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‘He is late, rushed, chaotic, uncollegiate, unstrategic, sometimes inaccurate. But he is also a bit of a genius.’

Charles Moore, Daily Telegraph, 11 August 2018

‘I would rather prefer my cat to be leader of the Conservative Party. Mr Pumpkin is more trustworthy than Boris.’

Keith Simpson, Conservative MP, 15 December 2018

‘Success is the child of Audacity.’

Benjamin Disraeli, prime minister in 1868 and from 1874 to 1880, in The Rise of Iskander, published in 1833








DEATH OF A PRIME MINISTER

On the morning of Tuesday 7 April 2020, I was commissioned by the Daily Mail to write Boris Johnson’s obituary. At 7 p.m. on Monday evening the prime minister had been admitted to the intensive care unit at St Thomas’ Hospital, and nobody knew whether he would pull through. Death laid its icy hand on him, and opinion polls show he received greater public approval and sympathy than at any time before or since. For a few days Johnson was no more the hated Brexiteer, unscrupulous populist and brazen liar, but a fellow human being, equal with any other victim of the pandemic, mortal like the rest of us.

Your eye may have slid smoothly over the last phrase, but you, dear reader, will die soon enough, as will the author of this book. The glories of our blood and state are shadows, not substantial things. So says the poet, and I have tried while writing about Johnson, as insatiable a glory-seeker as our times can show, to bear in mind that he is also a man.

But an extraordinarily difficult man to write about. When I asked my children, then aged twenty-five, twenty-one and nineteen, if I could dedicate this book to them, provided I put in a line about their having slight reservations about Johnson, one of them replied: ‘Only if you say we think he’s a vile, disgusting human being.’ Boris Johnson inspires in many people a profound and implacable aversion; in many others the warmest affection and support. I do not aspire to change anyone’s mind about him: that would be a vain endeavour. But I do hope, perhaps just as presumptuously, to write a book which partisans on both sides will reckon is fair, and can read with amusement.

A great, maybe insoluble problem at once arises. As soon as I start to explain why Johnson has not, at certain times in his career, been a total failure, I open myself to the charge of seeking to ignore or extenuate his faults. But any sympathy that I extend to him (and I do not think he can be understood without a degree of sympathy) is liable to be dismissed by his admirers as pitifully inadequate.

There was no time to worry about all that while writing his obituary for the Daily Mail, which at a time of national shock and mourning would expect, I assumed, an account which at least ended on a relatively favourable note. This, roughly speaking, is what I sent them:


Boris Johnson loved the Chumbawamba song, ‘I get knocked down, but I get up again. You’re never going to keep me down.’ He was often knocked down, but until his life was cut short by Covid-19 always got back up again. Johnson was far less cautious than the usual run of career politician, took risks which onlookers regarded as mad, but came back from blows which would have crushed a less resilient figure.

On entering the Commons in 2001 as MP for Henley, he decided, in defiance of all prudent advice, to remain editor of The Spectator. Senior politicians and pundits warned him that riding two horses was bound to end in tears. He defied their predictions, and at first all went well. He became more and more famous, and at the start of September 2004, Vanity Fair billed him as ‘the Tory MP who could one day be Britain’s prime minister’.

Michael Woolf, who wrote that magazine’s profile, likened him to two famous actors who had gone into politics: ‘He is, it occurs to me, as he woos and charms and radiates good humour, Ronald Reagan. And Arnold Schwarzenegger… He is, I find, inspirational.’ No other Conservative MP could have been compared to Reagan, one of the most successful (though at first derided) post-war American presidents, or to Schwarzenegger, then serving as governor of California. Johnson had an astounding ability to connect with the wider public. He had star quality, and the Conservatives began to think he might be the leader who could end Labour’s decade of success under Tony Blair.

In the summer of 2004 I started work on my first volume about Johnson, published in 2006 and updated in 2007, 2008, 2012 and 2016. As recounted in the introduction to that work, he was at first tremendously keen on the idea of a book all about him (‘Such is my colossal vanity that I have no intention of trying to forbid you’), but then got cold feet (‘Anything that purported to tell the truth really would be intolerable’) and offered me £100,000 to abandon the project, which I, annoyed by his assumption that I could be bought, turned down.

In October 2004, The Spectator published an editorial in which it abused the people of Liverpool and made several atrocious mistakes about the Hillsborough disaster. There was uproar, and Michael Howard, the Conservative Party leader, who was a Liverpool fan, was warned that the next time he went to a game he would be booed. Howard was furious and ordered Johnson to go and apologise to the people of Liverpool, speaking only to the local media. This Johnson did, but the national press were determined to cover the story too, and during his visit to the city a media scrum developed which amused the watching nation, but made Howard look ridiculous.

Worse soon followed. Johnson dismissed press reports of his affair with Petronella Wyatt as ‘an inverted pyramid of piffle’, the press proved he was lying and Howard, who had only a few months previously promoted him to the post of shadow arts spokesman, now sacked him. By the end of 2004, Johnson’s political career lay in ruins. Many of his fellow Tory MPs, jealous of his fame and angered by his neglect of parliamentary duties, had concluded he was hopelessly dishonest and unreliable.

So when Howard lost the 2005 general election to Blair, and resigned the Tory leadership, Johnson was in no fit state to mount a bid for the vacant post, and instead supported David Cameron, who came through and won. Cameron had been junior to him at Eton, junior to him at Oxford, had a less original mind and, until becoming leader, was less famous than Johnson, who had reached the wider public by giving a series of brilliantly amusing performances on Have I Got News For You.

The next ten years belonged to the prudent and professional Cameron, not the reckless and frivolous Johnson, who had to content himself with the junior post of shadow spokesman for higher education. In 2006, at the launch party for a book he had written about ancient Rome, Johnson said in his speech, ‘I occasionally wonder what people like me are doing in public life,’ and went on: ‘It is because we hope to become shadow spokesman for higher education.’

This was funny because it was such obvious nonsense. Johnson yearned to become prime minister, but knew he was going to get nowhere much at Westminster as long as Cameron was in charge. Mary Wakefield, who worked at The Spectator, was among those who suggested Johnson should instead take on Ken Livingstone, mayor of London, in the elections to be held in May 2008. The problem was that Livingstone was reckoned to be invincible. The advantage was that Johnson would be entering a popularity contest, in which his ability to reach the wider public, including those who hated conventional politicians, might be a trump card.

