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    With Sky News since its beginning, its Political Editor Adam Boulton is a previous winner of the Royal Television Society’s supreme Judges’ Award and was elected

    2007 Chairman of the Parliamentary Lobby. Having long campaigned for televised Leaders’ Debates, in 2010 Adam served as moderator for the second debate before leading Sky News’

    coverage of the new Coalition Government.


  




  After more than ten years reporting for Sky News, Joey Jones was appointed Deputy Political Editor. He was nominated as specialist journalist of the year in the 2010 Royal Television Society

  Awards having forged a reputation as a respected analyst of the Westminster scene with his unique way of scrutinising Prime Minister’s Questions and other set-piece events. He broke the

  stories of the resignations of Jacqui Smith and Hazel Blears, and shadowed David Cameron throughout the 2010 General Election.
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    ‘Gentlemen, we must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately.’


  




   




  Benjamin Franklin (attributed) on the signing of the Declaration of Independence, 1776
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  PROLOGUE by Joey Jones




  Time to step up. As a politician, there are moments you realise your life is changing. When armed police officers appear at your side like magic for example, as happened to

  David Cameron on the morning of the 6th of April 2010. Right on cue, no ceremony, at 10.45 he was a protected person – the very instant that Prime Minister Gordon Brown returned from his

  audience with the Queen and announced in Downing Street the election would take place a month later. That’s the machinery of state for you.




  As opposition leader, Cameron had come to enjoy the company of a tight, informal coterie of friends and advisors. From that mid-morning on, things would be different. Bodyguards and armoured

  Jaguars meant sacrificing independence and having to accept much less freedom to dictate agendas. The subliminal message? – that he was but a player now in a piece of British theatre. And

  what a pantomime it would prove to be.




  David Cameron told me that day that my voice had woken him – broadcasting outside his front door at six. I was more worried about the neighbours. Any guilt was assuaged by the knowledge

  that he had slept only fitfully. There were a few nerves, an aide told me. The election date might indeed have been the ‘worst-kept secret in politics’, as Gordon

  Brown joked, but for the Conservative leader, the chance to prove himself and his revamped party at the ballot box had been a long time coming.




  Knowing I would be at Cameron’s side for the duration of the campaign, it felt right to be the first journalist to arrive in the street. It was still dark but mild. (The weather smiled on

  us that April.) Chez Cameron is not flash. An unremarkable, mud-coloured brick residential street, around the corner from BBC TV Centre. Entirely free of stucco, porticos and the slightest hint of

  black wrought iron. In short, not the Notting Hill palace people often expect. (Several weeks back, a colleague sent to stake out the PM-to-be telephoned me, perplexed. ‘Is this it? Are you

  sure? Doesn’t feel right,’ he complained. ‘Does it have two olive trees out front . . . ?’ I asked. ‘Paving . . . a moped, probably under a tarpaulin . . . ? A glass

  panel in the front door through which you can see right back into the kitchen? That’s the one.’)




  That morning at 5.30, anyone passing would have had no inkling of what was afoot. The hush was striking. There was little birdsong and no wind. Only the small Sky News satellite van, an

  engineer, Geppetto-like with half-moon glasses, twiddling knobs in the light of a small torch. As we were setting up for a first live report, a tramp walked past heading east. Not too long after he

  turned the corner, two Conservative press officers emerged with the sun rising at their backs, weighed down with newspapers.




  When David Cameron opened the door, complete with bedhead and jogging shorts at 6.30, the four cups of tea he proffered were generous but insufficient. Photographers and TV camera crews had

  gathered. Cameron had taken to running with a vengeance over the past few months, and had lost weight as a result. But this half-hour trot was all about clearing his head, and allowing nervous

  energy to dissipate.




  Later on (at points of uncertainty or disappointment during the campaign), the Tory leader told us how he would strive to step back, not to get caught up in the setbacks or frustrations of any

  one day, to ‘keep focused on the end of the road’. This morning, as he paced around a local park, rehearsing lines for the campaign launch speech in his head, the end of the road would

  have seemed distant, but at last it was within view. Thirty more days like this one. Come on, keep going. One foot in front of the other . . .
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  DAY ONE




  ‘We’re all feeling cautiously optimistic’




  Downing Street under Gordon Brown was a place for early risers. Knowing that ‘The Boss’ would be up and at ’em this morning of all mornings, several among his

  staff arrived at work before seven o’clock. They found Brown in ebullient mood, already at his computer on what they called the horseshoe – the desk that had been set up in Number 12

  with space for all his key advisors nearby. With the usual breakfast beside the keyboard (Gordon Brown’s morning meal consisted of bacon alone, bacon sandwich or sausage and bacon in large

  quantities), he tapped away, occasionally barking out requests for information to weave into the speech he would make on returning from the Palace.




  Brown was fizzing, full of ideas for the days ahead. As well as Cabinet and an audience with the Queen, there would be Prime Minister’s Questions the next day, and then a speech on

  ‘constitutional renewal’ that he fully expected to be the ‘game-changer’ of the first part of the campaign. Determined to make a splash, and seize the agenda at the outset,

  Brown had been obsessed with the thought of making this occasion a spectacular throw of the dice. He wanted to tie his own future to a referendum on electoral reform and

  indicate his preparedness to go once the grand cause of constitutional renewal was won. The message to the electorate would be, in effect, ‘I’ll be here for you, to see you through the

  economic crisis, to manage political reform. And then I’ll step aside.’




  During a weekend of wrangling, Brown had been persuaded to think better of it – frankly, you would think some advisors imagined the whole thing to be a bit of a folly! – but there

  was surely enough meat and vision in his speech to make the Tories sit up and think? (Unfortunately for the PM, the whole thing would prove to be a damp squib, swamped by George Osborne’s

  ‘Jobs Tax’ broadside and widely ignored. From that point on, Gordon Brown’s campaign mood would darken quickly.)




  Nick Clegg had planned a limited itinerary. A speech to party workers, an event with young people . . . and that was pretty much it. Leaving his home in Putney not long after seven, Clegg gave

  the assembled media an upbeat word or two before he jumped in a car – ‘Wasn’t that a minicab?’ reporters wondered – and headed for the Work Foundation, the building in

  Westminster that the party had hired for its regular press conferences. The neighbours in Clegg’s corner of south-west London were much less used to the media hullabaloo than Cameron’s.

  A good many peered over their hedges to catch the scene, or paused on the opposite pavement with their dogs, waiting to see what was going on.




  On day one, there was no suspicion of the freight train that would hit the Lib Dems just a week or so later, after Nick Clegg had wowed the nation. ‘Cleggmania’, as we would come to

  know it after the first televised debate, was the stuff of fantasy. Wearing the first of a collection of gold ties that had been purchased in bulk from M&S for the election, Clegg geed up party

  workers in the campaign nerve centre with a speech about ‘real change’ and ‘real choice’, delivered just before eight o’clock. (So different from

  David Cameron! The Tory party leader’s speech, delivered a couple of hours later at County Hall on the South Bank of the Thames, was all about change and choice, choice and change.) Then,

  emerging into bright sunlight with Vince Cable, who was at that point the party’s best-known and most trusted figure, Clegg headed north, out of London.




  The Labour Cabinet, which gathered in Downing Street at nine o’clock, expected almost to a man and woman that this would be their last such meeting. Superficially, the mood was upbeat.

  There were straws worth clinging to. The Tories, it was agreed, were not as far ahead as they needed to be. Just four points, according to one poll. You couldn’t tell for sure. It was worth

  giving it a try.




  Having completed the formalities of an audience with the Queen; a speech flanked by smiling colleagues in Downing Street (the most resonant phrase? ‘I come from an ordinary middle-class

  family in an ordinary middle-class town’), this ordinary Prime Minister was joined by his wife. Together they headed for the not altogether far-flung reaches of north Kent. It was no ordinary

  train though. The high-speed ‘Javelin’ that the Labour team boarded at St Pancras was chosen to showcase the sort of investment the Blair/Brown government had committed to the

  country’s infrastructure. It was the sort of investment that could not be afforded in future, whoever won the election.




