was initially keen on the idea of communicating directly to the country – particularly after the success of the pandemic press conferences – his aides were not sold on it. ‘Boris Johnson is a good communicator and knows he is,’ one ally said. ‘Was he really going to subcontract his words to somebody else? This is a guy who writes his own speeches and articles.’ Along with many others in Number 10, they felt the idea of putting an aide on screen to represent him every day was ‘really stupid’. After Cummings and Cain left their jobs, plans for the daily press conferences were unceremoniously scrapped in April 2021.

In the forty-seven seconds of leaked footage, recorded in December 2020, Stratton was asked by a staffer, ‘I’ve just seen reports on Twitter that there was a Downing Street Christmas party on Friday night, do you recognise those reports?’ With titters of nervous laughter around the room, Stratton joked that this ‘fictional party’ was in fact a business event featuring cheese and wine. The clip gave the strong impression that Stratton and the other aides knew that the event in question – 18 November, the one Pippa Crerar had previously revealed – broke rules, contrary to the official Downing Street line.

That night, Johnson and his aides were reeling from the Covid rebellion in the House of Commons. When senior figures in Johnson’s inner circle saw the leaked video footage on Twitter, many had no idea what Stratton was talking about. One said, ‘My initial response was: what the hell is this? Where the fuck did this come from?’ Given the turnover of officials after Cummings and his allies had left Number 10, those running the government had no idea Stratton had been holding practice press conferences. Once again, the finger of blame among Team Johnson was pointed in the direction of the Vote Leave cabal for leaking the footage. Universally it was acknowledged to be a disaster. Tory MPs soon picked up their phones to express their anger at Johnson, realising that the jovial nature of the clip hit a nerve.

After the initial Mirror story, communications director Jack Doyle had assured Johnson and chief of staff Dan Rosenfield that it was his belief that all the rules were followed in the press office. As one senior member of his team said, ‘The Allegra video was the first point I think we realised this was going wrong and we had a big political problem.’

Only now were the reports about the 18 November party taken seriously and a limited fact-finding exercise began to figure out what had happened. Dan Rosenfield tasked his civil servants with exploring if any rules had been broken, but the inquiry did not span beyond a small team. ‘Dan was always motivated to reduce the size of cast lists in meetings and close the loop on conversations because he wanted to protect information,’ one colleague said. At the time, Johnson was constantly asking his aides, ‘How much more of this is there to come?’ A full answer never came. Rosenfield’s fact-finding exercise produced a few sides of A4 paper; many of the events that were to prove most embarrassing to Johnson were not even mentioned.

Alongside frustration at the internal process, Johnson’s inner circle believed external forces were seeking to bring down the government. Cummings had begun voicing his opinion that Johnson was unfit for the role, remarking7 he was a ‘a joke prime minister’ and accused Number 10 of lying8 about the Christmas parties. Johnson’s team suspected that people involved in his Vote Leave gang had access to the archived footage of Stratton via cloud storage and had a role in leaking it to ITV (her former employer) to cause maximum damage. One insider said their first reaction was to realise Stratton was ‘going to go through the absolute ringer’, swiftly followed by ‘a sense of preservation about what else do they have?’

Within Number 10, there was much sympathy for Stratton. The following day, in a tearful video outside her home, she announced her resignation from government. ‘The British people have made immense sacrifices in the ongoing battle against Covid-19.’ Stratton went on: ‘I now fear that my comments in the leaked video … have become a distraction in that fight.’ She added it was never her intention to make light of Covid rules. ‘I will regret those remarks for the rest of my days and offer my profound apologies to all of you at home for them.’ Stratton had taken the hit, but she had not even attended the 18 November party.

The following day, 8 December, Johnson addressed the House of Commons about the Stratton video. He told MPs he was ‘furious’ about the clip, but did not change his official response from the Mirror’s first report: ‘All rules had been followed.’ He was asked directly by Labour MP Catherine West, about whether another party had been held in Number 10 on 13 November 2020. His response was, ‘No, but I am sure that whatever happened, the guidance was followed and the rules were followed at all times.’ Whether Johnson said ‘no’ to telling MPs or ‘no’ to whether there was a party is still unclear and became key for the Commons’ privileges committee’s investigation into whether he knowingly misled MPs.

