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  To Ivo Dawnay

  ‘Dawnay was greater than thousands of 
baggage camels.’

  T. E. Lawrence, 
The Seven Pillars of Wisdom


  Logical argument versus emotional argument equals political defeat.

  David Cameron, 2019
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PART ONE


  
1

  ‘WORLD KING’

  In 1970, when I was five, a family friend came to see us in Primrose Hill.

  We lived in two houses in Primrose Hill. The first Johnson residence in NW1 was in Princess Road, bang next to our school, Primrose Hill Primary (possibly interesting data point for political nerds: this imposing Victorian gabled school was also alma mater to the Miliband brothers, who duelled for the Labour leadership in 2010. David M., the firstborn and therefore Cain in this narrative, was in my year. I have the class photo of us both in Clothkits corduroy and Start Rites).

  The house was a new-build brick box my mother found easy to clean, or at least easier to clean than our next house in NW1, a crumbling, Victorian, semi-detached stucco-fronted affair opposite the shops on Regent’s Park Road, where we moved into shortly after my mother had a fourth baby, Joseph, and shortly before my father shunted the whole family to Brussels in 1973 (and then sold Regent’s Park Road over the phone to the journalist Simon Jenkins, who’d called to say his current girlfriend Gayle – a high-maintenance Texan actress who went on to transform my old bedroom in the side-return into a California-style storage ‘solution’ just for her shoes – wouldn’t marry him unless he got our house. My father agreed, as he has never to my knowledge said no to anything. ‘What was a chap to do?’ my father explained. ‘Simon was, you know, very keen on Gayle at the time.’)

  We weren’t in either Primrose Hill or Regent’s Park Road long. I remember the latter mainly for the times we left home to go to Casualty.

  One day Jo, nine months, consumed some succulent fungus he’d found after crawling behind the washing machine in the basement. His eyes rolled back, he went a funny colour and my mother had to rush him to University College Hospital, where, as chance would have it, I was already an inpatient, having inhaled eggshell after Al made me choke with laughter over breakfast while I was in the middle of my boiled egg. This resulted in a collapsed lung and pneumonia. I was in hospital so long I did morning lessons on the children’s ward. Being in hospital remains one of my happiest childhood memories (my mother, now seventy-seven, still has the eggshell in a jar which she keeps in a special place along with locks of baby hair and teeth, all to be dealt with in the fullness of time).

  ‘Your baby appears to be high, Mrs Johnson,’ the A&E doctor said, noting her return without surprise, and took Jo away to have his stomach pumped. (I know how bad this sounds, but don’t forget it was the Seventies. As someone commented at length below the line after a piece I wrote for the Telegraph about how much I relished my time at prep school – where it was mainly beating, early-morning Greek and predatory schoolmasters – today the Johnson children would be taken into care.*)

  Anyway, when this family friend paid his visit, Al would have been around six years old. He was born fourteen months before me yet I get furious if people don’t know this as I have poured so much time and money into mad, expensive ‘age-reversal’ creams and a punishing fitness and diet schedule, and he very much has not.

  In this first memory we were in the downstairs playroom, with its smart modern floor of cork tiles and modular furniture covered with polyester-clad thin foam cushions.

  We didn’t have a garden, but went to Primrose Hill or used the car park reserved for the other residents of the development, affixed with large signs saying ‘NO BALL GAMES’, where we used to play noisy games and thud balls percussively against our neighbours’ garage doors. Once, when a man told us to stop, we told on him and my father came out and shouted that if the neighbour told us off again he would ‘knock his block off’ – an act of muscular fatherhood we still remember with admiration and affection to this day.

___________

* Here’s some of the long comment under the line to my Telegraph piece in praise of boarding school:

  Rachel’s commentary is extraordinarily revealing about her own family background. It is clear from her self-description as a ‘lumpen parcel’ and of her so-called family life in Brussels in the 1970s, that Rachel and her siblings were grossly neglected by any normal standards – emotionally if not materially. Had they come from a different class background and located in Britain they might well have found themselves on the ‘at risk’ register and referred to a social worker. Instead they were rescued by the almost accidental intervention of the European School in Brussels and Father’s subsequent decision to follow the advice of an Eton housemaster . . .

  And on it went.