  Gordon Brown’s campaigning activities would become depressingly familiar over the coming weeks. Glad-handing, embarrassing small talk, handpicked ‘real people’. No spontaneity,

  but no disasters. At least, not this time.




  The young people that greeted Nick Clegg in Watford had been rounded up by the local YMCA. They cheered journalists emerging from the gleaming Lib Dem battle bus before

  realising the leader was not on board. In any case, many in the audience readily confessed to not knowing who Clegg was. That would change.




  Making the journey by car was an exception. As the campaign progressed, it became unusual for Nick Clegg to travel apart from the small retinue of hacks assigned to the Liberal Democrat tour.

  Most of the time he seemed to relish their company. Solitude sat ill with the Lib Dem leader. The absence of his wife, and particularly his three sons, on holiday at the in-laws in Spain (and later

  stranded by the Icelandic ash cloud) was to become a constant cause for complaint. The on-board reporters would be frequently invited forward on the Lib Dem plane for a chat – some interviews

  for the papers or radio even took place in the back of his state-sponsored Jaguar, something the other parties would never have contemplated.




  For David Cameron’s accompanying press pack, the illusion of proximity to the man himself lasted until arrival at Euston Station for the midday train to Birmingham. A quick glimpse of the

  opposition leader on the concourse waiting for a coffee, and then the hacks were ushered into a carriage midway down the train, Cameron and his advisors into another, two or three back. The next

  sighting was not to be until they reached the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham a couple of hours later. It was a venue chosen for David Cameron to trumpet his commitment to the NHS, and to

  reclaiming the local constituency, the ultra-marginal Birmingham Edgbaston.




  From Kent, Gordon Brown returned to Downing Street, and to business. Straight into the Cabinet Room where he would prepare for the next day’s Prime Minister’s Questions, and take a

  call from the American President. Barack Obama was full of expressions of solidarity. He told Brown he had been looking at the numbers and, ‘We’re all feeling

  cautiously optimistic.’ There was talk of coordinating plans to bring forward a levy on banks with the French and Germans. (This would have embarrassed the Tories, who were intent on

  proceeding with their own similar plan unilaterally.) As the conversation closed, the Democrat President told Gordon Brown, ‘If there is anything symbolically we can do, you let me

  know.’ Both men would have known that in reality, there was not. When it comes to an election, you are on your own.




  Nevertheless, Gordon Brown was buoyed by his sense that ‘friends’ on the international stage were rooting for him. Among those taking what one of Brown’s supporters described

  as an ‘almost unhealthy’ interest in the election were José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero of Spain (‘Zap’ was a useful Downing Street shorthand), and French

  President Nicolas Sarkozy. Though when it came to Sarko, it was widely believed he was most likely to be just as emollient with the other bunch.




  As for the Conservative leader, having chatted to a small group of consultants, then a small group of nurses in Birmingham (both were in the same room, but segregated according to NHS protocol,

  one assumed), he headed on to a rally in the centre of Leeds. There was music, there were videos, the jacket came off as it would for the final event of most campaigning days but, shirt-sleeved,

  pumped and ready to increase the volume, the Tory leader encountered an audience a touch too ‘British’ in their politeness and reserve. Applause lines went by unmarked; nationally the

  speech went unnoticed, too late for most media deadlines. No matter. It was the major party launch at County Hall that morning that mattered to the Conservatives, the shots of David and Samantha,

  backs to a glittering Thames, Big Ben in the distance smiling and surrounded by optimistic supporters, that would adorn the next day’s newspapers.




  Flying back into Heathrow after dark took the Conservative leader low over the heart of London. Earlier that day, in the one theatrical gesture of his big speech, Cameron had

  pointed back over his right shoulder to the Palace of Westminster a few hundred metres across the river. He told the audience, ‘I want to make people proud of that place again.’ Heading

  home to his family, a little weary but satisfied with the first day on the trail, David Cameron could look out of the aeroplane window and see the Houses of Parliament once again, below him, as

  though within touching distance, a dull, rusty glow.
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  HITTING THE TRAIL




  

    

      ‘Labour had gifted us a little opening which we held in our back pocket.




      We waited . . . and deployed it’


    


  




  Was it worth it? All that effort? The trains, planes and battle buses; soapboxes and walkabouts; the gaffes, the clasp and smile, cameras in tight; the half-eaten sandwiches

  and snatched sleep? Looking back, as they must from time to time, will not be pleasant for any of them – David Cameron, Gordon Brown or Nick Clegg. They would be forgiven for wondering

  whether the sweat and tears expended during the election campaign of 2010 made a jot of difference.




  As the starting gun sounded, each of the three parties had reason to worry, and for all their attempts at forestalling the worst, on polling day those very worries would be realised in

  triplicate. Labour under Gordon Brown proved to be as unappealing to the electorate as most within the party had expected . . . David Cameron never did ‘seal the deal’ . . . and Nick

  Clegg got a hearing during the campaign, but a hiding on election night.




  There has been much knowing talk since of how the voting public ‘wanted’ a hung parliament. But there were no done deals. Any politician who was on the stump

  that April will tell you the reality was people did not know what they wanted. David Cameron was well aware of it. With less than 48 hours before the polls opened, as he was standing in the lobby

  of a Blackpool hotel waiting to get his day’s campaigning underway, people were coming up to talk to the man most likely to become Prime Minister. The question that most wanted answered was,

  ‘Why should I vote for you?’ They never quite seemed to get the answer they wanted. Voters were, in the end, unable to summon any great enthusiasm for the options confronting them, but

  there were moments – moments that were tantalising for the politicians seeking to govern – when the electorate seemed to intimate they could be wooed, and won. ‘Volatile’

  hardly does it justice.




  Politicians learned to be wary of the great British voter during the 2010 campaign. The eerie sense of dislocation between electors and those aspiring to be elected was profoundly unsettling

  even to those that have since made it into high office. The mood of the voters felt like a great unknown, and it has become no easier to categorise even with the benefit of time. After the whole

  expenses debacle, a heavy dose of suspicion and raw anger were inevitable. With a period of retrenchment and austerity looming, a fear of commitment was understandable. But all the parties found it

  much easier to identify grievances than to offer a convincing remedy. In the end, no politician – not Gordon Brown, not David Cameron, not even Nick Clegg, standard-bearer of the ‘new

  politics’ – escaped the sense that they were part of the problem, not the solution.




  Back in October 2009, as parliament was just beginning to come to terms with the Daily Telegraph’s expenses revelations unleashed that

  spring, David Cameron’s Head of Communications, Andy Coulson, was engaged in a spot of soul-searching. Persistent public apathy was an issue, clouding his party’s hopes for the

  election. Voters had not yet ‘tuned in’ was Coulson’s verdict. When might they though? His own hope and anticipation was that the turn of the year, ‘election year’,

  would be critical – the ‘Year for Change’. Accordingly, the Conservatives had prepared a blitz of speeches and media announcements to cash in. With David Cameron to the

  fore, they flung themselves into a frenzy of New Year activity. But there was no traction. Not a sniff. The hype surrounding the ‘first day of the election campaign’ dissipated swiftly.

  Election fever would have to wait. And wait. The failure to inspire a positive engagement with Cameron’s message was to be a persistent bugbear of the campaign. The questions for Andy Coulson

  and his colleagues never went away.




  It remains true that the underlying mood among David Cameron’s team was of confidence. But there was a deal of caution mixed in too. Cameron kept a chart always close at hand which showed

  the variations in the polls since his installation as leader of the opposition in September 2005. There were wild fluctuations, and one particular cautionary tale was often mulled over in

  leadership circles.