Johnson dared take on the mighty Livingstone, something no other prominent Conservative was prepared to do, and came through and won, whereupon he resigned his parliamentary seat. He had proved himself as a campaigner, and soon he started to prove himself an ambassador for London, who would stand up for the metropolis against central government. He employed gifted individuals such as Simon Milton to do the administrative work for which he himself was temperamentally unsuited. In May 2012, Johnson beat Livingstone again, and that summer he welcomed the world to London for the Olympics.

The media, and many Londoners, expected the Games to be an embarrassment, with the trains and buses unable to cope with so many visitors. Johnson insisted the Games would be a triumph, and was proved right. He proceeded to dominate every joint appearance he made with Cameron, who since 2010 had served as prime minister.

During the Games Johnson got stuck on a zipwire, a mishap which made him even more popular. On another celebrated occasion, carried away by his own competitiveness, he rugby-tackled a German player while taking part in a charity football match – the sort of thing most people would never think of doing, let alone actually do. On yet another occasion, he flattened a Japanese child while playing rugby. Johnson’s behaviour was an affront to serious-minded people’s idea of how politics should be conducted.

At the general election of 2015, Johnson returned to Westminster, sitting now for Uxbridge, in west London, so able to claim he was representing the city for which he would remain mayor until the following year. It was not at first clear what use there would be at Westminster for Johnson’s gifts as a campaigner. Cameron, to widespread surprise, had managed to gain a narrow overall majority for the Conservatives at the 2015 general election, without any special help from Johnson. But Cameron had only been able to hold the Tory Party together, and to blunt the threat posed by the UK Independence Party, by promising that if he won the election, he would hold a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union.

Here was Johnson’s opportunity. With his mastery of political theatre, he wavered between Leave and Remain, admitted he was ‘veering all over the place like a supermarket trolley’, even let it be known he had written two opposing columns for the Daily Telegraph, one in favour of staying in the EU and one in favour of leaving. At teatime on the afternoon of Sunday 21 February 2016 he emerged from his handsome Georgian house in Islington and announced to the excited mob of journalists which had gathered outside – throughout his career he had a genius for fomenting a media scrum – that he would be joining the Leave campaign. Johnson took on Cameron, becoming the voice of Britain’s Eurosceptic voters who felt themselves scorned and ignored by the pro-European Establishment. He showed again his abilities as a campaigner who, unlike just about every other British politician, could enter a dreary shopping centre on a Wednesday afternoon and bring the place alive.



On and on the obituary rolled. The Daily Mail was calling for my copy, determined to have the piece ready for publication the moment the prime minister died. By now I had managed to get him into Downing Street. A few moments later he was consigned to the grave:


Then came the pandemic. It required a change in tone: Johnson had to curb his natural ebullience. This he did, and demonstrated he was working night and day with his team to bring the nation through the danger, regardless of any risk to his own health. His career has been cut cruelly short at a point when he had just achieved his greatest successes – Brexit and the election victory of December 2019 – and seemed set for many years at the top in which to develop his vision of One Nation conservatism. Many who had never warmed to him realised at the end that this man who had long seemed to them a mere joker was in reality a statesman of astonishing political gifts, the most brilliant communicator of his generation, impelled not only by a burning thirst for fame but by a deep love of his country and a determination to serve it to the uttermost of his powers.








CAVORTING CHARLATAN

Johnson did not die, and his enemies, some of whom were surprised to find when he was at death’s door that they had tender feelings for him, soon reverted to likening him to Hitler (as a celebrated Hampstead thinker remarked to me in a tone which brooked no contradiction), or to King John, conventionally regarded as the worst monarch in English history (this option proposed on Twitter by Ivo Dawnay, Johnson’s brother-in-law).

No politician of this century has so often been written off. As early as 2006, Simon Heffer declared of Johnson that ‘a man blessed with high intelligence and great abilities has, through moral failure and self-indulgence, now largely ceased to be taken seriously in public life’. Nor has any politician so often been denounced as a liar. This charge will be examined later in the book, but is not the place to start, for once he is convicted of lying, we cease to consider whether he ever tells the truth. As a result of his lies many refused to accept Johnson as a legitimate player of the political game, and the reasons why he has quite often won it went unexamined.

Distinguished liberal-conservative pundits such as Max Hastings and Matthew Parris proceeded on the assumption that Johnson is ‘a cavorting charlatan’ (Hastings) whose ‘shamelessness shames Britain’ (Parris). They were sure he cheated his way to the top and would soon be found out. But meanwhile these commentators under-estimated his chances of success, which became inexplicable unless one held that the British people wanted to vote for a scoundrel, or were too stupid to detect one.

Johnson’s uncle on his mother’s side, Edmund Fawcett, who worked for many years for The Economist and has described himself as ‘a left-wing liberal’, in 2020 brought out Conservatism: The Fight for a Tradition, an account of conservative thought in Britain, France, Germany and the United States over the past two centuries. He suggested in his introduction that readers on the left could get from it ‘a view of their opponent’s position, which they are prone, like rash chess players, to ignore’, and went on to put ‘in comradely spirit’ this question to them: ‘If we’re so smart, how come we’re not in charge?’ The same question might be put to Johnson’s critics, whether on the left or the right. They were brilliant at abusing him, but hopeless at working out how to beat him, so for long periods were reduced to waiting for him to beat himself.

Their abuse had the paradoxical effect of strengthening Johnson’s claim to be an outsider, which further infuriated them, for how could someone with his privileged education at Eton and Balliol be an outsider?

This volume takes on, roughly speaking, from July 2016, the point at which the last update of my first volume about him ended.






THE GILDED CAGE

On Wednesday 13 July 2016, Theresa May became prime minister and summoned Johnson to Downing Street. ‘Crikey, I’m the foreign secretary,’ he texted one of his advisers after meeting her. ‘Holy fuck,’ the adviser replied. For although the PM was clearly trying to bind a potentially dangerous opponent into the government, there had been no expectation on Johnson’s part that she would invite him to enter such a gilded cage, the grandest that Whitehall affords.

Once people had recovered from their astonishment, the general feeling was that he was lucky to have been awarded this glittering consolation prize. Only a fortnight earlier, he had been down and out, having withdrawn from the Conservative leadership race once Michael Gove – his comrade-in-arms in the Leave campaign which triumphed in the EU Referendum on 23 June – declared him unable to ‘provide the leadership or build the team for the task ahead’.

