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  Further praise for Boris:




  ‘A scintillating eulogy’




  Daily Telegraph




  ‘[A] beautifully written biography . . . In Gimson, [Boris] has found a generous biographer who has interviewed Johnson’s friends and colleagues in

  journalism and Parliament. The author admits to being a friend but pulls no punches’




  Michael White, Guardian




  ‘The trick for politicians is to alchemise their abilities into charisma, as Andrew Gimson shows in his rollicking Boris: The Rise of Boris

  Johnson’




  Observer




  ‘A chatty, revelatory portrait of the blond crusader that pulls no punches while still being a fond tribute to a colleague’




  Scotsman




  ‘Richly entertaining’




  John Rentoul, Independent




  ‘Bozzer is one of those fascinating people thrown up by politics from time to time, while Boris the book is a jolly good show of high farce and

  low cunning’




  Paul Routledge, Tribune




  ‘Brilliant’




  Simon Carr, Independent




  ‘Boris, Andrew Gimson’s stylish biography of the nation’s buffoon, simply shimmers with good will to all men. The result is an

  effervescent delight’




  Zenga Longmore, Spectator
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  Preface




  In the summer of 2016, the most passionate, unpredictable and momentous political drama for many years unfolded in the United Kingdom. Boris Johnson played a starring role in

  all three acts, and was at once identified by some as the villain of the piece, while others hailed him as the hero.




  In Act One, Boris led the Leave campaign to victory in the EU referendum, held on Thursday 23 June, by 17,410,742 votes to 16,141,241: a triumph which astonished and dismayed the establishment.

  Here was a rebellion by the people, or 52 per cent of them, against the experts, who had warned in the most emphatic terms that leaving the EU would be disastrous. The losing side, which included

  most of the intelligentsia, accused Boris not just of populism, but of opportunism: telling lies, stirring up racism and wrecking the economy in order to seize power for himself. For the first time

  in his life, Boris was not just scorned by his enemies, but hated.




  At the start of Act Two, David Cameron resigned as Prime Minister, and Boris became the frontrunner to succeed him. But the Tory leadership race unleashed dark passions and unspeakable vanities.

  Civilised individuals revealed their unexpected capacity for treachery. Within six days, Boris was destroyed by the very people with whom he had just spent six months in close alliance. He saved

  the day only to the extent that he contrived, in one of the great pieces of political theatre of modern times, to announce to his astounded followers his own downfall.




  People groped for Shakespearean analogies to describe this assassination. Boris himself referred to Brutus, who killed Julius Caesar. Others nicknamed his chief

  assailant’s wife Lady Macbeth. I was reminded of a line spoken by Hamlet about his father’s murderer: ‘That one may smile, and smile, and be a villain.’ But there is no

  Shakespeare play which quite prefigures the plot of this Tory drama.




  In Act Three, although it looked as if Boris had been buried, it turned out he was not dead, but sleeping. From the first weekend after the referendum, he had maintained quiet but friendly

  contact with Theresa May, the inscrutable woman, eight years older than himself, who on 13 July became Prime Minister – and installed Boris as Foreign Secretary! People were so astonished

  they compared this to the raising of Lazarus, but that occurred after only four days, while Boris had lain for 13 days in the political tomb. Once again, the analogy did not quite fit, especially

  as Boris himself is a thorough-going pagan.




  I wanted to set down my account of these convulsions as soon as I could, while the excitement of them was still fresh in my mind, and working against the clock to get the story finished. Other

  historians, including the admirable Tim Shipman of the Sunday Times, will offer more detailed accounts of what has occurred. But here, I hope, is a sense of the sheer

  unexpectedness of what happened, by one who lived through those almost sleepless days and nights.




  It is followed by the account of Boris’s early life on which I began work as long ago as 2004, and which I have been updating ever since. In this edition, two short new chapters at the end

  of the book touch on his performance at the 2012 London Olympics, when he first sprang to worldwide attention, and on his return in 2015 to the House of Commons, the narrow chamber in which he has

  never yet shone. Without some knowledge of his background, his style of politics, including his compulsion to combine seriousness with frivolity, becomes incomprehensible. Can

  such a bizarre character ever become Prime Minister? The question has still not been fully answered.




  A difficulty arose over the book’s original subtitle, The Rise of Boris Johnson. Once he was knocked out of the leadership race, we changed this to The Rise and Fall of Boris Johnson. His elevation to the foreign secretaryship led my older daughter, Eliza, to propose that this in turn should be modified to The

  Rise and Fall of Boris Johnson. On the day after his promotion, the BBC published a profile under the title Boris Johnson: His rise, fall, rise, fall and

  rise, which shows what a zigzag path he has taken. But we have settled for The Adventures of Boris Johnson, as being less likely to become almost immediately out of

  date.




  Andrew Gimson, Cagnes-sur-Mer, August 2016 




  
  





  Act One: Triumph




  Before the EU referendum campaign began, Boris admitted he was ‘veering all over the place like a supermarket trolley’ on the subject. But at teatime on Sunday 21

  February 2016, he emerged from his family’s handsome, end-of-terrace Georgian house in Islington to announce to the milling crowd of journalists and photographers which side he was going to

  back. The media were out in such force not just because Boris can be relied on to provide good copy, but because on his decision the whole story could turn. In a close-run fight, his powers as a

  campaigner might well make the difference between victory and defeat.




  Two days earlier, David Cameron had returned from Brussels bearing the meagre fruits of his renegotiation of the terms of British membership, on the basis of which he would be urging people to

  vote to stay in the EU. Five Cabinet ministers, of whom the most eloquent and influential was Michael Gove, the Justice Secretary, had already announced they would be campaigning on the opposite

  side to the PM. Now the nation waited to see which way Boris would jump.