  Cameron has never forgotten how, in the late spring of 2007, he allowed himself to be sidetracked by a row over whether the Conservative education policy should continue to support grammar

  schools – a tiny number of the nation’s educational establishments, but of totemic importance to party figures including the former leader Michael Howard, who had either taken

  themselves or seen others take the ‘grammar school route’ from relative poverty to educational betterment.




  It should have been a marginal issue. David Cameron’s own impatience at the protectors of what he plainly viewed as an anachronistic institution was poorly disguised.

  But his humiliation when forced to change tack was not disguised at all. It was a classic internal party dispute, with nothing like the resonance of the 10p tax affair a year later that tore apart

  the Labour party, but which at least had its roots in a decision that would affect large numbers of people. Nevertheless, the Conservative poll rating tanked – a 10 point lead was lost, and

  within the space of a month or two, the Tories were trailing by almost the same margin. The ‘Brown bounce’ following his accession to the party leadership was undoubtedly a factor, but

  Cameron was inclined to blame himself for allowing a Tory family feud to muddy the message.




  But the Tories of 2010 navigated between two emotional poles. Caution and anxiety prompted by the ‘Grammargate’ poll catastrophe, and at the other extreme, a perpetual sense of the

  proximity, indeed the imminence of triumph, brought on by the Crewe and Nantwich by-election of May 2008. Who could forget how a Labour majority of 7,000 was overturned? (The Conservative candidate

  won by nearly 8,000 votes.) Combined with Boris Johnson’s success in the London mayoral poll, hugely successful local elections and a national lead of more than 20 points, it was this period

  that cemented the expectation of success come the real thing. The Conservatives believed they could recreate this halcyon period, stoke the Tory fever again, but this time on the bigger stage of

  the general election itself. The voters might be sleeping still, but when they awoke, this, they thought, is what the Tory love-in would feel like.




  Rather than having been a springboard to greater things, Conservative strategists must ruefully acknowledge that Crewe and Nantwich proved to be the high watermark in enthusiasm among the

  electorate for the Cameron project. The balloons, the high hopes, the bright-faced, badge-wearing Tory on every corner. It was a long time ago.




  Ultimately there were flashes of the same kind of spirit on the 2010 campaign – a sunny walkabout in Tamworth where smiles widened and the ‘Mirror

  Chicken’ (a man in a chicken suit sent to harry the Conservative leader at every turn) was unmasked for the cameras, then left trailing and bedraggled. (‘What about your Ashdown

  money?’ a rather confused Lib Dem supporter could be heard shouting from behind the scrum of well-wishers.) Moments like Holywell in North Wales. Not natural Tory territory, this –

  ‘Where is that arsehole?’ growled a local as journalists descended from the battle bus. But no need to worry, by the time Cameron left, he had charmed them and genuine warmth and

  enthusiasm flowed. ‘You can do it, Mr Cameron’; ‘I’ll try!’ – they couldn’t get enough! Or Blackpool right at the end where two local ladies could be

  overheard cooing: ‘Oh look – he looks tired’; ‘He will be tired now’; ‘Lovely complexion though’; ‘Lovely’. So there were times when Cameron

  would have dared to dream. And the dream would have been of Crewe and Nantwich writ large.




  There was not much dreaming to be done on the Labour side. There was one man within the party who thought they could win, the joke went. But for anyone that was not the current Prime Minister,

  it felt like damage limitation was all they could aspire to. No one was under any illusions that ‘Five more years of Gordon Brown’ would light the voters’ fires. But the party was

  where it was. Not out of sight in the polls in spite of it all, and with a leader whose dogged refusal to countenance his own demise had become the stuff of legend.




  Gordon Brown’s friends knew he was poorly equipped for a television election. Not just the debates (though his failure to master the vocabulary of the medium was cruelly exposed there);

  but the round-the-clock enveloping throng. How often did we see the furrowed-browed concern of his wife Sarah at her husband’s shoulder, watching him hedged in with

  cameras, microphones, pestering journalists and, worst of all, ‘real people’. It was an arena that ill suited a man who, for all his years in the public eye, was fundamentally

  uncomfortable with anyone he did not know.




  In addition, Brown railed at being, in his view, excluded from the action – by which he meant the bunker. Labour HQ in Victoria Street where ideas-men schemed, argued and conspired over

  the Tory demise. That was Gordon Brown’s natural environment, his vantage point during three previous successful Labour campaigns. But he had wanted the job of Prime Minister: ‘Tell him

  he’s our front man now,’ Peter Mandelson would advise those dealing with the Prime Minister’s frequent complaints. ‘He needs to forget about being a strategist.’

  Easier said than done.




  It was not as though things were much easier back at base. Labour apparatchiks had learned to expect tantrums and clashing egos at the heart of their operation. There was a certain gallows

  humour with which people would recount, days into the campaign, ‘Peter and Douglas haven’t spoken for a week.’ (And this is only the party’s dual election coordinators we

  are talking about; Mandelson and Alexander, supposedly hand in glove, shared hands at the tiller.)




  What made the gallows humour still blacker this time around was that Labour was broke. Running on empty. This was a party with a collective instant recall of the glories of 1997 (and remember

  the key players of the New Labour generation – Mandelson, Campbell, Gould – were all back in the mix now), a party that had grown accustomed to the patronage of high-rollers and

  city-slickers. Apart from the very few that had not, in one manifestation or another, been in the trenches of a Labour campaign before, party workers found the whole thing quite a comedown. The

  cash disparity with the Conservatives manifested itself in complaints from candidates who feared being overrun by Ashcroft-funded opponents. But it was shown up equally in the

  constant television shots of Cameron or even (the humiliation!) Clegg out and about, up and down the country, ash cloud or, it seemed, no ash cloud; impeccably photogenic locations, appropriately

  diverse punters.




  Labour’s shoestring campaign was no match. Journalists on the leader’s battle bus joked about when they would escape the Home Counties. And while David Cameron built to a

  twenty-four-hour crescendo (north to south, through the night, ‘no sleep till Bristol!’), Gordon Brown’s tour was, in the final week, cut back again. From the outside, one would

  hardly have thought such a thing possible.




  What kept Labour going was the failure of the Conservative campaign to take flight. As far back as 2008, party strategists argued that if they could keep the Tories below 40 points in the polls,

  there was hope. (In the event, the Liberal Democrats’ post-debate bounce made that scenario a reality, though the simultaneous dent in the Labour rating was not exactly what the doctor

  ordered.) Ask any Labour worker – ragged, weary and beaten-down – they will tell you there is no more sustaining dish than Tory frailty. All the late-night pizzas delivered to Victoria

  Street were as nothing compared with the pick-me-up of a single poll showing the Conservatives were not – despite all their effort, despite the cash, the youth, the vigour – over the

  crest of the hill yet.




  Labour and the Liberal Democrats were as one in believing the Conservatives could be got at during the campaign. The view was that the favourites were flaky on detail, inconsistent in advocating

  austerity on the one hand and a bunch of goodies for favoured sections of the population on the other . . . and Shadow Chancellor George Osborne was a perfect target. On the

  economy – the key issue of the election – the Tories’ opponents both thought the public would favour a safe pair of hands, and proffered their own ‘wise men’ –

  Alistair Darling and Vince Cable – as an antidote to Osborne’s supposed callow insubstantiality.




  George Osborne is well known to be the Conservatives’ key political tactician, but some of his economic initiatives, born out of political expediency or a desire to outflank the Labour

  government, were ill-suited to a new set of circumstances. A commitment to raise the threshold of inheritance tax was hailed as a masterstroke when revealed at the party conference of 2007. After

  all, that announcement came in the teeth of a gale of rumours that Gordon Brown was about to call a snap election, and put the government on the back foot on what Osborne termed ‘the death

  tax’. (Labour’s feeble imitation of the policy was a precursor to standing down the troops and walking away from a fight the party might, at that point, have won.)