  Down in the playroom, I was in a navy hand-knitted jersey and navy cords and Al was in an identical outfit, only in brown. He may have been sitting in a cardboard box as we were in the middle of a game. We all used to beg him to play games as he made them such fun, but from about the age of ten he would answer, ‘Okay, let’s play reading’, which was crushing. Or he would go to his room to stage ancient naval battles in his sink, using corks, pins and card to recreate the Greek and Persian fleets at, say, Salamis in 480 BC (I am genuinely not making this up). As we had no television and never had friends over (other mothers considered our family ‘too rough’) – indeed, we never had friends as we were always moving house or country – we all ended up reading so much that my mother used to shout up to our rooms, ‘Children! What are you doing?’

  ‘Reading,’ we would all answer in turn.

  ‘Well, stop reading!’ she would shriek.

  Tony, the friend of my parents, was in a suit in the downstairs playroom.

  He knelt to our level and laid his hands like a priest bestowing a blessing on both our blonde heads.

  ‘So, children,’ he said. ‘Tell me. What do you want to be when you grow up, Rachel and Alexander?’ As we gazed up at him from under our thick yellow pudding bowls, cut by our mother with kitchen scissors with towels round our shoulders, we pondered this question.

  I tried to think of what women did when they grew up.

  My mother was – is – a painter, and a very remarkable one, but I didn’t see her like that then. It seemed to me she spent most of her time when she wasn’t looking after us smoking or on the telephone or cleaning (a few years later she was admitted to the Maudsley Hospital with a case of OCD so severe that doctors ended up trying, and failing, to cure her with electric shock treatment, which was at least less violent than the other therapy most fashionable at the time: a lobotomy).

  I had lots of aunts and uncles: on the maternal Fawcett side, my mother’s older sister Sarah was a nun (‘Auntie Nun’). Her younger brother, my groovy black-polo-necked Uncle Edmund worked for Rolling Stone (‘Uncle Monkey’). My mother’s two younger sisters were too young to have jobs. My father’s three siblings? Hilary was married with children. Peter worked in town planning. Birdie was too young to do anything.

  My Fawcett grandmother, a former ballerina, didn’t work or eat but was a marvellous cook and I can taste the crunchy pastry of her buttery Bakewell tart to this day. Granny Butter, my father’s mother, was a hill farmer’s wife on Exmoor.

  It was the first time I had considered the future riddle of grown-up existence. Still, I had just learned to read. My mother taught me with the Ladybird books. The Little Red Hen, The Hovercraft and Red Riding Hood are all etched on my memory but none more so than the definitive ‘Peter and Jane’ series published in 1964, foregrounding a tidy, traditional nuclear family in a tidy, traditional suburb of Middle England to prepare the children of Britain for what lay ahead.

  Here is Peter and here is Jane. Here is Pat, the dog.

  The series starts off reasonably gender-neutral and equal opportunities (the Equal Pay Act was not until 1970) but it all goes Gilead meets Good Housekeeping without passing Go by page six.

  Jane is in the kitchen with her mother in a white frock and yellow cardigan, like a mini Princess Lilibet.

  Jane likes to help Mummy. She wants to make cakes like Mummy.

  ‘Let me help you, Mummy,’ she says. ‘Will you let me help, please? I can make cakes like you.’

  ‘Yes,’ says Mummy. ‘I will let you help me. You are a good girl.’

  Meanwhile, Peter was romping with Pat the dog in a Red Indian costume with a feathered headdress and Daddy was washing the car with a hose.

  ‘We will make some cakes for Peter and Daddy,’ says Jane. ‘They like the cakes we make.’

  I answered first. I had read Peter and Jane. I had done my homework like a girly swot. The future was clear.

  ‘I want to be a wife and mother,’ I answered. I felt that covered all the available bases.

  I remember my father’s face. What was wrong with being a wife and mother, like his wife and my mother? I wondered.

  His long trips as a white saviour among distant tribes in the Amazon, or exploring in Africa (he called the first volume of his autobiography Stanley, I Presume), or researching his many books about the green revolution or population control in India or China – his contact with his family limited to sending postcards home from Kinshasa or Burundi every so often – had left my prodigiously talented mother no option. She was a tethered brood mare, even though all she wanted to do was paint in her studio that children were never allowed to enter unless she was painting them.

  ‘Alexander?’ Tony (Anthony Howard, the editor of the New Statesman – I’m pretty sure it was him as there is a picture of this very scene in some family album) now turned to my brother.

  ‘World King,’ he announced confidently, as if he already felt the hand of destiny heavy on his small shoulders. My father nodded with grim satisfaction.