  All who saw or spoke to him during that weekend agree he agonised over the decision. He went down to the family farmhouse near Thame, in Oxfordshire, to think things over. Ben Wallace, his

  leading supporter in Parliament, warned that siding with Leave would mean losing thirty votes in any future leadership campaign. The decision had to be made by Sunday evening, when Boris must file

  his column for Monday’s Daily Telegraph. He composed two columns, one for and one against. According to someone who read both, the case for

  staying in the EU was stronger than that for leaving.




  Some have pilloried Boris for his indecision, which they take as proof of his disgraceful insincerity. But this variable state of mind was shared by millions of voters, and by many politicians

  too. As no less a figure than Hugo Young, writing in This Blessed Plot: Britain and Europe from Churchill to Blair, has pointed out:




  

    

      On no question of this period did more people in British public life change their minds than on Europe. There were conversions from one side to the other, and sometimes back

      again, each position often being held with a passion summoned from the realm of faith more than reason, where there are secret uncertainties that only the loudest voice can mask. Many, who

      first opposed British entry, later decided they had been wrong. Many others, who helped take Britain in, became virulent critics of their own handiwork.


    


  




  On Sunday morning, Cameron went on the Andrew Marr Show, where he issued a final plea to Boris: ‘I think the prospect of linking arms with Nigel Farage and George

  Galloway and taking a leap into the dark is the wrong step for our country. And if Boris and others really care about being able to get things done in our world, then the EU is one of the ways in

  which we get them done.’




  Farage, then the leader of UKIP, and Galloway, the ex-Labour MP who leads Respect, are eloquent mavericks, whose company Boris would find slightly less off-putting than Cameron does. Nor would

  Boris sympathise with the suggestion that it is necessary to belong to the EU in order to get things done. In Boris’s view, you get things done by wanting to get them done. He thought

  Cameron’s new deal was so pathetic because the PM lacked the guts to threaten to walk away if the UK did not get what it wanted.




  For almost thirty years, ever since he went to Brussels as a correspondent, Boris knew he could make a good thing out of ridiculing the EU. Nor had these attacks diminished in recent years. In

  his disrespect for supranational European institutions, and his sense that these could impinge on national freedoms, he has been entirely consistent – a word not often applied to him. He has

  always been willing to say things which sensible, sober, temperate people like Cameron would consider it reckless to say, but which were music to the ears of Eurosceptics, including many

  Conservatives.




  A single example suffices as a reminder of how outspoken Boris liked to be. In 2012, during the agonisingly protracted crisis over Greece’s unsustainable debts, the British Government took

  the polite view that the solution to the Eurozone’s problems was fiscal union. Boris thought differently: ‘It is frankly unbelievable that we should now be urging our neighbours to go

  for fiscal union. It is like seeing a driver heading full-tilt for a brick wall, and then telling them to hit the accelerator rather than the brake.’




  In the manner of a surgeon proposing a radical operation, Boris urged ‘a north/south bisection’ of the Eurozone.




  But it would be wrong to assume, as many people do, that he simply needed to see which side Cameron was on before joining the opposite and more dangerous one. The Prime Minister had already

  indicated that in the ‘unity reshuffle’, which he intended to make after persuading the British public to stay in the EU, Boris would be rewarded with the foreign secretaryship. Unity

  matters to Boris: he is a natural unifier, and knows the Conservative Party has to maintain some kind of unity or it is finished. There was a strong case for being loyal to the PM, building a

  record of reliability, and being ready to seize the crown when Cameron chose to step down. Several ministers with records of Euroscepticism were indeed induced to back

  Cameron.




  If Boris took the opposite course, he would open himself to the accusation of bad faith. For on the great question of parliamentary sovereignty – the principle Enoch Powell and his

  descendants within the Conservative Party have long regarded as sacred – Boris has always been regarded by his fellow MPs as ‘incorrigibly wet’, as he himself put it when I

  interviewed him for the Christmas 2012 edition of Weltwoche, a magazine published in Zurich. The truth is that his views are inconveniently close to Cameron’s,

  except that Boris thinks the British renegotiation should have been conducted by someone really bold and brilliant, namely himself.




  In the end, Boris decided he could not bear to become a subordinate cog in the Cameron machine. So after some preliminary remarks, he told the waiting press, ‘I will be advocating Vote

  Leave, or whatever the team is called – I understand there are many of them’: a jokey reference to the divisions on the Leave side of the argument.




  Boris added that ‘what I won’t do is take part in loads of TV debates against other members of my party’; already he was worried about being written off as a divisive figure.

  He began his Monday morning column for the Telegraph, in which he sought to justify what he had done, by insisting: ‘I am a European . . . It

  is . . . vital to stress that there is nothing necessarily anti-European or xenophobic in wanting to vote Leave.’




  A few hours later, when Cameron reported to the Commons on his European deal, he took a swipe at these windy assurances by Boris, and at the argument that by defying the EU one could end up with

  a more harmonious relationship: ‘Sadly, Mr Speaker, I have known a number of couples who’ve begun divorce proceedings, but I do not know of any who’ve begun divorce proceedings in

  order to renew their marriage vows.’




  This was pointed, for everyone knew that Boris had gone through occasional moments of marital discord. When it came to more precise arguments, Boris had in fact clearly

  borrowed from his wife, Marina, a liberal-minded lawyer who had protested in print against ‘judicial activism’ by the European Court of Justice. There’s ‘too much judicial

  activism’ by the ECJ, he loyally declared.




  But Sir Nicholas Soames, a Tory grandee whom I interviewed for ConservativeHome, hastened to accuse Boris of bad faith:




  

    

      I know for a fact he’s not an Outer, because he told me, and I think that he went through agony to come to this decision, and that’s his look-out, but I spoke to

      him, actually from the car park at Ascot Racecourse, where I was about to go and enjoy a nice day’s steeplechasing, and it was on the day before he announced, he announced on the Sunday,

      and he was under great personal pressure, and he said, ‘You don’t know how awful this is.’


    


  




  However awful, it was also enjoyable. Here he was at the very centre of national attention, by far the most newsworthy figure in the Leave campaign, with Michael Gove, his fellow Conservative,

  lending intellectual credibility to the enterprise.