  In 2010 though, with a recession to deal with, a tax concession for the wealthier few in society was harder to justify. David Cameron’s determination to ‘recognise marriage in the

  tax system’ was another example of a policy that was more about middle-class mood music than fiscal rectitude. Both commitments were to bite the dust in the harsher arena of the coalition

  negotiations.




  It is easy to imagine circumstances in which the Conservative message could have been seriously undermined by such policies. Equally, one can see how potent might have been the argument that

  Tory fiscal policy was reckless and lacking credibility had it been made on another day. After all, remember David Cameron and George Osborne had called for government spending to be cut back not

  just ‘in-year’ in 2010–11 as has since happened, not even ‘in-year’ in 2009–10 but right back in the autumn of 2008, just as every other

  major world economy was doing the exact opposite, and embarking on a massive project of fiscal stimulus in the wake of the international banking crisis. (David Laws, who worked closely with George

  Osborne during his short period at the Treasury, believes that particular policy – motivated by the need for a dividing line with ‘profligate’ Labour – could not have been

  maintained had it been Osborne, not Darling, holding the reins: ‘I suspect the policy of the Conservative Party might not have been so different from that adopted by the Labour government had

  they been in power, because they would have had no choice but to intervene.’)




  Part of Labour’s problem in making their case stick was that the public felt, all in all, that the way the economic argument was played out during the campaign was phony and unconvincing.

  Even the most cogent argument would have struggled to cut through when there was a widespread public perception that the whole debate was not credible. Watch again the final televised set-piece

  focusing on the economy which was broadcast by the BBC (should you be so inclined). The British voter would have learned more about the future economic direction of the country from five minutes in

  the company of Robert Chote, the Director of the Institute of Fiscal Studies, than from these ninety minutes of detailed argument between the men who aspired to lead the country.




  Some sigh, shrug their shoulders and say ‘It was inevitable,’ and ‘No politician could have taken the risk of telling the electorate straight.’ After all, the

  Conservatives tried talking about an ‘Age of Austerity’ at their party conference the autumn before the election, but backed off when the polls and their focus groups showed voters

  taking fright at the harsh rhetoric.




  Nevertheless, a fundamental curiosity of the election of 2010 was that a campaign during which all parties harped on interminably about the virtues of openness and

  transparency following the expenses scandal was equally a campaign marred by a conspiracy of silence between Labour, Tory and Lib Dem alike. It is true that the three parties spoke in general terms

  about the need for deficit reduction. Nevertheless, the IFS, understated as ever, said ten days before the campaign’s end that it was ‘striking how reticent all three main UK parties

  have been in explaining how they would confront the task.’




  After the election, the Conservatives would claim credit for having been straight with the country, or at least, straighter than the other lot. In terms of rhetoric, they were indeed comfortably

  towards the scary end of the scale, while Labour and the Liberal Democrats maintained that once growth returned to the economy, paying off the country’s debts could be accomplished without

  excessive upheaval.




  Even the Tories’ ‘honesty’, however, was leavened with a heavy dose of pragmatism. On the one hand, George Osborne and David Cameron were united in their conviction that the

  party would have a serious problem if it was elected on ‘a false prospectus’. Hungary and Greece were spoken of as countries where the incoming government had not told the truth about

  their intentions once in power. The new administrations had struggled when trying to enact austerity measures because the people who elected them said they had not signed up to such a tough

  programme.




  So far, so laudable . . . perhaps. But while strong on rhetoric, the Conservatives were as guilty as anyone else when it came to being weak on specifics. On all sides, a tacit agreement was

  reached: not a word about the coming pain when it could legitimately be avoided; nothing about the inevitable impact of spending cuts on people’s lives.




  Members of the Conservative Shadow Cabinet half-jokingly referred to ‘Osborne’s Law’ on spending within their own departments – ‘If you

  don’t have to be specific, don’t be.’ The immediate political justification for staying vague was utterly sound: allowing oneself to be tied to a particular figure (a spending

  target, a budget cap) opened up the risk of getting bogged down in detail and, critically, gave opponents something to attack and, the argument went, something to distort. The party was seriously

  spooked during the campaign by Labour hammering away at the prospect of swingeing ‘Tory cuts’, and determined not to give the governing party more sticks with which to beat them.




  It remained the case, that against such a background, not only could voters fairly conclude that politicians were failing to talk to them directly about the key issue of the day, it was always

  likely that whatever economic arguments were put forward on the stump would be greeted with a pinch, if not a dollop, of salt. So often did Alistair Darling insist that the Conservative position on

  child tax credits did not stack up that it must have felt to the then Chancellor like he was crying into the wind. In order to raise the money they hoped to, he argued, tax credits would have to be

  removed from couples with a combined income of £31,000 or above. George Osborne had used a figure of £50,000 in his party conference speech, a stance reiterated by David Cameron during

  the election campaign. In fact, as Osborne’s first budget showed, Darling was entirely correct. There are reasons to believe the Labour attack did make some impact on the electorate at large,

  but in press conferences such was the level of cynicism at the parties’ economic plans, Labour’s claims were more often than not greeted by a raising of eyebrows. So? Who are you to

  talk? What are you going to do, then?




  As Nick Clegg got the Liberal Democrats underway, the party’s prospects felt even more uncertain than was usually the case in a general election. There is a slightly

  vertiginous excitement to being on a Liberal Democrat campaign, the sense that a swing of one or two points here or there could mean ‘the breakthrough’ or, if the

  other way, meltdown. Though the party has built up strongholds, it cannot rely on a single ‘heartland’ for reassurance when things get rocky. Political nomads in part, the Lib Dems need

  to keep finding new pastures, or they die.




  Clegg’s vision of a forward march was the steady expansion of his party’s strength at Westminster. He told his MPs he wanted to see their numbers double over two parliaments. When

  weighing up how much of that task might be accomplished in May 2010, senior figures within the party tended to feel they were entitled to expect growth in the parliamentary party from 62 MPs to

  something above 70 or 80, the sort of progress that would, after all, at the very least be necessary if Clegg’s ambitious target for the next election was to be attainable. Simon Hughes, now

  deputy leader of the party, believed his guess was at the cautious end of the scale: ‘I thought you can never hang on to every seat you’ve got and we would lose a few (probably about

  half a dozen), but my thought was we would compensate for that by winning about 20, and we would end up in the 70–80 range.’




  With hindsight, obviously, that was far too optimistic, but even at the outset of the campaign, it was plain that there were a number of big hurdles to be overcome, and key factors stacked

  against the party. The economy was one. Faced with what could be termed a national crisis, and by anyone’s reckoning was a huge economic challenge, voters might be expected to turn to the

  parties they knew best, and whose qualities were most fully documented. The Liberal Democrats were confident that they had managed to dispel much of the public doubt about their economic competence

  – Vince Cable took most of the credit for that – but persuading the electorate that theirs was the party to navigate the nation through the troubled sea of deficit reduction was likely

  to be difficult.




  Wise heads in the party cautioned that 2005 had been a good year for them, and that they would need to work hard to replicate that result. Under the leadership of Charles

  Kennedy, a man who was widely recognised and well-liked in the country, the Lib Dems had positioned themselves steadfastly against the Iraq War, and ended up benefiting from the considerable amount

  of public ill will towards Tony Blair and Labour. What was not clear was whether those people whose votes had been fuelled by anti-war anger would stay with the Liberal Democrats now that the

  conflict was fading from memory.




  Then there was the leader. Nick Clegg, right? The MP for Sheffield Hallam had only entered parliament in 2005, and as far as national politics was concerned, Clegg was an unknown quantity. Even

  the party could not be sure how Clegg would perform in the campaign hothouse. His only previous experience of having to scrap for votes – the contest for the leadership with Chris Huhne in

  2007 – was not an unalloyed triumph. There were hints of complacency and a lack of application in the way Clegg allowed what should have been a fairly easy ride to become a nerve-racking

  tussle, at the end of which he scraped home by a margin of 500 votes (out of more than 40,000 cast).