  I admit, that shook me. I saw him in a cold, new light. I saw life in a cold, new light. Was that even a job? Could girls apply? I pondered these things in my heart.

  That short exchange, folks, was possibly the formative conversation of my childhood.

  And his.

  I did not feel the ‘hand of destiny’ as a small child. Maybe I was the wrong sex, and it was a confidence thing, like all men secretly knowing they can get a point off Serena Williams at tennis, while all women knowing they can’t, and all Etonians thinking they can be prime minister.

  I can’t blame my parents for that. In fact, I am long past the point of blaming them for anything, and never have. As soon as you become a parent yourself, you realise that your mother and father did their level best under impossible circumstances.

  In fact, I had it much easier than my brothers. I was the only girl. And I was only a girl. It was my get out of jail free. Nobody expected or wanted me to be World King. Imagine the relief!

  But this is not a memoir (as if – I am not exactly Elton John or Michelle Obama, any memoir will have to wait until I’m at least seventy), more a lightish, three-course meal.

  The ‘mains’ in the middle is my abject, absurd, but not entirely ignoble failure to be elected to public office for a new, centre-ground, political party just as my own brother made his own one-man moon-shot on Downing Street in July 2019.

  However, where relevant, I’ll supplement that failure to launch, and the fall of Remainer Rachel and the rise and rise of Brexit Boris (surely some alliterative determinism there) via a scrambled starter and savoury of childhood and teenage memories. So adjust your sets for more flashbacks of grainy, jerky Johnson home movies in those saturated Seventies colours . . .
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  After my parents’ divorce, when I was living alone for my A levels with my mother in a flat in Ladbroke Grove, she tended to discourage any signs of ambition on my part. She always used to say over family suppers, in front of my three Etonian brothers and any guests crammed around the kitchen table eating her steaming tureens of chilli con carne or spag bol, ‘I’ve always thought it was a terrible mistake to educate girls.’

  She didn’t literally mean that females should be illiterate.

  After all, my mother read English at Oxford, where she met my father and sat Finals when six months pregnant with me, but Lady Margaret Hall would address her only by her maiden name – ‘Miss Fawcett’ – even after she became the first married female undergraduate with a baby and another well ‘on the way’.

  What she meant was that it was cruel for society to promise equality and not deliver on that promise. I didn’t understand at the time that my mother’s intention was not to be provocative; she was rather trying to protect me from future disappointment by flagging up the glittering prizes were much more likely to await her three sons than her daughter. She was merely managing my expectations.

  If you did educate girls to the same level of boys, she would explain, they would be even more frustrated by their adult lives of indentured servitude to their families, a condition triggered by their own biology that would be supported, enabled and extended by the men in their lives.

  My mother was talking, as you will have spotted long before I did, about herself.

  Maddened though I was by this argument as a teenager, it was not until I was pregnant for the third time in four years, aged thirty, that I really saw her point.

  My husband worked on Saturdays for a Sunday newspaper, which meant I worked a full week in an office and on Saturday I had the kids on my own and on the Sunday too, as he was tired (he was also ill, but that’s another story).

  I was done in. I craved the simple routine of Kinder, Kuche, Kirche. I wanted to give up my full-time office job at the BBC and stay at home to look after the children.

  Yes, I pined during those fractious Early Learning Centre years to be a ‘kept woman’ (i.e. live off my husband’s modest earnings), do the school run, take the babies swimming and to the park and to playdates, and I wanted at least an au pair to help me get through the long, long day and the mother’s work that was never done.

  I felt I was doing it all and doing it badly, but my husband pointed out that we couldn’t afford for me not to work full time.

  In fact, the only way we could afford any help at all was if I carried on being a ‘laying hen’. He spelled out my choice: I could work in order to pay for the hours of childcare I had to organise for when I was away at work, or I could be a full-time, hands-on hausfrau on my own.

  My father’s approach to the problematic issue of childcare was, as he has told many interviewers, to avoid any such conflicts by sending us all to boarding school as early as possible. He put us down for the best schools as, in his words, ‘parenting is far too important to be left to parents’.

  My father also has a fairly binary view of male-female relations. His rule of thumb is to avoid conversation unless absolutely pushed. When it comes to personal relationships, ‘Never say anything to anybody’ is his mantra. But when I was finding it all a strain (the children all had sudden, terrifying illnesses or worrying conditions at various points), he staged an intervention during my protracted childcare crisis.