The knifing, as it was referred to in Johnson’s circle, meant he did not become prime minister in 2016. Many Remainers already believed he was a contemptible opportunist who had only backed Leave because he calculated that it gave him his best chance of reaching the top. Now Gove had demonstrated that even some influential Leavers thought he was not up to it.

Senior officials at the Foreign Office shared this low view of Johnson. They had committed their entire careers to the cause of Britain in Europe, first adopted in the early 1960s by Harold Macmillan, prime minister from 1957 to 1963. Soon after Johnson became foreign secretary, a British diplomat said to me, ‘I’d push him off his bike if I saw him in the street.’

Professional diplomats accused him of ‘lack of self-discipline’, ‘lack of content in his vapid assurances’, ‘insistence on seeing foreigners as raw material for jokes’, ‘the belief that he can bullshit because he’s very bright’, and ‘irresponsibility for drawing up no plan for Brexit’. Remainers accused him of stirring up ‘the ignorant, racist hooligans of the north’.

In Oxford, the professor of French history, upon bumping into my younger brother, who lives there, told him to punch me on the nose, after I said a few words in defence of Johnson on Radio 4, where I usually found myself put up – the BBC being committed to a doctrine of balance – to debate against some outspoken critic of Johnson. For most of the time, I kept quiet about my opinions, for I had not entirely worked out what I thought. I could see that Johnson had grievous weaknesses as well as formidable strengths, and I did not want to annoy the devout Remainers in my immediate circle.

I myself voted Remain, in part because I was worried about the irreparable damage which might be done to the Union with Scotland and with Northern Ireland if Britain left the EU. Before the referendum I went round London saying David Cameron had been rather clever: he had told the Tory Eurosceptics they could have their referendum, but that he was going to win it. When Leave won, I was shocked, and felt a fool for failing to see this coming. But I was not bereaved in the way many Remainers were, and I knew my lack of bereavement was tactless, so I shut up about it. In families up and down the land the whole thing was not just political, but personal. The nation was split down the middle, and so was the Conservative Party.

Theresa May, who during the referendum campaign had been a silent Remainer, sought to reunite the party, and reassure Tory Brexiteers, by appointing three of their most senior figures – Boris Johnson, David Davis and Liam Fox – to Cabinet posts. Some of Johnson’s supporters believed that if he had fought on against May in the leadership campaign, he would have won. It was a striking idea to send her most dangerous rival to the Foreign Office. Perhaps she was going to be a more imaginative prime minister than anyone had expected.






LIBERAL COSMOPOLITAN

Almost no one supposed it was worth paying attention to whatever general opinions the new foreign secretary had expressed in the past about foreign affairs, although his journalistic works were combed for the rude things he had said about various foreign leaders, and for words which could be construed as racist. But the general assumption prevailed that he had nothing which could be dignified by the term Weltanschauung, nothing in the way of a world view. After all, Johnson had been the most prominent figure in the Leave campaign, and that campaign had won, many Remainers thought, by appealing to xenophobes, racists and Little Englanders.

So the passage in his speech on 9 May 2016 about the liberal cosmopolitan case for voting Leave attracted little notice. He did not pretend this was the only reason to vote Leave. Taking back control of laws and preventing unrestricted immigration from the European Union were important too: there were things in this speech of which the xenophobe and the Little Englander could approve, and the press reported that he had attacked David Cameron for failing to obtain concessions from the EU.

But Johnson began by saying that someone had insulted him the other day ‘in terms that were redolent of 1920s Soviet Russia – he said that I had no right to vote Leave, because I was in fact a “liberal cosmopolitan”.’ In his peroration, by far the most heartfelt part of the speech, he went on to accept this description of himself, and to contest its implications:


I am a child of Europe. I am as I say a liberal cosmopolitan, my family is the genetic equivalent of a UN peacekeeping force.

I can read novels in French, I think I’ve even read a novel in Spanish, I can sing the Ode to Joy in German [cry of ‘go on then’]. I will, if you keep accusing me of being a Little Englander I will. [Sings in a deep voice] Freude, schöner Götterfunken… Anyway you know it, you know it. Both as editor of The Spectator and as mayor of London [jabs the lectern with his finger] I have promoted, promoted actively, the teaching of modern European languages in our schools, French and German – which are dying out by the way at the moment, dying out under this government of Remainers – and I have dedicated much of my life to the study of the common origins [hits the lectern again], the common origins of our European civilisation [thump, thump, thump] in ancient Greece and Rome.

So I find it offensive, insulting, irrelevant and positively cretinous to be told – sometimes by people who can barely speak a foreign language – that I belong to a group of small-minded xenophobes; because the truth is that it is Brexit that is now the great project of European liberalism, and it is leaving the EU, it is we who want to leave the EU who are the idealists. I am afraid that it is the European Union – for all the high ideals with which it began – that now represents the ancien régime.

It is we who are speaking up for the people, and it is they who are defending an obscurantist and universalist system of government that is now well past its sell-by date and which is ever more remote from ordinary voters.

It is we in the Leave camp, we who vote Leave – not they – who stand in the tradition of the liberal cosmopolitan European enlightenment – not just of Locke and Wilkes, but of Rousseau and Voltaire; and though they are many, and though they are well-funded, and though we know that they can call on unlimited taxpayer funds for their leaflets, it is we, we few, we happy few Leavers who have the inestimable advantage of believing strongly in our cause, and that we will be vindicated by history; and we will win for exactly the same reason that the Greeks beat the Persians at Marathon – because they are fighting for an outdated absolutist ideology, and we are fighting for freedom.



This passage could not be fitted into the news agenda, so was ignored or ridiculed. Here is the Politico website’s report: ‘In a bizarre twist, Johnson stressed his love of Europe and attempted to demonstrate this by singing “Ode to Joy” in German.’

It is possible, he contends, to love Europe and to wish to leave the EU. One may question, of course, whether Johnson’s argument is correct. It is also possible to contend that Brexit, far from being, as he asserts, ‘the great project of European liberalism’, happened for illiberal reasons and will have illiberal consequences. But it would be wrong to doubt Johnson’s sincerity when he made this argument. One hears it in his voice, especially when he touches on the origins of European civilisation in Greece and Rome.