  The 2010 campaign, the Liberal Democrats hoped, would be the opportunity to demonstrate how much Clegg had learned from that experience. For all that the party talked up Vince Cable,

  highlighting his experience and wisdom, his prescience ahead of the banking crisis, this would be Nick Clegg’s show. The young man was front and centre now. All the more so because this would

  be the television election, the first time a Liberal Democrat leader would be given an equal platform with his two big party rivals to debate live on TV. The Lib Dems knew they tended to benefit

  from the increased exposure they enjoyed during election campaigns. The debates could be a massive plus for the party. Clegg could not wait.




  The early stages of the campaign were all about Labour and the Conservatives. An old-fashioned, two-party slugging match. Labour was caught cold. For precious days, Gordon Brown and his team

  found themselves on the back foot over a policy the party had thought was bedded in and – if not exactly uncontroversial, what tax is? – widely accepted and understood. The increase in

  National Insurance had been announced in two stages, first with a half-point rise in the Pre-Budget Report in 2008 (effective only from April 2011), then a further half-point in Alistair

  Darling’s December PBR, less than six months before the election. (Again, the start point was at the beginning of the 2011 tax year.) When introduced, the Conservatives had criticised the

  plan, but that attack had waned. In the days after Gordon Brown had fired the starting gun however, the Tory attack was revived unexpectedly and with lethal effect.




  The ‘Labour’s Jobs Tax’ campaign was cooked up by George Osborne in the autumn before the election and then, as he later put it, banked. Unbeknown to the then-Chancellor

  Alistair Darling, when he came to deliver his pre-election Budget in March, his Shadow was preoccupied by one thing above all others – whether Darling would maintain the increase in NI, thus

  allowing the Conservatives the opportunity for what they hoped would be a key first strike in the election campaign on Labour’s economic platform. As Osborne put it subsequently,

  ‘Labour had gifted us a little opening which we had in our back pocket. We waited . . . and deployed it.’




  The Conservatives congratulated themselves as leading figures in business signed up to the party’s campaign to reverse the measure. They became quite giddy with excitement as Gordon Brown

  and Peter Mandelson got drawn into a row with some of the outspoken industrialists, after suggesting the businessmen had been ‘misled’ by the Conservative policy or

  were victims of ‘a deception’ (a charge Sir Stuart Rose of M&S, among others, indignantly denied).




  The Tory machine was in full cry. Among Conservative press officers, there was a competition to see who could get their man or woman to say ‘jobs tax’ the most number of times.

  (Michael Gove’s aide, Henry de Zoete, claimed the prize.) Watching and listening to government spokesmen having to defend the measure at length during every interview and every press

  conference just three days into the campaign vindicated the Conservative strategy. The Labour heavyweights may have had a point (if not National Insurance, what did George Osborne propose? A tax

  rise elsewhere? A spending cut here or there?), but the Conservatives were forcing the agenda. ‘They say they’re making the running, we say they’re making it up’, was

  Douglas Alexander’s defiant verdict. But there was more conviction to the words of a senior member of the Shadow Cabinet, when he joined the Cameron tour on a flight to Plymouth: ‘The

  more they talk about it, the happier we are.’




  Within Gordon Brown’s inner circle, it was an uncomfortable few days. If any party needed to come out of the blocks fast, it was Labour. Only by establishing a clear momentum at the

  outset, surely, could the party hope to claw back the Conservatives? Yet here they were, a few days in and it felt like one–nil to the Tories. ‘It was very frustrating,’ Ed Balls

  admits. His view came to be that those fronting the Labour effort were insufficiently aggressive. ‘Our response on the National Insurance rise was half-hearted, and that was a problem for us.

  Had we really established in those first couple of days quite what nonsense they were saying . . . ? That was a problem for us.’




  Balls may have had a point. The choice of personnel for the Labour press conferences – Peter Mandelson, deft and entertaining ‘master of ceremonies’ in the

  middle, with Alistair Darling and Gordon Brown at his sides – was in part designed to protect the Prime Minister. To protect him from going head to head with the journalists he generally

  despised – in effect to protect him from himself. With hindsight though, some sort of clunking fist rather than the Mandelsonian velvet glove might have been more effective.




  Though the Conservatives had reason to congratulate themselves at the time, some who were among the biggest enthusiasts then have come to doubt whether this first week was really such a triumph.

  Looking back, Michael Gove wonders whether the tone of the debate did not fuel the already abundant disenchantment with politicians. ‘The electorate thought that when the general election was

  called, we would move from quite a stale period of to-ing and fro-ing to a greater degree of engagement on the part of politicians . . . that politicians would speak in a more direct way about the

  things that mattered to them. They were completely turned off by the first week or so of the election, and they thought, “Is that all there is?”’




  Even the architect of the attack can understand why the voters did not feel engaged. George Osborne’s view is that this was the attritional part of the campaign. Slugging it out in the

  trenches. And, even, for all that it represented a tactical masterstroke, quite boring. As Osborne puts it, ‘It was quite a classic general election campaign [at that stage]. Morning press

  conferences, announcements, endorsements, counter-attacks . . . policy-driven.’ Nevertheless, the unequivocal view at the apex of the Tory party is that the ‘Jobs Tax’ was a

  crucial part of the overall strategy. ‘I think personally it served a very important purpose, aside from its strong economic merits,’ says George Osborne, ‘which was for the first

  time in years for the Tory party to resist the Labour onslaught on economic policy.’ David Cameron is in complete agreement. His view is that this week stopped Labour

  getting into their stride on what they like to do best: ‘hammering the Tories on the economy’. A final word from George Osborne: ‘We held the line, but I’m not claiming it

  was particularly exciting for the general public.’




  Exciting the general public was nevertheless one of the things the Conservatives set out to do. Tied in with the key theme of ‘Time for Change’ were the positive vibes designed to

  project the party as the antidote to arrogant, controlling Labour. This ‘touchy feely Conservatism’ was not an unmitigated triumph. (At least the ‘Jobs Tax’ did what it said

  on the tin.)




  From the start, even before the words ‘Big Society’ had passed David Cameron’s lips, the campaign seemed designed to project the idea as unwieldy and confusing. The first

  taster came with what was billed as the launch of the ‘National Citizen Service’, a favoured project of the Tory leader announced long before in the Sun newspaper, and designed

  to get young people out and about and doing something positive.




  It was at this event that Cameron took great relish in mocking the Brown, Mandelson, Darling triumvirate as ‘like three men in a boat’ (and the Chancellor’s shocking pink

  hairdo earlier that day owing to a trick of the television lights certainly did not help), but it apparently escaped his notice that his own lavishly appointed press conference in the media suite

  at Millbank Tower was, not to put too fine a point on it, a dog’s dinner.




  Journalists who had stocked up at the Tories’ ‘GWB Café’ in the foyer (General Well Being. Smoothies, don’t you know?), were then forced to wait forty long minutes

  during which a group of children described the pilot schemes on which they had been enrolled, interspersed with clunky video testimony. And that was before David Cameron and his special guest, one

  Sir Michael Caine, even got on stage. (You had to feel sorry for the kids – as they talked under the lights, understandably nervous, they would have seen the backs of

  dozens of photographers and television camera crews, all of whom were turned away from the stage, lenses trained on the star sitting in the front row. Not David Cameron.) And what were Michael

  Caine’s first words at the lectern on this, the Tories’ ‘National Citizen Service’ day? ‘I hated National Service.’ Thanks for that.