  ‘But OF COURSE Ivo should pay for you to have help even if you’re not at work,’ he said, flushing at the thought that one of his daughters was not going to be subsidised to nest at home with some cheery Mary Poppins at her side, but had to continue to trek to an office for ten hours a day, leaving his grandchildren to the untender mercies of Polish au pairs. ‘It’s . . . what . . . chaps . . . DO.’

  But still, I had made my bed.

  I remembered how miserable, how bored, my mother’s friends were in the Sixties and Seventies, self-medicating ‘the problem with no name’ with Valium and booze and adultery, with only consciousness-raising groups and copies of Our Bodies, Ourselves for recreation. I kept with the conventions of my generation, not theirs. I even kept my maiden name (my husband joked that when the money was coming in, I was Rachel Johnson but when it was going out, I was Rachel Dawnay).

  Many years of graft later, I made it into Who’s Who and lo! my birthday started appearing in The Times. On the first occasion of this mention in despatches, I was having a cosy birthday lunch with my mother in the pub on Ladbroke Road.

  ‘Are you SURE your birthday’s in The Times, darling?’ she said, after I had boasted about it. I fished my paper out of my bag to show her as proof. She peered at the entry and small thumbnail picture.

  ‘But why?’ she cried, before congratulating me in wonder, no doubt echoing the reaction of many Times readers who cancelled their subscriptions in protest at my inclusion.
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  ‘SISTER OF BORIS’

  Second memory. We left Primrose Hill in 1973 and settled in a large, red-brick villa-avec-jardin in south-east Brussels in a suburb that the adjective leafy cannot begin to do justice (Uccle was on the lip of a spreading forest called the Foret de Soignes and our garden was shaded by tall trees that our father would make us spend entire half-terms raking). We were there because my father was in the first surge of Brits to join the European Commission in the first wave of enlargement. Al, Leo and I were enrolled in the European School, where the lingua franca was French but we were taught in our native tongues in our national sections, while learning how to be good little Europeans – ‘les bons petits europeens’ – along with English and maths (possibly interesting data point for nerds: Ursula von der Leyen, the new European Commission president who succeded Donald Tusk in November 2019, is also a proud alumna, as is my brother’s second wife, Marina Wheeler QC).

  It was 1974 and my father was on the telephone to a headmaster in England.

  The previous day, the European School had summoned my parents to the campus (a former chateau on Avenue du Vert Chasseur in Uccle) to impart the solemn news that after only a few terms they’d ascertained that Al was ‘done’ (French for gifted – I was just average) and declared itself unworthy of the task of educating him. The school had advised my parents that if they were determined to get their boy into Eton (for which Al was ‘down’), only the jet propulsion of a classical English prep school would do.

  This was an admission that the European School’s daily curriculum of three-course hot lunch, playing marbles and beating up the Danes in the playground (always the Danes and never the Germans; the German section was chastened and peaceable) would not cut the mustard for my parents’ firstborn son. Al was ten, my father was thirty-four, and the headmaster on the blower was Clive Williams of a top Eton feeder school, Ashdown House.

  (I still remember the address we used to put on our letters home: ‘Ashdown House, Forest Row, East Grinstead, Sussex, United Kingdom, The World, The Universe, The Galaxy, The Solar System’ – like in Molesworth, a seminal text in the Johnson household, along with Biggies, Enid Blyton, Just William, Jennings, The Hardy Boys, Gerald Durrell, Asterix, Peanuts and of course Tintin, to which we were all addicted.)

  The Eton entrance exam was only five terms away; Al had never done Hist or Geog let alone Latin or Greek at the European School. In other words, it was panic stations. ‘That’s settled then, Clive,’ my father said in tones of relieved finality. ‘Alexander will start next term so you can prep him for Eton’ – my father went to Sherborne and he was determined on an upgrade for his sons – ‘and then there are three more after that!’

  You could almost hear the headmaster rubbing his hands at the prospect of all the school fees rolling in. ‘Ha ha, send them over,’ Clive chuckled. ‘Plenty of room at the inn!’

  ‘Then Rachel will start in September,’ my father said.

  There was a pause.

  ‘Ha! Slight snag, Stanley,’ purred Clive. ‘We don’t take girls.’

  ‘Well, you do now, Clive,’ my father said (the two men were already on first-name terms). ‘It’s all four, or none of them.’