  Boris did not have to worry too much about intellectual credibility. His task was to be an insurgent: the champion of the forgotten, unfashionable people of the provinces, and also of the outer

  boroughs of London, who felt spurned by Cameron. There was a widespread expectation at this time, and indeed right up to the night of 23/24 June, that the Prime Minister’s gamble in holding

  the referendum was going to pay off. Boris was the underdog: a role he embraced with gusto, for it made him look plucky and deserving of support. As he declared up and down the country, and also to

  Michael Cockerell, who at the end of the campaign made a short film for Newsnight about the rivalry between Boris and Cameron: ‘This is a David

  and Goliath fight. This is a struggle of the little platoons against the big battalions, and they have the CBI, and Goldman Sachs, and Peter Mandelson.’




  Who the hell wants the CBI, and Goldman Sachs, and Peter Mandelson? Not Boris. He preferred to commit a series of indiscretions which would win him even greater attention. One of these was his

  attack, in the Sun, on President Barack Obama, who in April arrived in London intent on promoting the official Washington line that Britain is worth far more to the United

  States as a member of the EU than as an independent power.




  Boris issued a pre-emptive strike by dragging up the hoary old story of how, on entering the White House, Obama removed the bust of Winston Churchill from the Oval Office. In Boris’s

  words, ‘some people’ said this was ‘a snub to Britain’ and ‘a symbol of the part-Kenyan President’s ancestral dislike of the British Empire – of which

  Churchill had been such a fervent defender’.




  The term ‘part-Kenyan’ was at once translated into a racial slur at Obama’s expense. At his press conference, the President struck back with overwhelming force, exploding

  Boris’s accusations. As I observed at the time in a piece for the Mail on Sunday, Obama got very much the better of him.




  Yet who emerged as the victor of this exchange? Almost certainly Boris, for daring to take on the most powerful man on the planet. And the key point advanced by Boris – namely that it was

  nauseatingly hypocritical of the President to tell us we must go on giving up sovereignty to the European Union, when the United States would never dream of sacrificing its national prerogatives to

  some pan-American body – still stood. Many voters felt it was a bit off for Obama to come over here and tell us what to do.




  On 11 May, Boris launched his Vote Leave battlebus campaign by brandishing a Cornish pasty, and later some asparagus and an ice cream, while touring Cornwall. These pictures raised

  people’s spirits, and conveyed the idea that calling for Brexit was an enjoyable thing to do, which could even be accompanied by the consumption of one’s favourite

  foods. His companions in Vote Leave, including those whose primary loyalty was to Gove, spoke very highly of him. As one of them put it to me: ‘I was impressed by several things about the way

  that Boris handled the campaign. The first is that he had a genuinely team-spirited approach. He mucked in. He threw himself into campaigning with brio. He performed very well in both of the major

  TV debates. So my opinion of Boris rose.’




  This praise was returned. Boris appeared often with Gove, could be seen relishing his company, and when Gove appeared for Vote Leave in a Sky News debate, fired off a volley of encouraging

  tweets:




  

    

      Brilliant stuff by the Gover




      Exactly right Michael Gove




      Dead right Gover




      Spot on Gover and great appeal at the end!




      Gove hit it out of the park tonight at Sky News debate.


    


  




  Gove was at this time admired by people in every part of the Conservative Party, for he was so courteous, lucid, good humoured and intelligent. He had declared, with attractive modesty, that he

  lacked the qualities needed to be Prime Minister, but Paul Goodman, editor of the ConservativeHome website and a man with a profound knowledge of the party, urged that once the contest was over,

  Gove be made Deputy Prime Minister in order to help bring the two sides back together. I was myself very well disposed towards Gove, because when I managed to fall out, in a most ridiculous

  fashion, with the Daily Telegraph, he was kind enough to invite me to lunch, at a point when he was at the height of his fame as a reforming Education Secretary. It was

  true that the teachers could not abide Gove, but most people at Westminster were charmed by him.




  Meanwhile, Boris attracted, from the Remain side, some very bad reviews. Here, they thought, was a man so consumed by ambition that he would stop at nothing. Matthew

  Parris did a ferocious hatchet job on him in The Times:




  

    

      Somebody has to call a halt to the gathering pretence that if only you’re sufficiently comical in politics you can laugh everything off. Somebody has to remind us that

      it’s not enough for those who seek to govern us simply to be: they have to do. Incompetence is not funny. Policy vacuum is not funny. Administrative sloth is not funny. Breaking promises

      is not funny. A careless disregard for the truth is not funny. Advising old mates planning to beat somebody up is not funny. Abortions and gagging orders are not funny. Creeping ambition in a

      jester’s cap is not funny. Vacuity posing as merriment, cynicism posing as savviness, a wink and smile covering for betrayal . . . these things are not

      funny . . . When the media turn nasty, as it will, his powers of laughing everything off will falter.


    


  




  Parris, himself a former Conservative MP, warned that ‘we on the centre-right should end our affair with this dangerous charmer’. His piece was remarkably nasty, for it insinuated

  that Boris’s private life was so disreputable it would not bear scrutiny. But the article could also be seen as a compliment to Boris, for it was predicated on the appalled realisation that

  his chances of becoming Prime Minister were getting better and better.




  Space precludes listing, let alone quoting from, all the hatchet jobs on Boris which appeared during the campaign. Perhaps the most elegant and enjoyable was by Ferdinand Mount, a cousin as it

  happens of Cameron, in the London Review of Books. Mount observed that ‘Johnson . . . changes his ideas once a fortnight’, and cited

  Boris’s by now abandoned proposal for a second referendum, in order to endorse the improved membership terms we would obtain by voting No in the first one. Since that time, Mount remarked, Johnson and other Leavers had suggested, in rapid succession, that our future trading arrangements should be based on those of Norway, Iceland, Switzerland, Canada and

  Albania.