  There were even longueurs at the launch of the Conservative manifesto. Lengthy videos of well-wishers and enthusiastic fellow-passengers on the Tory bandwagon; over-rehearsed, pat speeches from

  half the Shadow Cabinet (employing Sayeeda Warsi, a peer, to attack ‘rotten politics’ – whose idea was that?), and a so-so David Cameron admitting people were ‘not yet

  engaged’ by the election. The very same complaint Andy Coulson had made six months earlier. Not yet engaged? The Conservatives would have to wait only a couple of days, to the first televised

  debate, for that longed-for engagement to happen. But the electorate’s engagement would not be directed in the way that they had envisaged or hoped.




  There are a whole bunch of reasons why the ‘Big Society’, the centrepiece of the manifesto launch, failed to fly. ‘Big Society’ is extraordinarily oblique as a political

  slogan – defined as it is by what it is not. (Imagine it instead as not ‘Big Government’ – now it makes sense.) It was a concept even the party’s most gifted

  communicators struggled to encapsulate in a sentence or two. And while one should not doubt that David Cameron believed in the idea profoundly (and has subsequently managed to win the Liberal

  Democrats round to its key tenets), he was not sufficiently persuaded of the Big Society’s value as a vote-winning tool to put this particular agenda centre stage when he had the opportunity

  at debate number one. In fact, for all that it was a debate about domestic affairs and the state of the nation, the Big Society did not even get a walk-on role.




  Today, at the top echelons of the Conservative party there is something of a tendency to explain away the disappointment that the message of the Big Society failed to break

  through. Speak to people in leadership circles, and you will hear it argued that those who saw the project as a bit of a damp squib misunderstood its real purpose. The Big Society was not designed

  as an ‘on the doorstep’ message in a campaign that everyone knew would be dominated by the economy, they say. Instead, it represented a way of fulfilling the need for a governing

  philosophy wrapping the whole Tory offer up – the sort of thing that is ‘needed by the commentariat’.




  There is a touch of rewriting history going on here. Remember the posters? The knowing, Soviet-style graphics and in-your-face lettering? ‘We’re all in this together’;

  ‘Hope’; ‘Change’; ‘By sharing responsibility we help society grow stronger.’ They were handed out on dinky little postcards to journalists who attended

  Conservative press conferences, but the appeal was thought to be wider than that. Someone paid for the whole little lot to adorn telephone boxes up and down the country. Thousands of them,

  doubtless. You could see them (to take a single example) on the glass BT cubicles that stand outside the benefits office on Brixton Hill in one of the more deprived parts of South London. Something

  for the claimants to admire as they queued before opening time on Monday morning? One wonders which particular member of the commentariat that was aimed at.




  The view of Peter Mandelson, who once knew a thing or two about crafting a clear message, was that the Big Society, ‘had it been properly stress-tested, would have been found to be

  unexplainable and unpersuasive.’ Once the Conservatives took over in government and the project started being implemented for real, it took on harder edges and seemed increasingly coherent.

  The idea of asking more of people in their communities chimes with the necessities of the age – trying to forge something positive from a rough old situation. Like the

  coalition itself. Born of necessity, cobbled together from the ruins of individual political ambitions, constructing something that might just last?




  If the Conservatives’ fervent hope was to set a Tory train running and then steam to victory, the scale of the other parties’ aspirations were necessarily more

  modest. Labour chose to highlight its record of investment in the public services at the party’s manifesto launch, which took place in the brand spanking new wing of Birmingham’s Queen

  Elizabeth Hospital, the same hospital David Cameron had visited on day one of the campaign. It was a pointed decision – a direct rebuttal to Conservative charges of economic fecklessness

  according to Gordon Brown who opened his speech by roaring, ‘We didn’t just fix the roof, we built the entire hospital!’




  The Prime Minister’s disdain for journalists’ questions was par for the course. (Among other things, the hacks seemed to doubt extravagant claims made for Labour’s economic

  legacy, and were even sceptical as to the legality of the hospital venue – Cabinet Office guidelines advise against the use of NHS premises for election meetings.) On this occasion, not only

  did Gordon Brown enjoy a full complement of Cabinet cheerleaders – ‘Perfect answer, Prime Minister,’ from the Home Secretary Alan Johnson pretty much summed it up – there

  was a noisy crowd of Labour activists whose views of the press pack clearly mirrored Brown’s own. Broadcasters’ questions were loudly booed, and when Graeme Wilson of the Sun

  had the temerity to mention his newspaper’s name, he was subject to a barrage of catcalls. Up on stage, Gordon Brown smiled indulgently. They should have done this more often, he seemed to be

  thinking.




  The Lib Dem manifesto event, at Bloomberg’s City of London headquarters, was unfussy and businesslike. It was also as much a showcase for Vince Cable as the party

  leader. Cable, whose photograph featured alongside Nick Clegg’s on the Lib Dem battle bus, was much feted in the early days of the campaign, as a focus on the economy, it was hoped, might

  favour the third party.




  Criticising Labour and the Conservatives for steering clear of the economy during their own manifesto events, Cable ostentatiously vowed he would confront the issue of the deficit – the

  ‘elephant in the room’ – head on. ‘I guess I am the elephant man,’ he joked. (You had to be there.) Pre-figuring the ease with which the Lib Dems would sign up to the

  Conservative economic analysis in the coalition agreement, he kept his fire on the need to reduce the structural deficit and to rein in public spending.




  Nick Clegg showed the deftness that became a trademark in fending off the usual questions about a hung parliament. Asked if he could envisage circumstances in which his party would support David

  Cameron, Clegg retorted by saying several times, ‘I want to be Prime Minister.’ There were no slips, no gaffes or own goals, but also no sense or expectation of the phenomenon that

  would seize the party within days – Cleggmania.
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  EMBED WITH CAMERON by Joey Jones





  ‘There are chickens at the drop!’




  Strange things strike you when you are in the midst of covering a month-long election campaign, day in day out, high days and holidays. Yet another sunny Saturday, driving past

  Clapham Common en route to a Cameron walkabout, I noticed a police forensic team at work. Amid the barbecues, Frisbees and hundreds of people fully determined to enjoy the unexpected bonus of warm

  April weather to the maximum, the scene was rather surreal, almost dreamlike. Three small vans parked in the middle of the grass, a clutch of individuals, in full white overalls and hooded . . .

  busily and persistently going about their business. Around them, apparently oblivious, were the weekend hordes, the separation delineated only by fragile lengths of tape.




  The analogy that occurred to me then, likening David Cameron’s campaign posse to this group of policemen and women, is inexact and (as with many things during that time) most likely in

  part induced by fatigue. Plainly far more separated than connected the two. It was the people outside the tape; the overwhelming indifference of the surrounding public that was

  most striking, and that, at that time, felt oddly familiar. Here was a bunch of professionals working in full view and within touching distance of the heaving mass of the British public; a group

  one might have expected to be the object of attention or general curiosity, and yet they could have been on another planet. Outside the tape the patterns of everyday life flowed on. People

  stubbornly doing their thing. Unstoppable . . . inscrutable.




  Sealed off, as one feels on a political campaign, it is only occasionally possible for a politician, political aide or journalist to persuade themselves that what they are doing, or perhaps the

  events going on in front of their eyes, definitely matter, that here, right now, this is the story, they are the story. Most of the time, the reverse is true. The normal nagging feeling is that the

  action is happening elsewhere. (From the journalists’ point of view, a single example: on a train back to London, Cameron having managed to go ahead, the media pack gathered around the one or

  two laptops that seemed to have a signal, watching Gordon Brown’s ‘Duffygate’ meltdown, open-mouthed. Complaint to the Tory press minders: ‘Why can’t you lay on

  something like this?’) Overall though, ‘the story’ of the campaign of 2010 was simple, but perpetually elusive – a story of a lot of people making up their minds who would

  be best suited to govern them. What we got in marginal after marginal visited by David Cameron’s battle bus was the froth and spume. The connection between the electorate deciding on the one

  hand, and thirty days of constant chase, scurry and slog on the other, was frustratingly difficult to pin down.