CAKEISM

On Saturday 1 October 2016 Johnson told readers of the Sun, in his first newspaper interview since becoming foreign secretary, that Britain would take back control of immigration while maintaining free trade with the EU: ‘Our policy is having our cake and eating it. We are Pro-secco but by no means anti-pasto.’

For ten years he had set out at the start of each October to steal the Conservative leader’s thunder. ‘Look at me,’ he would tell the Tories as they gathered for their annual party conference, ‘you’d be feeling more cheerful if I was your leader. I would make you feel good about being Conservative. I want us all to enjoy the good things of life, including cake.’

According to the French, ‘On ne peut avoir le beurre et l’argent du beurre’ – one can’t have the butter and the money from selling the butter. The Germans declare, ‘Man kann nicht auf zwei Hochzeiten gleichzeitig tanzen’ – one can’t dance at two weddings at the same time. The English have long said, ‘You can’t have your cake and eat it.’

Johnson insisted, on the contrary, that you can do both, and in not much more than a year the term ‘cakeism’ entered the language of diplomacy, to describe the pursuit of Brexit objectives which were dismissed by the EU as mutually incompatible. At the end of a report on 3 March 2018 on Theresa May’s negotiating position, we find the first use of the word in The Times: ‘Brussels officials were negative in private, however. “This is still in the world of cakeism,” said one diplomatic source.’

Brussels, and British Remainers who hoped to overturn the referendum result, strove to gain the upper hand by declaring in an expert tone that the Brexiteers were making impossible demands, so deserved to be written off as a bunch of cakeists. It was unreasonable to treat May in this dismissive fashion: any impartial person could see she was a conscientious woman who was doing her best. Brussels and the Remainers were so intent on winning, they gave little thought to who they might get instead of May, if they refused to reach a reasonable compromise with her.

That Johnson is an incorrigible cakeist cannot be denied. Early evidence of this is found in the summer of the year 2000, when he was editing The Spectator and had just been selected as the Conservative candidate for Henley, despite having promised his proprietor, Conrad Black, that he would not run for Parliament. Johnson rang Charles Moore, editor of the Daily Telegraph, to ask for advice about how to handle Black.

Moore at length wearied of Johnson’s indecision and said: ‘Look, Boris, what do you want?’

‘I want to have my cake and eat it,’ Johnson replied.

Examine any election manifesto, by any party, and one will find traces of cakeism, or often great slices of the stuff: huge, implausible, mutually contradictory promises. In his book about Winston Churchill, Johnson remarks of the Balfour Declaration of 1917, in which the then foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, said the British government favoured ‘the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’, as long as it was ‘clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine’: ‘Another way of putting it might have been that the British government viewed with favour the eating of a piece of cake by the Jewish people, provided nothing should be done to prejudice the rights of non-Jewish communities to eat the same piece of cake at the same time.’

But although cakeism has been around for millennia, the actual word has not, and political commentators soon decided that, as Gideon Rachman put it in the Financial Times on 15 July 2019, if Johnson’s name ‘is ever linked to a political idea, it is likely to be “cakeism” – the notion that it is possible to govern without making hard choices’. Jonathan Freedland, writing in the Guardian of 22 November 2021, declared in a stern tone: ‘The government has adopted Johnson’s notorious attitude to cake – wanting to have it and to eat it – and made cakeism its defining creed.’ Rafael Behr agreed, in the same newspaper on 22 December 2021, and concluded: ‘Cakeism is not a formula that works in government because, in reality, the cake has to be rationed and people notice.’

Life is real! Life is earnest! So the moralists insist. And yet within fallen humanity there is also a craving for the frivolous, the fantastical, the purely entertaining. How grateful we are when we find ourselves amused by something political. Satirists and political cartoonists try to meet this need for laughter, which is not always incompatible with self-improvement. ‘EAT OUR CAKE AND HAVE IT’ is, by the way, one of the slogans found on the outside of Clark’s Bakery in Palmy Days, one of the most popular films of 1931, starring Eddie Cantor, with dances by a troupe of young bakers arranged by Busby Berkeley.






OFF MESSAGE

A foreign secretary’s most significant relationship is not with some foreign power, but with the prime minister. After all, if May did not treat Johnson as a valued ally, why should anyone else? For the period from July 2016 to April 2017, she dominated British politics. Older and less patrician than her predecessor, David Cameron, she promised on entering Downing Street to help those who were ‘just about managing’, and to do so in a calm, competent, understated way: ‘I know I’m not a showy politician. I don’t tour the television studios. I don’t gossip about people over lunch. I don’t go drinking in Parliament’s bars. I don’t often wear my heart on my sleeve. I just get on with the job in front of me.’

This holier-than-thou rebuke to the political class struck many people as a change for the better. May turned her unglamorous sense of duty – no boozing, gossiping or displays of emotion, but conscientious hard work – into a strength. Her obstinately virtuous character meant she could not approve of Johnson. During her six years at the Home Office, she was a solitary figure, who treated with frigid hostility any incursion on that department. In the summer of 2011, when she was home secretary and Johnson mayor of London, she deserted him during an appearance they had made to try to reassure people during the London riots: when Johnson got the tone wrong, she moved out of camera shot. More recently, she had publicly humiliated him by refusing to allow the use of three second-hand water cannon he had bought from Germany for the Metropolitan Police.

At the Conservative Party conference of 2015, Johnson complimented her as she returned backstage – ‘Really nice job, Theresa’ – and she responded with a look so frosty it said: ‘I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.’ And yet by the party conference the following year, she had promoted Johnson to a splendid post, which he described with evident pleasure in his speech, knowing his listeners would enjoy this evocation of imperial glory tempered by a self-mocking reference to reality TV:


Every day I go to an office so vast that you could comfortably accommodate three squash courts and so dripping with gilt bling that it looks like something out of the Kardashians. And I sit at the desk of George Nathaniel Curzon, and I sometimes reflect that this very seat I occupy was once the nerve centre of an empire that was seven times the size of the Roman empire at its greatest extent under Trajan, or was it Hadrian, I can’t remember, and when I go into the Map Room of Palmerston I can’t help remembering that this country over the last two centuries has directed the invasion or conquest of 178 countries – that is most of the members of the UN – which is obviously not a point I majored on in New York at the UN General Assembly.