  This was not, in fact, a question the Leavers were capable of answering, for they were split down the middle about what kind of country they wanted Britain to be. Some of them (though certainly

  not Boris) were motivated primarily by hatred of immigration and a longing to get back to the 1950s. Others regarded immigration as a good thing, and looked forward to a future as a global trading

  nation open to the world.




  So Vote Leave soon refused to talk about trade policy, let alone offer any plan for how we would leave the EU. This struck people like Parris and Mount as a contemptible dereliction of duty. But

  the Leavers retorted that they were not a government in waiting, and it was for the actual Government to do the planning – something Cameron was not willing to set in train, for he did not

  wish to suggest leaving the EU would be anything less than a total disaster.




  Relations between the two sides became appallingly bad. The campaign degenerated into a barren and repetitive exchange of insults, with each side accusing the other of lying. This was an

  inglorious way to settle things, but the protagonists had too much at stake to help themselves. Cameron’s side kept saying we faced total economic collapse if we left the EU: an argument

  dismissed by their opponents as ‘Project Fear’. Boris’s lot kept playing to the xenophobic gallery, while pretending not to do so.




  The Prime Minister declined to face Boris in any television debates. During the 2010 general election, Cameron had made the mistake of giving Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrat leader, the chance

  to shine against him on TV, and it was even more likely that Boris would do so. After all, he had already outshone Cameron in 2012, during the London Olympics.




  But Boris was performing, in the months leading up to the referendum, a trickier balancing act than his enemies were prepared to allow. As Cameron had warned, he found

  himself in awkward company, and obliged to defend awkward propositions. Short of denouncing his own side’s campaign, which would have been an act of unpardonable sabotage, there was not much

  Boris could do to correct the claim, painted on the side of Vote Leave’s bus, that if we left the EU, we would have £350 million more a week to spend on the National Health Service

  – an assertion which omitted the very considerable funds flowing back to Britain from Brussels.




  The more threatened the Remain side felt by Boris, the more it yearned to cut him down to size. Amber Rudd was deployed in the ITV television debate held on 9 June and came armed with two

  carefully devised lines which were supposed to turn him into a laughing stock. Rudd was Secretary of State for Energy and Climate Change, and also the brother of Roland Rudd, a successful PR man

  who was one of the prime movers behind the Remain campaign, and who also makes a fleeting appearance on page 65 of this book. Perhaps the theory was that Boris would find it harder to cope with an

  attack not just from a woman, but from the sister of an old friend. Nowadays they often try to pep up a movie by giving the job of hitman to a hitwoman.




  Agent Rudd fired off one of her missiles in an exchange about immigration, during which she worked round – with a momentary stumble on the word ‘interested’ – to this

  jibe: ‘But you need to look at the numbers, although I fear the only number that Boris is interested in is the one that says Number Ten.’




  Her other attack was more personal, and contained a touch of old-fashioned sexism: ‘He’s the life and soul of the party, but he’s not the man you want driving you home at the

  end of the evening.’




  These lines were funny, even faintly outrageous, so were widely reported. But whether they did Boris any harm may be doubted. By refusing to answer back, he demonstrated a self-restraint which

  not everyone knew he possessed. Like other attacks on him, this one had the paradoxical effect of building him up, by showing his enemies regarded him as a serious enough

  player to wish to destroy him. And it confirmed that whatever game Rudd was playing, Boris could not be written off as an establishment stooge.




  Two days afterwards, I received a message from Boris which said: ‘See Daily Telegraph page 35.’ I went out, bought the paper, turned to that page, which carried the obituaries, and

  read all three without being able to detect what relevance they might have. In a further message, he said: ‘The man is holding something very helpful in elucidating our future.’ And

  there was a picture of Gordie Howe, a famous Canadian ice hockey player, holding an ice hockey stick.




  I remembered then that about a week before, Boris had changed his prediction of what would happen to the economy after Brexit from a Nike tick, which goes down before it goes up, to a hockey

  stick, and had insisted: ‘If you study a hockey stick closely, it just goes up.’




  This, I wrote, was simply wrong: ‘I happen to have a hockey stick, recently purchased by one of the sportier members of my family, standing beside my desk. In the vertical position, the

  end with which you hit (or try to hit) the ball undoubtedly goes down before it goes up.’




  But Boris now pointed out that ‘if you rest the bottom’ of an ice hockey stick, which is straight, ‘flat on the ice as they do in order to perform a slap shot or a wrist shot

  the shape is first horizontal and then turns 45 degrees upwards’.




  Your view of Boris may depend on whether you are amused that he found time, in the midst of a campaign on which the future of Britain depended, to discuss this question, or are, on the contrary,

  contemptuous of him for allowing his attention to be diverted.




  A week before polling day, Jo Cox, the Labour MP for Batley and Spen, was murdered while carrying out an engagement in her constituency. This crime, the first killing of an

  MP since the IRA blew up Ian Gow in 1990, appalled the nation and led to a temporary halt in the campaign. A suspect was arrested at the scene, but at the time of writing has not yet been

  tried.




  Cox’s husband, Brendan, said: ‘She would have wanted two things above all else to happen now, one that our precious children are bathed in love and two that we all unite to fight

  against the hatred that killed her.’ He later added that he believed she had been killed because of her political views. Cox had worked for Oxfam, campaigned in Parliament to alleviate the

  terrible suffering of Syrian civilians, and wanted Britain to remain in the EU.




  On Sunday morning, when campaigning resumed, Boris made his most heartfelt statement yet about immigration: ‘I am pro-immigration, my friends, I’m the proud descendant of Turkish

  immigrants and let me stun you perhaps by saying I will go further, I’m not only pro-immigration, I am pro-immigrants and I am in favour of an amnesty for illegal immigrants who have been

  here for more than twelve years.’




  A couple of days before the referendum, InFacts – an organisation ‘making the fact-based case for Britain to remain in the European Union’, with Boris’s old schoolfriend

  Hugo Dixon (last encountered on page 51 of this book) serving as editor-in-chief – published a list of Boris’s ‘top ten errors’ about Brexit. The first of these read:




  

    

      Boris Blunder: ‘Our gross contributions to the EU budget are now running at about £20 billion a year . . . the net contribution is £10

      billion.’