  Over the month, journalists who follow a single individual – as I did David Cameron – become obsessed with detail. Hand movements. The way Samantha watches fixedly, almost mouthing

  the words with him. The nervous laughter when Boris, sharing the leader’s podium, cracks a joke. Was the voice a little hoarse that time? Hair OK? Within a short time it

  becomes clear that with Cameron, there is remarkably little to be gleaned from such scrutiny. It is as pointless as studying the minute vein-like creases that, close up, can be seen to scar each

  whiter-than-white shirt, hoping to discern a pattern. He is always better than workmanlike, never dazzling. Impressive in his recollection of a script and his command of detail. Charming? For sure.

  No sense of imminent disaster. David Cameron on the road is just a very, very consistent performer.




  As I was buying drinks at Cameron’s Bristol hotel, the barman offered to put them on the tab. ‘Are you part of the team?’ No, not exactly. It is a curious relationship between

  journalists and politicians on the road though . . . between the followers and the followed. Inevitably a degree of camaraderie develops amid the cast-off packets of crisps, sandwiches and Haribo

  (someone in Central Office has a seriously sweet tooth, by the way). Tiredness and travel, airport security and early mornings create a bond. (Rarely late evenings on this campaign – Cameron

  endeavoured to get back to his family at a reasonable time most nights.)




  Sometimes all involved can share the sense of the ridiculousness of the venture – such as when Liz Sugg, who organised the logistics of the leader’s tour, marched to the back of the

  bus where Cameron was being fitted with his radio mic and announced with genuine concern, ‘There are chickens at the drop!’ (Daily Mirror Chickens, a flock of hired hands in

  chicken suits, and a constant menace. Much to their surprise, Cameron chose to confront them on this occasion.)




  There is gentle mischief to be made – Cameron, talking to a man who worked as a wine waiter at the Oxford College where the head of the civil service, Sir Gus O’Donnell, occasionally

  teaches, said in a moment of levity: ‘Now we know why the economy’s in such a state – the Cabinet Secretary’s been drinking!’ The game for the

  hacks was then to persuade his media handlers the joke was an apocalyptic gaffe. ‘Cam Slams Mandarin Soak, Drunk At Wheel Of British Economy!’ the headline would run. ‘Pie-eyed

  Sir Gus Wrecked My Economy!’ and so on. Press Secretary Gabby Bertin sent a text message to alert Cameron’s chief of staff, Ed Llewellyn. Just in case.




  In general the objective is to niggle and harry in order to force an error or prompt a news line. It is easier said than done with a politician of David Cameron’s skill. (Failing that, the

  more limited aim is simply not to miss anything important.) Boxing the Tory leader into agreeing he would go further on marriage tax breaks than previously announced (a further spending commitment)

  was viewed as a minor triumph. A live pursuit when Cameron conveniently ‘forgot’ to answer questions from journalists, and simply hotfooted it after a speech – cameramen

  scrambling, wobbly shots; off the shoulder; bumped in the scrum, while DC flees the pack, journalists shouting after him – is the sort of scene of mild chaos that immediately results in phone

  calls from Central Office to the Tory organisers on the ground: ‘What on earth was that all about?’




  Some images will not quickly be forgotten. Windswept Cameron and his wife on a spectacular cliff top in Newquay (Samantha, who was quite heavily pregnant during the campaign, was pleased neither

  by the steep stone-stepped walk down to the venue, nor by the next day’s front pages, almost all of which showed her hair being blown vertically). There was Cameron showing remarkable

  sangfroid as he was handed one really remarkably ugly baby. Or the ‘Dave and Boris’ act, a little sulky and awkward at the Royal Hospital in Chelsea (‘Boris was reasonably well

  behaved’ was the Cameron verdict), but much better, animated and enjoying themselves amid the pearly kings and queens of St George’s Day in the heart of the City.

  Sky presenter Kay Burley wearing vertiginous heels and teetering on the Bristol dockside cobbles. ‘You can never accuse Sky News of not being balanced again,’ I whispered to a press

  aide. And one image I am glad I did not witness myself. Cameron in his underpants, sleeping on what must have been a mountain of airline-style pillows (there were almost none left for his staff),

  in the closed-off section at the back of the bus – the bit they called the ‘lovepad’. A vital kip on the gruelling, twenty-four-hour final push across the country.




  Wakefield was the undoubted low point of that last day marathon. Nothing wrong with Wakefield. But at around three in the morning, tired and grumpy (it was cold, too), a cavernous

  Morrison’s bakery depot felt like the wrong place at the wrong time. Even for David Cameron, alighting on Ed Balls’s home turf for the second occasion during the campaign did not feel

  like quite such a lark. ‘Whose idea was this?’ he asked, wiping sleep from his eyes as he walked down the central aisle of the bus. At this point, the whole trip felt desolate and

  silly. Running short on questioners, Cameron told the bakers who were standing in a wide circle around him, ‘And we have journalists from the BBC, Sky and ITV with us too, let’s see if

  they have anything they want to ask me . . . ?’ I will be honest. At that point, I had nothing. I walked away. It was left to Quentin Letts of the Daily Mail to enquire, ‘Why

  are we here?’




  However, the twenty-four-hour last day campaign should be filed away and employed next time as the antidote to all those on-the-road thoughts that the whole thing is futile and pointless. Look

  at the marginals where Cameron dropped in, and the results a day later: East Renfrewshire, easy Labour hold (bad start); Carlisle, Conservative majority of 850 on a near 8 point swing (that’s

  more like it!); Rossendale and Darwen, Conservative majority of 4,500 on a 9 point swing; Morley and Outwood, Ed Balls hangs on to a majority of just over 1,000 defying a 9

  point swing; Great Grimsby, Labour by the skin of their teeth – 700 majority despite a 10.5 point swing; Sherwood, Conservative majority of just 214 – a swing of 8 points; Dudley North,

  Labour majority of 650 with a 4.7 point swing (must try harder); and to finish, a whopping 13 point swing to oust Lembit Opik in Montgomeryshire by 1,000.




  If they had managed similar performances across the country, the Conservatives would have romped home. There was nothing different about any one of the visits paid by David Cameron over those

  twenty-four hours than the many, many others we witnessed in the four previous weeks or so. But who knows? Maybe the whole thing does matter after all? The various victorious Conservative

  candidates now sitting in Westminster (particularly Mark Spencer, the one who squeaked home in Sherwood) would not say otherwise. From the inside, while it is going on, you can never tell.




  When David Cameron looks back today and considers the Tories’ eventual election result, he admits the geographical area where the party really fell short was London, and that may have made

  the difference. What a thought! I bet he wishes he had tagged another few hours to his trip, freshened himself up, drunk a strong coffee or two and headed gamely back along the M4 to the

  capital.
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  GAME CHANGER




  ‘How do I deal with this guy?’




  David Cameron’s eyes were glazed. As the camera eased in, he was looking off and up to one side as though fixated by something in the middle distance. Stock-still, arms

  rigidly at his sides and with a fierce side-parting; had Cameron slipped a hand inside the lapel of his jacket, he could hardly have struck a more Napoleonic (or awkward) figure.

  ‘Uh-oh,’ was the immediate thought of his close team watching backstage. Nerves. They knew then. The moment had got to him.




  Unforgiving, this telly business, is it not? Wisely, Nick Clegg and Gordon Brown to camera left and right had steadied themselves on their lecterns for that all-important first standing shot of

  three party leaders together, ready to debate live in the run-up to a British election. A tentative smile on the lips of the Liberal Democrat leader . . . a frown indifferently moderated from

  Gordon Brown, fingertips of his left hand splayed, and pressed lightly onto his notes.




  This was a new world. It was tough on everyone, mind you. The presenter, Alastair Stewart, had, in rehearsals, agreed to introduce each leader in turn by name for his

  opening remarks. Now though, when he came to Gordon Brown, Stewart chose merely to point at him, and the Prime Minister began speaking. Thrown by the unanticipated change of choreography, the sound

  engineers failed to keep up. Brown’s first words were lost. Off-mic. Consternation in the gallery. Little things matter.