  I duly went to Ashdown a few months later. This was fine by me. I had devoured Enid Blyton, and Molesworth, so I knew all about boarding school: the dormies, the inedible sossages, the sadistic masters, the howling skool dog. I had always wanted to be a boy, and as a child was so furious that I wasn’t, I refused to wear the tight-sleeved, high-necked Laura Ashley dresses fashionable at the time and insisted on hand-me-down bell-bottomed cords and sweaters, determined to be even more macho than my brothers.

  Still, Harrods Uniform Department in Knightsbridge had to knock up bespoke costumes of navy pleated skirts and tight nylon turquoise roll-necks that clung to my podgy prepubescent torso just for me and for the one other ten-year-old girl, also the younger sister of an existing pupil.

  My two younger brothers followed me. I was the only girl in cricket and rugby teams against other boys’ prep schools with the result that, as happened to stuck-up sissies quite rapidly in the Enid Blyton oeuvre, my ‘corners’ were knocked off quite early. The only time I remember my father commenting on a school report, good or bad (I don’t think he necessarily read all of them with attention every term and his proudest boast is that he has never attended a parent-teacher meeting for any of his six children), was when the headmaster’s report praised me for making ‘a couple of crunching tackles’ against Brambletye, Ashdown’s deadliest rival establishment. ‘Good stuff, Rake,’ he said, chuckling over ‘crunching tackles’.

  Ashdown was single sex before I got there. It was a feeder school for single-sex Eton, which was a feeder for Oxford, where women – including my grandmother, Granny Butter – were not accepted as full undergraduate members until 1920.

  I only relate this because it felt that, from birth onwards, it was natural for me to break ground. I was a female first footer in my mother’s womb . . . the family home . . . my all-boys’ prep school. Even at university, women were a minority (New College took women for the first time in 1979, five years before I went up). I was the first female graduate trainee at the FT . . . at the Foreign Office, I was the only female in my department apart from the clerks in registry. It was not until I joined the BBC, in 1994, that I had my first woman boss.

  No wonder my thought processes at first were a bit unreconstructed. Basically, my takeaway from my education and upbringing was: it was all very well for us little ladies to have hobby jobs to keep our hands in, but the grandeur and gravitas of ‘statecraft’ was reserved for men. And Margaret Thatcher.

  In May 1994, I had my first piece published in the Spectator. I admit, I was thrilled! I felt I’d arrived – and was showing off my range when it came to my chosen trade, after years of churning out plodding coverage of government bonds, inflation and the public sector borrowing requirement for the FT. It felt especially good because six weeks before, I had given birth for the second time in fourteen months. Some days I counted it a triumph if I got out of my nightie and made it to the chemist on the corner for yet more Sudocrem.

  I have one person to thank for this rapid breeding programme. Not my husband and father of my children. And certainly not me.

  I was approaching my mid-twenties, I’d been elevated from markets to the ‘economics room’ of the FT, I was writing the front-page splash most weeks, whooping it up around town most weekends, unaware of any clock at all. It was then that my mother dropped her bombshell over coffee in the flat we shared (she was making her own living as a painter, and took in paying guests as she had refused alimony after the divorce. Money was tight, and she correctly made me pay rent and my share of bills as soon as I left Oxford, which was a great incentive to get on with my life – or at least shack up with a man who had some sort of roof over his head).

  ‘It’s all very well having FUN and a CAREER, darling,’ she said over our industrial-strength Nescafes, ‘but you mustn’t forget a HUSBAND and BABIES.’ (She never asked about work except to tell me that if a man was annoying me in the office – and it always was a man I was moaning about as there were hardly any women at the paper – I should ‘make an extra effort to be nice to him’.)

  I was horrified. My mother was a lefty beatnik free spirit. We were a mixed-race family in every sense (my father tended to marry socialists). My mother, his first wife, painted, taught modern dance, smoked Consulates, walked around in the nude, and displayed her own paintings of her own and my American stepfather Nick’s genitalia all over the family walk-up Notting Hill flat we all crammed into after the divorce. But whatever she said must have sunk in. Within a year I had found a man with his own house, was married and pregnant, if not in that order.

  When my Speccie feature was published in 1994, Anthony Howard, the same man who had admired my tumbling ringlets in the playroom as a little girl, who had asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, was moved to mark my debut thus. ‘The only reason Rachel Johnson is published anywhere’, he wrote in a New Statesman diary piece, ‘is because she is Boris’s sister.’ (My italics.)