Johnson proceeded to insist that although the British Empire is no more, we are now ‘a soft-power superpower’, and such were his oratorical gifts that he persuaded the conference to applaud the BBC, ‘no matter how infuriating and shamelessly anti-Brexit they sometimes can be’, as ‘the single greatest and most effective ambassador for our culture and our values’.

Two days later, May began her final speech to the conference by saying: ‘When we came to Birmingham this week some big questions were hanging in the air. Do we have a plan for Brexit? We do. Are we ready for the effort it will take to see it through? We are.’

These assurances were, by the way, untrue. Cameron had allowed no planning to be done for Brexit. Britain was pitifully unprepared for what was bound to be a difficult negotiation with the EU, and Cameron himself, who had promised to stay on whatever the outcome of the referendum and who could at least have presided over an initial study of the various possible ways to approach Brexit, had instead jumped ship within a few hours. But such thoughts were averted by the gale of laughter which greeted May’s next words: ‘Can Boris Johnson stay on message for the full four days?’

Johnson – sitting between Philip Hammond, chancellor of the exchequer, who laughed uproariously, and Amber Rudd, the home secretary, who was scarcely less amused – gave a thumbs up, smiled in a good-natured way and shouted through the applause, ‘Slavishly!’ and ‘Religiously!’

‘Just about?’ the prime minister went on, with tremulous hand gestures to indicate it was touch and go whether Johnson had stayed on message.

May was in charge, and had taken this opportunity to humiliate Johnson in front of the whole party. She had an overwhelming lead in the polls, and at prime minister’s questions faced Jeremy Corbyn, leader of the Labour Party, who looked like a superannuated geography teacher. He had been an independent-minded backbencher for over thirty years, with no responsibility for anything but his own opinions, many of which he had learned at the knee of the late Tony Benn and had seen no need to modify since entering the Commons in 1983. In 2015 he was unexpectedly elected party leader as a kind of belated revenge by left-wingers on Tony Blair, who during his dozen years running the party had treated them with contempt.

Corbyn was a weak performer at the despatch box, and infuriated his MPs by playing almost no part in the EU Referendum; their suspicion being that although he claimed like most of them to be a Remainer, he was at heart still a Leaver, just as Benn had been. After the referendum, Labour MPs rebelled and declared by 172 votes to 40 that they had no confidence in Corbyn, but in the resulting leadership election the wider membership reaffirmed its support for him.

So Corbyn was the lamest of lame ducks, a man his own MPs did not consider fit to be PM, and May had no difficulty walking all over him in the Commons. The bigger and trickier question for her was how to manage the Conservatives. At the start of the party conference she told them she could be depended upon to carry out the will of the people, as declared in the referendum, during which she herself had been a shy Remainer, not lifting a finger to help Cameron. She declared that ‘Brexit means Brexit’: a meaningless tautology, but the Brexiteers were in ecstasy, one veteran Eurosceptic remarking to me after she had spoken that this was the first time he had heard a speech by a Conservative Party leader in which he agreed with every word.

Hammond, the Oxford contemporary whom she had appointed chancellor, was less impressed, saying in an interview after they had both left office: ‘My assessment of Theresa May’s prime ministership, in terms of Brexit, is that she dug a 20-foot hole in October 2016 in making that speech and, from that moment onwards, cupful by cupful of earth at a time, was trying to fill it in a bit so she wasn’t in such a deep mess.’

The Foreign Office was from the start cut out of the Brexit negotiations: these were in theory to be handled by the new Department for Exiting the European Union, led by David Davis, with the task of negotiating trade deals given to the new Department for International Trade, led by Liam Fox. The three Brexiteers were put in the Cabinet to reassure everyone that May really meant it, but in practice she was going to run Brexit herself.






PUT DOWN BY MAY

At the Spectator Parliamentarian of the Year Awards, a convivial occasion held on 2 November 2016, Johnson was declared winner in the Comeback of the Year category, created in recognition of his return ‘from the political dead’. In his acceptance speech, Johnson referred to Kim, an Alsatian dog belonging to Michael Heseltine’s mother. Heseltine had recently told Tatler that when Kim attacked him, he brought the dog under control by strangling it with its choke collar until it went limp, after which a vet put the dog down. Johnson said:


What an extraordinary year it has been, and I have to admit there have been times when like the loyal and faithful hound Kim… like the loyal and faithful Alsatian belonging to Michael Heseltine, there have been moments since June the 23rd when I have genuinely feared in those very grim days… I genuinely feared that I might be strangled by Craig’s pop-eyed Europhile Remainers [a reference to Craig Oliver, David Cameron’s director of communications]. And like Kim the Alsatian therefore I am absolutely thrilled to have had this reprieve… I hope, obviously, that my bounce, my comeback will be a bit longer than Kim the Alsatian’s…



Theresa May, speaking last after receiving Politician of the Year, capped this: ‘I feel I just have to make a comment or an intervention on a previous speech. Boris, the dog was put down [laughter] when its master decided it wasn’t needed any more [whoops of laughter].’

Very funny, but from Johnson’s point of view, not very funny. The prime minister had just declared, in front of his home crowd from The Spectator, that once she decided he wasn’t needed any more, she would have him put down.

James Landale, the BBC’s diplomatic correspondent, who had known Johnson since they served together as correspondents in Brussels, felt moved to write after this:


Now every government has a court jester and Boris Johnson will never be able to escape that title. But his role in this government is crucial. He is there to convince the international community that Britain is not turning its back on the world post Brexit, that Britain has a positive role to play in global affairs.

And to do that he needs to be taken seriously. Many foreign politicians and diplomats that I speak to tell me they are pleasantly surprised when they meet the foreign secretary for the first time. They talk of the man behind the caricature – the cultured, over-educated intellectual who often speaks a bit of their language and who can be thoughtful when he is not gripped by banter.

The problem is that many others – who have not met the foreign secretary in person – often still see him as a kind of upmarket Nigel Farage, a Eurosceptic clown with clout. So to do his job, Britain’s diplomat-in-chief needs every bit of credibility he can lay his hands on. He is already the butt of many jokes. The last thing he needs is his prime minister adding to the mirth.



In circumstances where another Englishman would sit tight and think there was nothing to be done to mend a broken relationship, Johnson generally attempts without delay to mend fences. He feels a compulsion to do this, and has quite often found that the personal touch mollifies even those who are infuriated by him. His cavalier treatment of Conservative MPs was based on the assumption – not, in the end, justified – that he could always make things up with them.