  On the 15th of April 2010, British electoral history entered a new phase. The first debate to be broadcast live between the leaders of the three main political parties cemented

  2010 as the television election. There would be a winner – Nick Clegg. But there was no catastrophic loser. David Cameron fought back from his initial disappointment. Gordon Brown muddled

  through.




  The decision to press ahead with televised leaders’ debates was the result of a curious alignment of motivations – short-term tactics of course, but maybe also a creeping sense that

  it was the right thing to do; a dash of desperation; a jolt or two from the broadcasters; a certain chemistry between negotiating teams . . . From now on, debates will seem an inevitable and

  natural part of our election choreography, but it might not have come off. Right to the last, there were no guarantees.




  The big television networks wanted it to happen – of course they did. When Sky News unilaterally kick-started the process with a challenge to the Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat

  leaders to take part in September 2009, there was real anger from rival broadcasters, but those differences were soon set aside in recognition of the high chance of success if ITV, the BBC and Sky

  could demonstrate their ability to cooperate, and their unity of purpose.




  Things moved quickly. Following initial commitments from David Cameron and Nick Clegg to take part, Gordon Brown announced his willingness to debate at the beginning of October, though the Prime Minister’s statement on the Labour party website was hedged with caveats about the need to allow time for parallel debates between other senior figures on their

  respective briefs, and his desire to begin debating (classic Gordon Brown) pretty much right away. As one of his aides put it, Brown’s idea of a TV debate would have been a test of endurance.

  Last man standing. An hour and a half? You’re joking. A preamble, at best.




  Behind the scenes, a more congenial pace of negotiation was being established. A key discussion took place between Peter Mandelson and David Muir (a senior Downing Street staffer) for Labour,

  and Andy Coulson (Head of Communications) and Ed Llewellyn, David Cameron’s chief of staff, for the Conservatives. Mandelson and Llewellyn ultimately ducked out when the negotiating grind

  took hold, but this ‘secret’ meeting undoubtedly established trust on the key principle – that the main parties were ready to make this thing happen, and that they were not simply

  (or at least, not exclusively) playing games.




  The negotiations that followed, between three highly competitive broadcasters and three political parties with still sharper elbows, were a tangled web. The venue initially was away from

  Westminster – the Royal Institute of British Architects near Oxford Circus. A white office; black metal and leather chairs. A neutral space. Later on in the process the Mothers’ Union

  was the scene for some of the most delicate moments of the negotiations, another nondescript, though somewhat homelier office suite, and this time just a stone’s throw from the Palace of

  Westminster.




  The permutations were complicated. There were as many arguments between television executives as between politicians. There were moments when the representative of one party might slide an arm

  round the shoulder of a broadcaster or two and gently try to stitch up his political opponents . . . moments when the same politicians who had been at loggerheads over one

  particular point were suddenly found to be as one, and immovable on another issue. Aside from the main meeting space, frugally serviced with sandwiches and coffees, there were separate

  ‘break-out rooms’ for each of the political teams to do their own thing – ring HQ for clarification perhaps, confer in private or simply sit tight and make the rest sweat through

  the afternoon.




  In the notoriously leaky environment of Westminster, all agreed it was remarkable that so little of the detail of the discussions ever saw the light of day. Those stories that made it into the

  newspapers were almost invariably wide of the mark.




  The first ‘problem’ question was an area that could have been expected to prove a flashpoint: the viability of commercial breaks during the debates, an issue of considerable

  sensitivity to ITV.




  Labour was particularly hostile to ad-breaks. When David Muir, the senior negotiator for the governing party, told the ITV team he was not prepared to see this ‘great constitutional

  innovation disrupted by advertisements for Domestos’, there was fury on the other side of the table. But with the BBC agnostic, and Sky inclined to forgo advertising during a ninety-minute

  broadcast that was a PR dream in itself, the main commercial terrestrial broadcaster was left out on a limb, and had to climb down.




  Amid the to-ing and fro-ing, the Liberal Democrats could scarcely believe their luck. It was Christmas come early. The Lib Dems always benefit from the increased airtime electoral law insists

  they are afforded during an election campaign. But for Nick Clegg to have an equal platform with his rival leaders on primetime TV? Maybe not an unhoped-for opportunity (they hoped for it all

  right!), but its potential benefit for a party that struggled traditionally to match Labour and the Conservatives in fund-raising and campaign spending was incalculable.




  Subsequently we have become used to talk of chemistry between coalition partners the Lib Dems and Tories. During the debate negotiations, however, that connection was not so

  obviously evident. Andy Coulson for the Tories and David Muir for Labour seemed to the broadcast participants to be more on the same wavelength. After all, the two main parties knew that, together,

  they were a formidable negotiating force, and were comfortable wielding that power where their interests were shared. In terms of the Tory–Lib Dem dynamic, consider that at the outset, before

  the first formal meeting had taken place, Coulson did not know who the Lib Dem’s chief negotiator, Jonny Oates, was. Things have changed. Within days of the election, the two men found

  themselves sharing an office in Downing Street.




  The main parties were not overtly patronising towards the Lib Dems, but the nature of the negotiations was such that the third party was less involved in the most heated discussions. Oates and

  Lena Pietsch (Nick Clegg’s Press Secretary who accompanied him) had a vital, but limited brief. They were charged with maintaining a single key principle: parity. Parity of airtime, parity of

  stature, not a hint of being the junior partner – that was what it was all about. When it came to discussions about the makeup of the audience, the themes of questioning, the duration of

  leaders’ answers (all of which detained the negotiators for hours at a time), the Liberal Democrats were pretty much unbothered either way.




  In one or two respects, the Lib Dem position on TV debates foreshadowed the approach the party would adopt to the coalition talks, months later. Both times, in the immediate negotiation as long

  as the party were thought to be playing fair (or fair enough!) and were not caught out being obviously disingenuous, they had little to fear. There were the red lines of course. For debate parity in November 2009, read the alternative vote (AV) in May 2010. There were risks. But in the case of the debates, they were further down the track. Nick Clegg might

  have bombed in the debates (he never seemed to think it likely, mind) . . . but far more problematic is the looming possibility that the Lib Dems might one day find themselves blamed for the evils

  of the coalition.




  With less at stake in the short term, and with their eyes for the main prize, the Lib Dems seemed more clear-sighted than their opponents. The detail was all for Labour and the Conservatives,

  but entwined in the clauses and sub-clauses as they were, the blue and red negotiators committed significant errors. Labour’s howler nearly derailed the whole process. It was the middle of

  February. Things looked to be OK. The BBC, ITV and Sky were scouting for venues. Dates were tentatively set. With the agreement of the political parties, lots were drawn for the order of the

  debates, and the themes. It would be ITV first, home affairs; then Sky News, foreign affairs; the BBC concluding with the economy (the schedule that we eventually saw play out over three weeks of

  the campaign).




  So far, so good. Only it transpired Gordon Brown had not planned it that way. The Prime Minister had intended to demonstrate his mastery of the economic brief at the outset of the debate

  process, not the end. The economy. Number one. First up. His negotiators had missed a trick. The broadcasters got wind of Downing Street’s displeasure when Labour’s man David Muir was

  forced to admit face to face that he had simply not understood that lots were to be drawn for the themes of the debates. Muir wanted the process to be reopened. The response? No dice.




  In the ensuing maelstrom (which spread over weeks, and contributed to not a few sleepless nights for politicians and television executives alike), the three TV partners felt obliged to offer

  a compromise package. Home affairs coupled with the economy in the first debate (to keep Gordon sweet); foreign affairs next as planned; and a free debate to finish. Labour

  signed up. But the Conservatives’ Andy Coulson would not wear it.
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