  I remembered this dig many years later, when another titan of our trade, Paul Dacre, then editor-in-chief of Associated Newspapers and in theory my boss, said my column in the Mail on Sunday ‘gave banality a bad name’ and I, in theory a junior member of his own staff, wasn’t a ‘real journalist’ at all.

  Well, then.

  In my limited experience, it’s only ever older men – trying not to say ‘the patriarchy’ – who lose their shit when women signal a move out of their lane. It arouses in them some reflex to chop us off at the knees with words like ‘banal’, ‘bossy’ and more often, ‘feisty’. Men, you will notice, are never feisty. It basically means: ‘You talk too much, woman – shut up.’

  Which brings us to the point after far too long (and sorry if this preamble has recalled a long, digressive Dominic Cummings blog post about branching histories). Tony Howard’s dismissal (although he’s ‘gone now’); Paul Dacre’s dismissal; anyone’s dismissal makes me all the more resistant to being dismissed. The more I am told to butt out, or mansplained to about how banal or irrelevant I am, the more I want to stick my beak in. I accept this might be genetic.

[image: ]

  Third memory. This is one of my very first, if not first, childhood memory, alongside being woken and carried downstairs to sit in front of the TV late one night in 1969 for the moon landings. It was two years before the moon landings, i.e. late September 1967, and Al/Alexander and I were waiting in St John’s Wood for my mother and father to bring home our newborn brother Leo from hospital. We had pushed a chair up to the sink so we could look out over the taps to the gravelled forecourt of our grandparents’ house, where we were camping for a few months, and watch and wait for the Citroen to come home with its exciting cargo of Mama and the fresh new arrival. We stood on the same chair and watched the car swirl around the turning circle and park with a flourish and scatter of gravel. My parents got out. My mother was carrying a white bundle.

  My father came into the kitchen with a wicker Moses basket, which he placed on the floor with exaggerated ceremony. We peeked into it. With excited fingers we twitched back the cream, silk-edged Lan-Air-Cel blanket (that later became a precious totem called ‘Softy’) in the hope of seeing our new baby brother’s tiny wrinkled pink face for the very first time.

  It was wrinkled, but not in the way we expected. Our father had replaced the baby with a cauliflower.

  When new baby Leo was around two, my father said to his then three children (Jo was born in 1971), ‘now don’t put baked beans up your noses’ as he left the house to go out one evening with my mother. A few days later a foul smell from Leo necessitated yet another trip to Casualty at University College Hospital so that doctors could extract the baked beans that Leo had pushed deep up his own nasal cavities.

  Doing what we are told not to do – Al/Boris, by the way, has already forbidden me from writing this (‘No “World King” stuff please, Rake’) – is a family trait.

  As is what we call the ‘death wish’: the Thanatos urge to say exactly the wrong thing on the Today programme, or to do just the thing that will capsize the tiny boat in a storm after the outboard engine has fallen off with your deaf grandmother crying, ‘Take it, take my lifejacket! I’ve had my life!’ as she stares bravely out to sea while we drift towards communist Albania, or hitting the ball miles out of the court during violent games of tennis (my husband calls this affliction ‘Johnsonitis’). Essentially, turning everything into either a competition, a game, a joke – or all three.
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  ‘BUT WHY DON’T YOU GO INTO POLITICS?’

  Which brings us, in a roundabout way, to the contents of this book.

  As two of my brothers were climbing the greasy pole of parliament and my politician and environmentalist father became a late-onset celebrity, occasionally I’d get lobbed this question.

  ‘But why don’t YOU go into politics, Rachel?’

  I’d hear this polite cry during the rolling omnishambles we’ve endured since 2016, but I assumed it was a courtesy question. I didn’t flatter myself that anyone could genuinely think I could do anything or, as it is fashionable to say now, ‘make a difference’ to the plight of the 16 million Remain voters who have, since the EU referendum, been politically homeless, unless they turned Lib Dem of course, which, it has to be said, very few did until the local elections of May 2019, which was when the yellow tide turned and the latest all-too-brief Lib Dem resurgence began.

  ‘Me? I voted for the Women’s Equality Party,’ Frances Osborne, the then wife of a former Tory chancellor, George Osborne, told me the morning after she cast her vote in 2019 (the nation has become inured to annual plebiscites).