      InFact: Our gross contribution is £12.9 billion and our net contribution is £6.3 billion.


    


  




  The third item on the list exemplified the slightly humourless pedantry of the InFact approach:




  

    

      Boris Blunder: The EU has rules on ‘how old a child has to be before he or she can blow up a balloon’.




      InFact: The EU has merely recommended adult supervision.


    


  




  More telling is the absence of any evidence that Boris had himself fomented racism or xenophobia.




  On Tuesday 21 June, Boris delivered the closing speech for his side at the final television debate, held at the Wembley Arena. He received a loud ovation after declaring: ‘And if we stand

  up for democracy we will be standing up for hundreds of millions of people around Europe who agree with us but who currently have no voice. If we vote Leave, and take back control, I believe that

  this Thursday can be our country’s Independence Day.’




  But there was still no general expectation that Boris’s side was going to win. At Downing Street, Cameron’s pollster, Andrew Cooper, assured the PM that Remain was heading for

  victory by a margin of ten or even twenty percentage points, and texted Vote Leave to boast that this would be so. The City likewise expected a Remain win. The polls could not be relied on –

  we had seen that at the 2015 general election, when Cameron won an overall majority which the pollsters failed to foresee – but old hands pointed out that in referendums, there is almost

  always a last-minute swing back towards the status quo, as voters react against the risk of tearing up familiar arrangements in favour of some untried proposal. That, after all, was what appeared

  to have happened in the Scottish referendum in September 2014, when voters opted by 55 per cent to 45 to remain in the UK rather than go for independence. On the evening of 23 June, I went to bed

  early, convinced that when I woke in the morning, Britain would have voted to stay in the EU.




  
  





  Act Two: Treachery




  By five in the morning on 24 June 2016, it was clear that Britain had voted to leave the EU. From the declaration of the first results, soon after midnight in Newcastle and

  Sunderland, the tide had been flowing strongly in that direction, and it never altered course.




  Boris watched the results at home in Islington, along with his closest advisers and his wife, who was reclining under a duvet on a chaise longue. Gove had gone to bed in his house in Notting

  Hill, and had to be woken at 4.45 by a call from one of his special advisers, who told him the news.




  Neither of the leading figures in Vote Leave displayed the slightest euphoria. Nor did any other key personality in the campaign. Everyone was too drained to rejoice. The country had surprised

  itself by voting to leave the EU, and no one yet knew the meaning of this revolution. The old regime had been overthrown, and there was a power vacuum.




  The Remainers were plunged into mourning. Many of them believed, as they said during the campaign, that leaving the EU would precipitate national disaster. But their defeat had been so close

  – 51.9 to 48.1 per cent – that they could not help wondering if it could be reversed, perhaps by means of a second referendum. Meanwhile, they looked round for someone to blame.




  The Leavers were just as disconcerted but in a different way. They were like people who have been pushing with all their strength at a door which seems as if it is going to

  remain firmly shut, but at the last moment springs open, precipitating them forward. They were caught completely off balance.




  At about 8.15 in the morning, David Cameron emerged into Downing Street, accompanied by his wife, Samantha, who stood a few yards to the side of him as he spoke. He announced his resignation, to

  take effect as soon as a new leader could be chosen. As he reached the end of his statement, his voice began to crack.




  Neither Boris nor Gove had known Cameron was going to resign so quickly. The buck now quite clearly stopped with them. They faced the daunting prospect of sorting out the situation they had

  themselves helped to create. The world was waiting for them to say how they proposed to achieve this, but they had no plan. Meanwhile, Norman Smith, reporting for the BBC from Downing Street, said

  Boris was ‘likely to be taking up residence’ there, and was ‘absolutely in pole position’.




  It was a beautiful, clear morning in London, the sun shining from a cloudless sky. On College Green, the triangular patch of grass across the road from the Houses of Parliament, a strange kind

  of garden party was in progress, with several hundred politicians and media people milling about in front of the tents being used by various broadcasters. Here Lord Mandelson, the eurocrats’

  eurocrat (for he had been a European Commissioner as well as right-hand man to various Labour leaders), wore a stricken air as he took questions on the debacle. Here too could be found some of the

  leading Brexiteers such as Iain Duncan Smith, looking goggle-eyed with exhaustion.




  In Islington, the mood was uglier. As Boris left his house, a band of protesters jostled him, hurled obscenities at him and shouted that they would like to kill him. For a man who prides himself

  on being able to defuse hostility by exerting irresistible personal charm, this was something of a shock. He was driven to the headquarters of Vote Leave. Here he appeared before the cameras with Gove and with Gisela Stuart, the leading Labour campaigner for Brexit.




  She spoke first, and reminded people that Vote Leave was a cross-party organisation. Boris came next. Some people thought he looked frightened, but that was not my impression. To me, he looked

  not just very tired, but almost as if he was bereaved: as sombre and untriumphalist as in 2008, when he defeated Ken Livingstone. He began by paying tribute to Cameron: ‘I know I speak for

  Michael [Gove] when I say how sad I am that that he’s stepped down.’




  Boris then took it upon himself, in this first public statement after the referendum, to speak not just for Gove but on behalf of the whole political class: ‘Today I think all of us

  politicians should thank the British people, because in a way they have been doing our job for us.’ He added that ‘there is now no need for haste’, and he insisted ‘this

  does not mean the United Kingdom will be any less united, nor indeed that it will be any less European’.




  But actually, there was a crying need for haste. A new Prime Minister had to be chosen, or confidence in the British economy, already shaken by the referendum result, might collapse. Boris drew

  Gove aside into a room at Vote Leave. Here Boris said he hoped to run for the leadership of the Conservatives, and asked what Gove thought. Gove replied that he was disposed not just to give Boris

  a clear run, but to support him. Some of Gove’s admirers, including two Cabinet ministers, urged him to run instead, but he told them he was probably backing Boris, and on the Saturday

  morning he confirmed to Boris that this was so.