When it was put to him that however rude May had been to him, it would be a good idea to ask her and her husband Philip to dinner, he did so. He and his wife, Marina Wheeler, invited the Mays to the foreign secretary’s official residence in Carlton Gardens, which they had moved into at the end of October. At their previous house in Colebrooke Row, Islington he had been abused by furious Remainers the moment he opened the front door, and it was in any case too far from the office.

Johnson had once accused the Romans of introducing ‘a scourge that has never vanished from these islands – elegantia conviviorum – dinner parties’. He cannot bear being stuck next to the same people for hours, which is one reason he usually arrives late at any meal where he is to give a speech, but this was not a workable solution for a dinner he and his wife were hosting. He reported that the evening was ‘a bloody disaster’. There is a zany element in Johnson’s conversation. He likes to follow unexpected flights of fancy, often ending in humiliation for himself and for others. The mighty are cast down by comedy. He is a debunker. Perhaps that was why May had felt such an urge to debunk him in her recent speeches. She wanted to show she could beat him at his own game. But this was not her natural bent, and in truth she could not bear his impious sallies, his love of lowering the tone. As one of his advisers said later of her: ‘She never really understood him or got him.’






TRUMP, TRUMP, TRUMP

Donald Trump’s victory in the American presidential election held on Tuesday 8 November 2016 inflicted acute pain on liberals the world over. They bewailed the triumph of a tawdry and mendacious populist, which few pundits and pollsters had seen coming. What a falling off there was from Trump’s predecessor, Barack Obama, a brilliant orator who could on any occasion strike the sublime note, again and again gratifying the desire of his supporters to treat the story of the republic as a morality tale, an example to the world, ‘a city upon a hill’, words used by the Puritan leader John Winthrop when he preached to his followers as they sailed from England to Massachusetts in 1630, and quoted by John F. Kennedy in January 1961 in his address to the Massachusetts General Court before departing for Washington to be inaugurated as president.

Senior Republicans had denounced Trump, before he defeated fifteen other candidates to win their party’s nomination, as ‘a pathological liar’, ‘race-baiting’ and ‘xenophobic’, ‘utterly amoral’, a ‘terrible human being’ who had made ‘disgusting and indefensible’ comments about women, and a ‘narcissist at a level I don’t think this country’s ever seen’. There were fears this could be the end of the Western alliance, for Trump was an isolationist who intended to bring American troops home and was on suspiciously friendly terms with the Russian leader, Vladimir Putin.

‘I keep finding myself singing “Nellie the elephant” who, packing her trunk and saying goodbye to the circus, went off “with a trumpety-trump, trump, trump, trump”,’ Alexander Chancellor, a British journalist who had lived and worked for long periods in America, wrote in what turned out to be his last piece for The Spectator, published on 26 January 2017, six days after Trump’s inauguration. ‘I’m hoping against hope,’ Chancellor went on, ‘that Donald Trumpety-Trump will also say goodbye to the circus in Washington and return to the jungle whence he came; for irrespective of whatever he does in government, even if some of it proves to be beneficial, he is unworthy to be president.’ He added that Trump was ‘a liar on a Hitlerian scale, fomenting distrust and hatred of groups that bear no blame for the popular grievances that brought him to power’.

Johnson, speaking in Belgrade after talks with the Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić, struck a more optimistic note in a message about Trump for his ‘beloved European friends and colleagues’: ‘I think it’s time we snapped out of the general doom and gloom about the result of this election and the collective whinge-arama that seems to be going on in some places.’ The foreign secretary pointed out that the president elect had already had ‘a very very good conversation with Theresa May’, and ‘is after all a deal maker’, who ‘wants to do a free-trade deal’ with the United Kingdom. Johnson did not attend the meeting of EU foreign ministers which had been called to discuss Trump’s victory. His priority was to get as close as possible to the new president, and he was soon in New York, meeting Trump’s people and getting on well with them.

Less than a year before, when Trump called for a blanket ban on Muslims entering the United States, Johnson, as mayor of London, had retorted, ‘I think Donald Trump is clearly out of his mind.’ Trump said there were areas of London so radicalised that the police feared to go there – a claim which betrayed, Johnson said, ‘a quite stupefying ignorance that makes him, frankly, unfit to hold the office of president of the United States. I would invite him to see the whole of London and take him around the city except that I wouldn’t want to expose Londoners to any unnecessary risk of meeting Donald Trump.’

As recently as March 2016, Johnson had said he was ‘genuinely worried’ that Trump could become president: ‘I was in New York and some photographers were trying to take a picture of me and a girl walked down the pavement towards me and she stopped and she said, “Gee, is that Trump?” It was one of the worst moments.’

But Trump as dark-horse candidate making crass remarks about London was a different proposition to Trump as victor extending the hand of friendship to the UK. For while moralists yearn to see politics as a question of espousing timeless verities, and sticking to them through thick and thin, realists reckon circumstances determine how practical it is to stick to any verities one may happen to have discovered, and that ‘timeless’ is the wrong term to use, since times change.

What mattered more than Johnson, along with many others, trying to work out how to get along with the new president was the widespread assumption that Trump and Johnson were pretty much identical. Here, people pointed out, were two disreputable fair-haired populists, willing to say anything to get elected, and revelling in baiting the Establishment.

The awkward question of why anyone might vote for Trump or Johnson was not at this stage much asked by their critics. The moral imperative was to demonstrate that no one had any right to vote for Trump or Johnson. On an occasion like this it becomes, as Gwendolen puts it in The Importance of Being Earnest, ‘more than a moral duty to speak one’s mind. It becomes a pleasure’. Denouncing Trump or Johnson induced warm feelings of self-righteousness. In the bad old days, an uptight schoolmaster with a penchant for corporal punishment could reassure himself that the more he beat his pupils, the more virtuous he was, and the better it would be for them too. In modern times, such punitive urges could be indulged by denouncing Trump and Johnson. The more one went for them, the better one felt oneself to be.

In the United States, the New York Times and other bastions of liberalism compiled authoritative catalogues of Trump’s lies, published before the election, but for some reason having no apparent effect on the result. In 2016 in the United Kingdom, the claim on the side of the Vote Leave bus that Britain sent £350 million a week to Brussels was again and again held up as a shameless lie perpetrated by Johnson and his allies. But, once again, Vote Leave still won.