  Given all this, why would I want go into politics? For a start, there are – or there were – too many of our family in politics already. The Times had anointed the Johnsons – to widespread irritation in the Guardian-reading, north London Miliband households, no doubt – ‘the country’s most famous political family’.

  A recent Telegraph mag cover story went with ‘Britain’s most political family’. The Standard? ‘The Medicis of West London.’

  I am sure everyone is bored to tears with us. I am on board with everyone being bored. I would be bored and maddened too. As Giles (brother of Victoria, son of Alan) Coren once said to me, ‘I’m only the third-best columnist in the Coren family.’ If I entered politics to spend more time with my family, as the evergreen joke goes, I would only ever be the fourth-most famous politician in the Johnson family after Stanley, Al/Boris and Jo (I am sensitively listing them in order of seniority). My father was an MEP, Jo a minister, and Al/Boris’s many achievements need no further enumeration here.

  As I am the only daughter of my father’s first litter, I tended to interpret the question as a backhanded compliment. I assumed my interlocutor thought I would make at least as decent a hash of things as the members of the House of Johnson with a Johnson.

  In answer, though, I would laugh. Not going into politics was one of my lifetime red lines, like not learning how to play golf, or having any ‘work’ done on my face. I understood why other people were compelled to do it, but it was something I felt I could swerve and somehow, somehow, the sun would still rise in the morning.

  And then.

  Rewind to the run-up to the referendum. February 2016.

  I had spent the day with Al and Ivo in Al’s farmhouse in Thame trying to persuade him to back David Cameron and not campaign for Leave. We played tennis in the rain and over the net I shouted scenarios for what would happen if Leave or Remain won, as we hit soggy balls at each other before repairing indoors for burnt lasagne washed down with red burgundy. After lunch we sat by a hissing fire, me reading his two columns: one advocating Remain, the other Leave, on his laptop.

  ‘It’s clear to me that the Remain one is compelling,’ I said, as texts pleading for him to be loyal from George Osborne and David Cameron pinged into his buzzing phone, which trembled on the windowsill, ignored.

  ‘The long one for Leave is all about nebulous stuff like control and sovereignty and the only tangible benefit you point to is this long section,’ I jabbed at the screen, ‘all about how if we leave, you will be able to change the height of drivers’ wing mirrors and perhaps stop young women on bikes being smushed under the wheels of lorries turning left in London. Is that really it?’

  I also tried, ‘Just look at the scaly line-up of Leavers, Al! Galloway! Banks! Farage! Um, okay, Gove is a good get for the outers, but do you really want to be with that lot, not the in-crowd?’

  ‘If you don’t know what to do, do the right thing,’ texted Cameron.

  (A Belgian PM later described the referendum as a ‘glorified cockfight’ between Al/Boris and Dave.)

  Cameron was in the year below me at university; I had met him socially, and got on with him. At a Notting Hill function he was introduced by my blonde half-sister Julia, a teacher, to my blond half-brother Max. He recoiled as if scalded. ‘No!’ he yelped. ‘Not another one! However many more of you are there?’

  Short digression: I had to make a public apology to the then PM in 2014 when I had taken my laptop to work in a bitcoin cafe in Shoreditch, and had popped to the loo, leaving my laptop on the table. When I came back and resumed my article about living cashless for a week for Vogue, I started getting worried calls.

  ‘Are you okay? I think your Twitter’s been hacked,’ friends informed me.

  I jumped onto Twitter, where it appeared that I had sent a tweet, which was being retweeted dozens of times a second.

  ‘Why is David Cameron such an egg-faced cunt?’ my @rachelsabihajohnson account had asked a few minutes earlier, to the manifest delight of shadow ministers who said they would bring up this important matter at PMQs the next day. Others objected to my tweet on the grounds that ‘he has a face like a bum, not an egg’.

  Two years later, that little episode felt far away and long ago and almost innocent as the country stared down the barrel of the referendum Cameron had so unwisely thrust upon us, and my brother had to choose which way to jump within the next twenty-four hours.

  ‘Your choice will be one we all have to live with,’ I said, piling into an old box of Belgian chocolates I had found under a drift of newspapers. ‘If you make a wrong choice, it won’t be just you who suffers; it could be the entire country. The column you send,’ I told him pompously, ‘could crash the continent.’ At that stage, with the migration crisis, the euro crisis, the rise of populism, it was felt that if the UK left, there would be contagion and Italy and Greece could follow suit and then . . .
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