  Boris chose this moment to go off and play cricket against his old friend Charles Spencer at Althorp, the latter’s estate in Northamptonshire. To some, this seemed a quintessentially

  English way to relax after the rigours of the campaign. But to others, including some of Gove’s supporters, it demonstrated an almost criminal lack of seriousness. The

  German Foreign Minister, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, said later that ‘instead of taking responsibility’, Boris ‘went to play cricket’.




  The problem was compounded on the Sunday, when Boris held a barbecue at his house near Thame. Team Gove were invited to this festivity, and were appalled by what they saw as the lack of

  professionalism in the Boris camp. As one Gove supporter put it, ‘Boris was surrounded by jolly good sorts, but they weren’t sharpening their machine.’




  The truth was that Boris did not have a machine. He had a small group of supporters in the Commons, including Ben Wallace, Nigel Adams, Jake Berry and Amanda Milling, who before the referendum

  had held a series of parties at which their man could meet members of the 2010 and 2015 Commons intakes. For Boris did not know most of these still quite new Tory MPs. He had left the House in

  2008, immediately after his election as Mayor of London.




  Nor in his earlier period as an MP, for the seven years from 2001, had he made a uniformly good impression on his fellow parliamentarians. For Boris combined a number of irritating

  characteristics. He was far more famous than most of them, and far less assiduous. While they were full-time MPs, working every hour that God gave to serve their constituents and make their way at

  Westminster, he was also editing a magazine: a dual role which ended in the embarrassments of 2004, chronicled in chapters 21 to 23 of this book.




  The question for his fellow MPs was whether Boris could be trusted. He had done little enough to reassure them, and on Sunday night, when the electronic version of his column for Monday’s

  Daily Telegraph appeared, he unsettled them further. For Boris asserted:




  

    

      It is said that those who voted Leave were mainly driven by anxieties about immigration. I do not believe that is so. After meeting thousands of

      people in the course of the campaign, I can tell you that the number one issue was control – a sense that British democracy was being undermined by the EU system, and that we should

      return to the people that vital power: to kick out their rulers at elections and to choose new ones.


    


  




  It strained credulity to downplay, only three days after the referendum, the importance of immigration. When voters said they wanted ‘control’, they meant in particular the control

  of our borders. Immigration was the Leave campaign’s trump card: the one to which Cameron and his allies never found an answer. Yet here was Boris declaring he did not ‘believe’

  it to be important. Lewis Carroll’s heroine put the objection to this kind of thing very well:




  

    

      Alice laughed: ‘There’s no use trying,’ she said; ‘one can’t believe impossible things.’ ‘I daresay you haven’t had much

      practice,’ said the Queen. ‘When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before

      breakfast.’


    


  




  One might say, in Boris’s defence, that he was asking his readers to believe only one impossible thing before Brexit, namely that immigration didn’t really matter. But for stern,

  unbending Tory Eurosceptics, this looked like clear evidence that he was getting ready to betray them. As a leading Conservative in the Leave campaign put it to me, he was ‘fudging the free

  movement issue’; was in fact ‘going weak’ on it.




  Boris’s motive for doing this was clear: in order to ‘build bridges’ with the Remainers, he thought he needed to downplay the importance of ending the free movement of people

  from the EU to Britain. For the Remainers had just spent months telling anyone who would listen that it would be impossible to preserve satisfactory trading arrangements with

  the EU, while at the same time inducing Brussels to abandon the principle of free movement.




  For the purposes of this argument, it does not matter whether the Remainers or the Leavers are right. We cannot yet know for certain who is right, for the terms of our withdrawal from the EU

  have still to be negotiated. But what we do already know for certain is that there is an irreconcilable difference between the two sides.




  Whoever ended up leading the Conservative Party would have to show that he or she was capable of uniting it. This was a very difficult problem, for the unfortunate fact was that the party was

  split between two factions. Hence Cameron’s stratagem of promising, in his Bloomberg speech in January 2013, to hold a referendum on British membership of the EU, provided he won the 2015

  general election, and after he had obtained thorough-going reforms from Brussels.




  The first part of this programme worked out surprisingly well: in 2015, he won an overall majority. But the second part blew up in his face: as we have seen, he did not obtain sufficient reforms

  from the EU, so lost the referendum.




  It was time for someone else to have a go, and Boris sought, with his Telegraph article, to show he should be that person. He had taken the precaution of showing what

  he had written to Gove, who was by now his campaign manager. They were both of them successful and prolific journalists by trade, so when it came to making sure an article struck the right note,

  they reckoned they knew what they were doing, and were unlikely to be too fussy. After all, if one article came out wrong, one could always write another. And on this occasion, the whole thing had

  to be dealt with in a tearing hurry: this was the day of the barbecue, and both men were still so short of sleep their judgement was scarcely likely to be reliable.




  Whatever emendations Gove had proposed were quite insufficient to persuade his followers that Boris could be relied on. For the two teams had failed, when they met on the

  Sunday, to meld with each other. The problem was not, as some have supposed, that Boris and Gove were too different from each other. The trouble was that they were too similar, and had for a long

  time been conducting a subterranean rivalry. They were gifted columnists who were useless at running things: brilliant figureheads for the Leave campaign, which was a protest against the way

  Cameron was running things; quick-witted mavericks who placed an alarming degree of faith in their own bold judgement. They attracted the support of other quick-witted mavericks, while the prudent,

  weighty types who are the ballast of a successful party generally regarded them with suspicion.




  Of the two men, Boris was the more aware of what he lacked. While Mayor of London, he realised he simply had to recruit capable and well-informed individuals to cope with the administrative side

  of things: first Sir Simon Milton and then Sir Eddie Lister.