Part of the trouble was that, to the wider public, these denunciations could seem a bit exaggerated, even a bit hysterical. Anyone could see that Trump and Johnson were flawed: that much was obvious. But were Trump and Johnson wrong 100 per cent of the time? Maybe the destruction of great swathes of manufacturing industry, the loss of millions of skilled jobs to competitors such as China, was something the politicians should stop treating as inevitable. Maybe the welfare of American and British workers should matter a bit more, and the moral causes so dear to the liberals should matter a bit less.

Trump, the liberals shuddered to say, was a nationalist. This was true, but not the conclusive point for which they took it. The question for any American president is not whether to be a nationalist, but what kind of nationalist to be; how best to uphold the national interest; how, in the language some prefer, to be a true patriot. One could believe, as the Washington foreign policy establishment had since the Second World War, that taking the lead in international alliances was in the American interest. But there is a powerful isolationist tradition in America, which is why the United States was so slow to enter the First and Second World Wars, and did so only under intense provocation. Both Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt had to promise, in order to get re-elected during those conflicts, that as the latter put it in October 1940, ‘Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.’

George Washington put this question to his compatriots in his tremendous Farewell Address of 1796, just before he stepped down as president: ‘Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European Ambition, Rivalship, Interest, Humour or Caprice?’ Compared to Washington, Trump was an oaf. This did not, however, mean he was unable to express various sentiments which he knew would appeal to middle America. In 2016, he became middle America’s chosen instrument of revenge on the prosy, priggish, liberal hypocrites who were lined up behind the uninspiring figure of Hillary Clinton.

At the end of January 2017, May became the first world leader to meet Trump at the White House. The president disconcerted her by holding her hand while they were walking along in full view of the cameras, and by asking her, during lunch, ‘Why isn’t Boris Johnson the prime minister? Didn’t he want the job?’ According to the American notes of this conversation later obtained by Ben Riley-Smith, US editor of the Daily Telegraph, May explained that Johnson had withdrawn after losing the support of Michael Gove.

Trump responded: ‘Oh, so you were drafted, like in baseball. But I really think you were plotting this all along.’






ON THE ROAD TO MANDALAY

After serving for eight months in 1955 as foreign secretary, Harold Macmillan remarked on the difficulties faced by the holder of that post: ‘Nothing he can say can do very much good and almost anything he may say may do a great deal of harm. Anything he says that is not obvious is dangerous; whatever is not trite is risky. He is forever poised between the cliché and the indiscretion.’

The press was confident Johnson would err on the side of the indiscretion, or gaffe as it is today more often called, and vast resources of time and energy were devoted to catching him out. Channel 4 sent Lottie Gammon, a gifted young filmmaker, to follow him round the globe for sixteen months, for, as she remarked when I spoke to her in 2021, ‘in the back of everyone’s mind was the thought that he might be PM’.

‘It’s extraordinary the charisma he has,’ she said, and explained what she means by people with charisma: ‘They walk in the room and it’s like the sun comes out. Everyone turns towards them.’ In December 2016 she followed him to Belgrade and filmed him with the Serbian edition of his book about Churchill, bearing the Serbian version of his name, Boris Džonson: ‘If I may say so,’ he remarked, ‘I think my name looks much better in Serbian.’ Not long afterwards, the Guardian suggested he had used his official visit to Belgrade to promote the book. The next time Gammon saw him, in London, at Hillingdon in his constituency, he accused her of giving the story to the Guardian, which she denied. Gammon said: ‘He has a nasty side. In Hillingdon, he was quite physically imposing, he was smiling but he was jabbing at me, I was quite frightened. He’s not very tall but he’s a big man. You see the Jekyll and Hyde character. There’s a very charming Boris, and moments when he’s riled and pissed off.’

In January 2017 she and her producer, Tamanna Rahman, followed him to India, where they received a tip-off from a local journalist that he was going on to Myanmar. They obtained the necessary visas, waited for him at the Shwedagon Pagoda, the most sacred site and main tourist attraction in Yangon, also known as Rangoon, and were rewarded with some remarkable footage. The dialogue went as follows:

Johnson [in explanation to the British Ambassador to Myanmar, Andrew Patrick]: ‘My friends from Channel 4.’

Gammon: ‘Good evening. How are you, Boris?’

Johnson: ‘How are you doing?’

Gammon: ‘I’m very well.’

Johnson: ‘Nice to see you.’

Gammon: ‘Nice to see you. Last saw you in Hillingdon.’

Johnson [having walked past, in view from the back]: ‘Some Channel 4 guys who’ve been stalking me for months.’

Gary Gibbon [political editor of Channel 4 News, providing voiceover]: ‘Boris Johnson is being chaperoned by the British ambassador.’

Johnson [on being shown a colossal bell]: ‘Forty-two tons!’

He strikes the bell with a clapper which has been handed to him and begins to recite:

‘ “The temple-bells they say,

Come you back you English soldier…”

‘Remember that?

‘ “The wind is in the palm trees, the temple-bells they say…”’

Ambassador [looking and sounding frightfully uptight]: ‘On mike. Probably not a good idea.’

Johnson: ‘What, “The Road to Mandalay”?’

Ambassador: ‘No, not appropriate.’

Rudyard Kipling’s poem, written in 1890 and later set to music and performed by such singers as Peter Dawson (warmly recommended) and Frank Sinatra, evokes the hopeless longing for the East felt by those who had served there:


By the old Moulmein Pagoda, lookin’ eastward to the sea,

There’s a Burma girl a-settin’, and I know she thinks o’ me;

For the wind is in the palm-trees, and the temple-bells they say:

‘Come you back, you British soldier; come you back to Mandalay!’

Come you back to Mandalay,

Where the old Flotilla lay:

Can’t you ’ear their paddles chunkin’ from Rangoon to Mandalay?

On the road to Mandalay,

Where the flyin’-fishes play,

An’ the dawn comes up like thunder outer China ’crost the Bay!



Johnson knows reams of poetry, which he loves to find occasion to recite, but this particular verse was deemed ‘not appropriate’ by the Foreign Office. Wasn’t Kipling some kind of colonialist? And didn’t he write about a love affair between a British soldier and a Burmese woman? No matter that she is compared favourably to women in London, being described as ‘a neater, sweeter maiden in a cleaner, greener land’. The urge to suppress any aspects of British culture that might cause offence had kicked in.