Some in his team were becoming nervous at the handling of the crisis. ‘I remember being surprised it was such a clear-cut sentence,’ one Number 10 aide said of Johnson’s words in the Commons. A Cabinet minister was told by Downing Street that in response to questions about the Stratton video they should say, ‘The rules were followed at all times.’ He declined to do so. ‘I never did say it because I thought it wasn’t something you could be that categoric about.’ The minister added, ‘The PM was badly advised to be too certain about things in which you can’t be certain – bearing in mind nobody really knew what the rules meant precisely.’

What Johnson should have done at this stage was to tell MPs that his team would look into what had happened and he would report back. Instead, the prime minister and his allies became ‘like rabbits in the headlights’, according to one official. ‘They just got caught and went further and further with the denials.’ The issue was that too many in the prime minister’s core team were directly implicated in partygate. Within the Cabinet, it dawned that a real scandal was brewing. One member said, ‘It’s the classic Watergate lesson, the cover-up is worse than the event.’ The blame was rightly portioned on both Johnson personally and those around him. ‘The fundamental flaw for Boris was that his team are not strong managers,’ one friend says. ‘The lack of political management and understanding is at the core of it. Good leaders put around them people who don’t exacerbate their weakness, they offset them. The people who are most loyal to him feed his weakness.’

Yet he cannot escape culpability. When Johnson asked Jack Doyle about whether all the rules had been followed, he did not question his aide’s response, or ask him to investigate further whether any more illicit parties had taken place. On the other hand, his chief media aide should have given him the right advice. One senior Tory who observed Johnson at work said he consistently failed to consider the consequences of denying rules were broken. ‘What you would normally do is you have a meeting and somebody would say, “Hang on, you can’t sustain that argument.” Boris would say, “We will get through this, we will get through this.” No one bothered to tell him, “No you won’t.”’

After the leaked Stratton video, calls grew9 from opposition MPs for the Met police to investigate whether Covid rules had been broken, but, at this stage, they declined. The police said that the footage and other material ‘does not provide evidence of a breach’ of Covid rules and said it would not retrospectively open an investigation. But it left open the possibility of an inquiry if further evidence of wrongdoing was found.

Johnson, however, was forced to act. On 8 December, the day after the Stratton footage was published, he announced that Simon Case, the head of the civil service, would carry out an inquiry into partygate and disciplinary action would be taken against those found to have broken the rules. The decision to appoint Case was ‘rapid’, according to those who spoke to the prime minister about it. ‘It was just muscle memory. What happens when you need something sorting out? A cab sec’s investigation. It’s tried and tested.’ Another aide close to Johnson felt otherwise: ‘It was a really stupid decision.’

The prime minister knew he needed someone credible. ‘It couldn’t be a politician, it needs to be a civil servant,’ one aide said. He considered a retired mandarin but decided that an external inquiry would risk becoming ungainly. Case, who had been appointed as the youngest ever head of the civil service under Dominic Cummings’s auspices, was ‘furious’ at the position he was put in by the prime minister. Case fumed at Johnson’s team, ‘You’re asking me to judge my colleagues. I’m going to do it, it’s going to be difficult, and it will find things out that you don’t like.’

***

Johnson and his team were also contending with another media storm around Omicron. On the morning of 8 December, Sajid Javid was due to tour the broadcast studios ahead of a major pandemic announcement, but knowing the focus of the questioning after the Stratton footage leaked, he asked Number 10 for a ‘categorical assurance’ that rules had not been broken. The health secretary did not hear back from Dan Rosenfield or the prime minister directly, so he cancelled the morning media tour.

On this same day of 8 December, before his Commons statement on partygate, Johnson accepted that more restrictions were necessary. An informal ministerial Covid quad of Johnson, Javid, chancellor Rishi Sunak and Cabinet Office minister Steve Barclay had formed around the daily 9 a.m. meetings to monitor the worsening situation. Johnson then lumbered into the Downing Street press room on the evening of 8 December to inform the nation that a ‘Plan B’ of measures would be introduced, including mandatory indoor face coverings in public places. Guidance to work from home would return. And, for the first time, nightclubs and large events would require vaccine certification or proof of a negative lateral flow test. It was the last measure that would prove particularly controversial with Tory MPs, who decided vaccine passports were a red line they were unwilling to cross.

Compared to the lockdowns of 2020, the measures were limited. ‘Boris was never minded to do more than the minimum that could be negotiated,’ one close colleague said. But he brought in the measures knowing fully that Tory MPs would not be happy. As one minister summed up: ‘The path he ended up taking was not only very courageous and the right call, he did it knowing that the parliamentary party wouldn’t be happy. He went in knowing that, but he thought it was the right thing to do to keep the economy open while slowing the spread of the virus.’ When his position as prime minister was under threat in the months ahead, Johnson’s allies often claimed he ‘got the big calls right’ and this was one instance when it was true.