  But unlike Boris, Gove did at least have a detailed knowledge of the parliamentary party. For Gove had been an MP since 2005 and had served, briefly, as Chief Whip. He was, however, said by his

  critics to have been the worst Chief Whip in living memory. During his time there, the whips’ office leaked like a sieve, as often as not because Gove himself enjoyed gossiping about what was

  going on, instead of remaining as close and confidential as a good whip should.




  Gove’s outstanding achievement, as Education Secretary from 2010 to 2014, was to rough up the educational establishment in order to drive up standards of education. In this endeavour, he

  was ably assisted by his special adviser, Dominic Cummings, a man of such fiery convictions that not content with assailing the teaching profession, he also assailed Cameron, and Cameron’s

  quietly professional, self-effacing chief of staff, Ed Llewellyn. As one observer remarked, ‘Cummings has zero interest in pleasing anyone, even the Prime

  Minister.’




  At length, Cameron wearied of this. At the urging of Lynton Crosby, the rough Australian brought in to run the Conservatives’ 2015 election campaign, Gove was sacked. Cummings had already

  been forced to step down as a special adviser, but continued to help Gove in an informal capacity.




  This history mattered, for Boris had a tremendously high opinion of Crosby, who had run his successful mayoral campaigns in 2008 and 2012, and whom he had now called in to help run his Tory

  leadership bid: another instance of Boris well understanding the need for professional assistance. Meanwhile Cummings was advising Gove, after playing a crucial role in the Vote Leave campaign,

  where he had as usual made bitter enemies, but had helped mastermind the insurrection which swept Cameron out of Number Ten.




  Cummings was anxious that Gove should insist on the role of Chancellor of the Exchequer, in order to provide the ‘buttressing’ that Boris would require as Prime Minister.

  Gove’s three special advisers – Henry Cook, Henry Newman and Beth Armstrong – meanwhile formed a low opinion of Boris’s team.




  And Boris himself was regarded with very widespread suspicion. On the Saturday after the referendum, a shire Tory told me, ‘I can’t bear the thought of him being our Prime

  Minister.’ Another old friend rang to say that for the first time since moving to London over thirty years ago, she had been insulted as a foreigner. She was so angry not only with Boris, but

  with me for saying a few words in defence of Boris on the Today programme, that she said she would never talk to me again.




  Anecdotal evidence, soon backed up by statistics, multiplied of people feeling emboldened by the referendum result to insult and threaten those whom they regarded as foreign, either by word of

  mouth or by the yet more despicable method of anonymous letter. I naturally deprecated these disgusting attacks. But although I had myself voted, after a long period of

  indecision, for Remain, it seemed to me unfair to blame Boris for the horrible things being said or done by the various creeps who claimed him as their champion.




  Not all the news was bad for Boris. On the morning of Monday 27 June, a reassuringly strong case for supporting him was made on ConservativeHome by Nick Boles MP, who was one of Gove’s

  closest friends and allies:




  

    

      We need to elect someone who is a natural unifier, and consensus builder, a fully paid-up member of the human race, who doesn’t just spout the rhetoric of One Nation,

      but lives and breathes an approach to politics that is warm, generous, open and inclusive . . . I am going to spend the next three months doing my best to explain to them, as the

      spirit of my late father explained to me, why the national interest must come first and why, in the national interest, we must elect Johnson.


    


  




  In the words of one of Boris’s supporters, Boles had ‘dipped his hand in the blood’. And an increasing number of MPs were declaring for Boris. But behind the scenes, all was

  not well. The Gove camp claimed Boris was ‘curiously unenergised’, and disastrously unprofessional, about becoming Prime Minister. It also said it was obtaining promises of support from

  a much larger number of MPs than Boris’s people were managing to recruit.




  But Boris’s people complained in a fury that they were not even allowed, by the Gove team, to see which MPs had pledged their support to the Boris/Gove ‘dream team’. Nor, they

  lamented, was it possible for them to feed in valuable intelligence which would then be acted upon.




  One of Boris’s backbench supporters canvassed Amber Rudd, the Energy and Climate Change Secretary, on his behalf. As a Remainer who had gone out of her way to

  attack Boris during the final stages of the referendum campaign, and was widely seen as a rising star, she would have been a real catch, confirmation that he was indeed building bridges to the

  other side.




  Rudd did not ask to be promised a job in some future Boris/Gove administration. All she wanted was a commitment on climate change: something Boris was ready to give. But after her request was

  fed in to the campaign, nothing happened. It is hard to know whether this was simple inefficiency, or an act of sabotage. Gove’s people said Boris was ‘addicted to doing things on the

  fly’. But instead of pulling together, the two sides were at loggerheads, and there was not much time to get things right: nominations were due to close at noon on Thursday 30 June, only a

  week after the referendum. Conservative MPs would then whittle the candidates down to only two by means of a series of ballots, after which the two finalists would compete for support from the Tory

  membership.




  On Tuesday, an extraordinarily disturbing email was published by Sky News after Gove’s wife, Sarah Vine, had apparently sent it by mistake to the wrong person. It was addressed by her to

  Gove himself and two of his special advisers, Henry Cook and Beth Armstrong, and in it she said:




  

    

      Very important that we focus on the individual obstacles and thoroughly overcome them before moving to the next.




      I really think Michael needs to have a Henry or a Beth with him for this morning’s crucial meetings.




      One simple message: you MUST have SPECIFIC assurances from Boris OTHERWISE you cannot guarantee your support.




      The details can be worked out later on, but without that you have no leverage.




      Crucially, the membership will not have the necessary reassurance to back Boris, neither will Dacre/Murdoch, who instinctively dislike Boris but trust your ability

      enough to support a Boris/Gove ticket.




      Do not concede any ground. Be your stubborn best.




      GOOD LUCK.


    


  




  Vine’s email is not just uncollegiate: it breathes suspicion that Boris is going to betray her husband. She urges Gove not to yield an inch, and assures him Boris needs him more than he

  needs Boris. For without Gove, the Tory membership will not have the ‘necessary reassurance’ to back Boris. Nor will Boris win the support of Paul Dacre, the editor of the Daily Mail, who had made Vine one of his star columnists, or of Rupert Murdoch, the proprietor of (among other papers) The Times, where Gove was a rising

  star, and was seen as a likely future editor, until he opted to go into politics instead.