Johnson appeals to those who abominate this self-censorship, the suppression of all voices from the past which offend against the morality of the present day. We see him being bolder, and as a result more offensive, than the official class is prepared to be. He flirts with a danger round which the poor ambassador is determined to tiptoe. We watch a foreign secretary make fun of his dutiful, inhibited minder, and naturally this episode has been watched a great many times on YouTube: Gammon has never yet shot a more popular scene. Johnson dramatised the clash of culture, not between Britain and Myanmar, but within the British ruling class. He had the guts or tastelessness to turn the volume up for a second or two, and to become box office in a way that few foreign secretaries since Ernest Bevin and Anthony Eden have been.

Some of the younger diplomats loved working for Johnson, with his unstuffy appreciation of talent wherever it was found, and his openness to unconventional modes of thought. ‘I know that a lot of people in the Foreign Office really liked him,’ Gammon said. ‘He got to know the cleaners.’ Any decent person ought to get to know the cleaners, but not many important people do.

This is Johnson the democrat, talking to people who do not belong to the Establishment, and who would otherwise be ignored. The danger of antagonising senior officials, and ignoring their understanding of how to do things, was not yet apparent.






THE DUNCAN INDEX

Alan Duncan, appointed a Foreign Office minister at the same time as Johnson, had ample opportunity to observe how his boss conducted himself. Here are a few of the entries in the index to Duncan’s diaries, published in 2021 and covering the period January 2016 to January 2020:


Johnson, Boris: lack of seriousness and application, 4, 134, 140, 160, 163–4, 171, 178, 202, 217, 299, 383, 508; manoeuvrings for leadership, 4, 19, 22, 40, 223, 224, 225–8, 234, 272, 325–6, 331–2, 334, 420, 445; self-serving ambition, 22, 40, 43, 200, 227–8, 285, 321–2, 331–2, 336, 348, 402–3, 420, 465; lack of grip on detail, 140, 200, 217, 264, 296, 506; bluff-and-bluster routine, 163–4, 173, 180, 264, 268, 489; anti-May manoeuvres, 223, 224, 225–8, 234, 265–6, 272, 325–6, 331–2, 334; disloyalty of, 227, 235, 272, 325–6, 333–4, 351, 371, 402–3, 410, 514; facile reasoning on Brexit, 227, 267–8, 348, 358, 372, 383; Hunt as much more grown up than, 317, 344, 363, 493; refers to the French as turds, 492.



Duncan is frequently scandalised by Johnson. But that is only part of the story. In some ways, Duncan’s complimentary remarks about Johnson are even more telling, for they indicate the latter’s astonishing capacity to win round, even impress, people who have lost all patience with him. In his introduction, Duncan writes of Johnson:


I despaired of his lack of seriousness and refusal to apply himself properly, but he is no fool, and when he focuses on an issue he can be genuinely impressive. I was angered by his nakedly ambitious manoeuvrings for the leadership, but it is undeniable that he brings a rare energy and spark to politics. The problem for me was that the spark too often lit a fuse that ignited an unplanned media explosion.

What frustrated me most of all, and still does, is that he has the makings of an exceptionally good politician – one with moderate, liberal instincts and a gift for rallying an audience. If he could channel his energies into devising a compelling and optimistic vision of the future direction of the country, and use it to consign the unpleasant divisiveness of Brexit to the past, he would be a formidable prime minister. I still hold out hope.



This is the language of a school report. It recalls what Martin Hammond, Johnson’s housemaster at Eton, wrote about him in a report in April 1982, words first printed in my earlier volume and since quoted everywhere from the New Yorker to Russia Today, and even read by Rory Stewart in the Royal Albert Hall: ‘Boris sometimes seems affronted when criticised for what amounts to a gross failure of responsibility (and surprised at the same time that he was not appointed Captain of the School for next half): I think he honestly believes that it is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one who should be free of the network of obligation which binds everyone else.’

After this penetrating observation, Hammond offered hope of redemption: ‘I’m enormously fond of Boris, and saddened that he should have brought upon himself this sort of report. All is not lost, by any means: he can easily effect a full return to grace by showing obvious commitment next half.’

In some of his critics, Johnson inspires such fondness, and the hope that he will do better next time. Duncan expresses this hope in his diaries. On 12 March 2018, the Russian ambassador, Alexander Yakovenko, was summoned to the Foreign Office to be addressed by Johnson, in the presence of Duncan and one British official, about the Salisbury nerve gas attack, which had occurred eight days before:


Yakovenko and his deputy came in, all jaunty and smiling as if nothing had happened. Boris and I were suitably severe. We all remained standing up, on facing sides of the foreign secretary’s large office table.

‘Ambassador. Two people have been poisoned on UK soil in Salisbury. One is in a critical condition and might die. His daughter and a policeman are in hospital. Our laboratory has established beyond doubt that the poison used was a banned military-grade nerve agent called Novichok. We know that this was made in Russia, and can only have been handled by the Russian state. Either the Russian state did this or it has lost control of its Novichok stocks. You have until midnight tomorrow to let us know which.’

And then he raised his tone and with fabulous indignation verging on anger, told him in no uncertain terms how unacceptable it was to violate our security, try to murder someone on British soil, breach a highly important international convention, etc. It was a deliciously delivered dressing down, in response to which the dumb-struck Yakovenko couldn’t say anything, and just left.

Well done, Boris! I felt genuinely proud of him. Perhaps it worked so well because he was not larking about and playing to the gallery – he spoke from the heart and meant what he said. It was a magic moment, which shows that little can beat Boris at his best.



A striking testimonial, from a witness who at other times remained among Johnson’s fiercest critics. Duncan would say if he thought the foreign secretary was a lost cause, but instead records the violent fluctuations which are such a mark of Johnson’s career. If this politician has the talents needed to develop into a statesman, why is he so erratic at using those gifts? His worst is criminally unprofessional, but as the diarist also says, ‘little can beat Boris at his best’. It is tempting, in the interests of simplicity, to conclude that Johnson is either good or bad. He is actually both. One thinks of the cricketer David Gower coming to the crease, playing some wonderful strokes no one else could have played, impelling spectators to hurry to the ground or turn on the telly, and then getting himself out before he has amassed a serious score. Was Johnson a serious competitor, or would he always get himself out?
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