It was not only MPs who were divided on vaccine passports, but the Cabinet too. One minister said, ‘I was never convinced that certification makes any difference. In practical terms, it would be very hard to actually implement and to be meaningful.’ Those in the discussions said Johnson was ‘absolutely gangbusters’ about introducing them. ‘He thought it was a massive incentive to get vaccinated.’ The eventual compromise was to allow individuals to show their testing status in lieu of their jabs history. Sajid Javid, who had to present the measures to parliament, focused on the compromise nature of the proposals in his (unsuccessful) efforts to tame the Tory rebellion.

The next day, 9 December, Rosenfield and Number 10 communications director Jack Doyle pleaded with Javid to tour the broadcast studios to sell the new package of Covid restrictions, aware that a major rebellion was brewing. Javid was told by Downing Street, ‘You have to do it, otherwise we’re up shit creek and it looks very bad.’ But the health secretary was still concerned about partygate questions and how he would respond. Eventually Javid was assured there were no parties and no rules were broken – a line he trotted out on TV. But as one friend of Javid put it, ‘It turned out to be total bullshit.’

If November’s Omicron restrictions vote had damaged the government, the vote on the second round was much more severe – leading to the biggest rebellion of Johnson’s premiership. Steve Baker, the ringleader of the Covid rebels, ominously warned10 the government was ‘creating a miserable dystopia’. Many of his colleagues agreed and followed his lead. On the night of the vote, Johnson was distraught, aware it would not pass with Tory votes. A total of ninety-eight of his own MPs rebelled against the measures. He was saved by the opposition parties, who supported the measures, but Johnson had lost his tribe.

Inside Number 10, a large rebellion was expected but not as high as it turned out to be. One Johnson ally said, ‘The chief [whip] told us very clearly that it was going to be maximum eighty.’ Declan Lyons and Ben Gascoigne, two of Johnson’s closest political aides, cautioned against pushing ahead with the vote, telling the prime minister, ‘We are going to get completely hammered.’ One senior minister realised Number 10 was drifting away from the parliamentary party. ‘It became overall Tory political correctness to be anti-lockdown. The vibe was simply against it.’ Johnson’s problem was that within the Conservative party and outside the government ranks, there was no organised support network for lockdown measures.

One government figure particularly disgruntled about ‘Plan B’ was David Frost. Known to all in Westminster as ‘Frosty’, he had taken the Brexit journey with Johnson from the Foreign Office as his special advisor, to the heart of Downing Street as the prime minister’s chief negotiator for the revised withdrawal agreement and later negotiating the UK–EU free trade agreement. He was briefly considered to be the prime minister’s national security advisor and nominated for a Conservative peerage. After a backlash, Johnson opted to make him a Cabinet Office minister overseeing the domestic and overseas consequences of Brexit. An unashamed right-winger, he became the prime minister’s Thatcherite conscience.

In the summer of 2021, Frost had expressed11 concerns that the Northern Ireland Protocol, which governs trade between the province and the rest of the UK, was broken. ‘The EU needs a new playbook for dealing with neighbours, one that involves pragmatic solutions between friends, not the imposition of one side’s rules on the other and legal purism,’ he wrote of the very deal he negotiated. In October, the EU put forward a package of changes to the protocol that were soon dismissed by Frost as failing to speak to the scale of change required. The situation was deadlocked.

Johnson’s team was aware Frost was becoming disillusioned over a range of policy areas, including the Northern Ireland Protocol, the rise in National Insurance, Covid restrictions but also Brexit. One senior government figure said, ‘His frustration was that we weren’t going far enough on regulation and Brexit opportunities. Number 10’s response was, “That’s your job, you’re the Cabinet minister in charge so go and fucking do it.” You’ve got all the latitude, you’ve got all the authority. If anybody gets in your way, we will take the Boris Johnson baseball bat out of the cupboard and swing it very hard at them for you.’

Throughout the pandemic, Johnson had ensured the tub-thumping Frost was at the key Covid decision meetings to buttress Johnson’s arguments against restrictions. At the time of Omicron, Frost felt the arguments made by Chris Whitty and Patrick Vallance were not credible and insisted that there was not enough data from South Africa, the source of the variant, to support more measures. ‘He could never believe Boris would ever do it. But then it was rushed in overnight, Plan B was presented to the Cabinet as a done deal,’ one minister said. After the package was agreed, Frost told Johnson he simply could not defend it.
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