  Her reference to Murdoch reminded people of a curious dinner thrown by that magnate in 2014, at which Gove had denounced Boris as unfit to be Prime Minister: ‘Boris is incapable of

  focusing on serious issues and has no gravitas. He isn’t a team player and plays to the gallery the whole time.’




  And Vine, too, could be staggeringly indiscreet in her column for the Mail, a newspaper with about four million readers. On Wednesday 29 June, so the day before

  nominations closed, she announced to them: ‘Given Michael’s high-profile role in the Leave campaign, that means he – we – are now charged with implementing the instructions

  of 17 million people. And that is an awesome responsibility.’




  Awesome indeed, but few spouses would assume joint responsibility in this grandiose manner for fulfilling the voters’ wishes. There is something about Tory leadership races which brings

  out the worst in people. Passions are released which have been suppressed for years. For a few days, every MP matters, or thinks that he or she matters, which amounts to the same thing. The Commons

  is full of disappointed people. Walk around the Palace of Westminster, and you will see hundreds of men and women who, with a few happy exceptions, cannot reconcile themselves

  to the discrepancy between their ambitions and their achievements.




  They have taken great trouble to get elected to this place, only to find on arrival that they do not matter at all, and are treated as so much lobby fodder. They have to defer like so many new

  boys and new girls to their seniors, unless they rebel, and neither way do they get anywhere near the top.




  But in a leadership contest, everything suddenly seems, and perhaps even is, possible. The most implausible candidates come forward, and sometimes they win. In the Labour Party, one has only to

  look at the ascent in 2015 of Jeremy Corbyn, from the backbenches to the leadership in a single leap. But the three great leadership contests of the post-war era – great in the sense of being

  amazing spectacles – have all been in the Conservative Party.




  Here the front-runner has not won a contest since Sir Anthony Eden succeeded Sir Winston Churchill in 1955. In 1963, the 14th Earl of Home came through and won, despite not being, at the start

  of the race, a contender. A law permitting the renunciation of hereditary peerages had just been introduced, and after he had won he converted himself into Sir Alec Douglas-Home. He was in many

  ways a worthy winner: a shrewd man of unimpeachable integrity, who helped restore the party’s scandal-shaken reputation, and almost led it to victory in 1964.




  But the manner in which he was chosen was regarded as unacceptable. Humphrey Berkeley, a Conservative backbencher, said it was ‘More appropriate for the enstoolment of an African

  chief’. The accusation in 1963 was that Home had been chosen by a ‘magic circle’ all but one of whom had been, like him, to Eton. He reluctantly decided it was necessary to adopt

  a system of election ‘where from start to finish everything was seen to be open and above board’.




  The next really memorable contest (though the intervening races were by no means uninteresting) was in 1990. The fall of Margaret Thatcher was one of the great stories of

  modern times. She was replaced by the relatively unknown John Major, who had the decisive merit, in the eyes of Conservative MPs, of not being Michael Heseltine, who had brought Thatcher down. That

  contest, and the history of Tory leadership contests, are related with wit and learning by Alan Watkins in A Conservative Coup. He points out that although everything was

  meant to be ‘open and above board’, many Conservative MPs did not understand the rules, and were ‘frivolous’ in their attitudes, more concerned to administer a shock to

  whichever candidate they disliked than to choose the best person. Although the rules had been modernised, many disgraceful things occurred.




  The contest of 2016 is the third great one of modern times. As it unfolded, I kept reminding myself that the frontrunner has not won a Tory leadership race for over sixty years. Yet on Tuesday

  28 June, Boris still seemed to be on course for victory. That afternoon, Sir Nicholas Soames, who had been so cross with him for siding with Leave, posted an encouraging tweet:




  

    

      Gave @BorisJohnson proper stick during Campaign but only one way ahead now. Boris will be great PM. The Gover makes it a top team.


    


  




  On the morning of Wednesday 29 June, the Sun – one of Murdoch’s titles – carried the headline IT’S BORIS DAY and assured its readers that

  ‘BoJo storms ahead’, with ‘100 MPs backing him for PM’.




  Yet behind the scenes, things were going from bad to worse. Gove and his advisers were increasingly worried by Boris’s failure to write the speech to be delivered at the launch on Thursday

  morning. They refused to accept that his method of composition on such occasions was to rise at 5.45 in the morn ing and knock it off at high speed. He was not a committee

  man, who wanted a lot of drafts by other people. Yet that is what Gove and his team set out to provide. After all, this was a very important speech, which was meant to tell people what a Boris

  premiership would be about: what its theme would be. Yet Boris just was not getting on with it.




  On Wednesday afternoon, Gove, Boles and a couple of advisers set aside a couple of hours ‘to sort of bash ideas around’. Boris was supposed to have written something overnight,

  ‘but there wasn’t really much there . . . And then Michael stood up and recited what he thought the speech should be, and it was brilliant, it was fantastic, and he was

  giving this for Boris.’




  Gove, as we have noted, possesses many of the same strengths as Boris. Like him, he is a gifted speaker, who was elected President of the Oxford Union. Indeed, on page 70 of this book he

  cheerfully admits that while at Oxford, ‘I was Boris’s stooge. I became a votary of the Boris cult.’




  Perhaps it was time, thirty years later, to stop being Boris’s stooge? The writer Logan Pearsall Smith once remarked, ‘Every author, however modest, keeps a most outrageous vanity

  chained like a madman in the padded cell of his breast.’ Something similar could be said of politicians. And part of the point about Gove is that he really is very gifted, and very good at

  taking on vested interests. The way he set about reforming the prison system, on becoming Justice Secretary after the 2015 general election, was a case in point. It won him golden opinions.




  Meanwhile Boris, who had not yet served in the Cabinet, was making a hash of landing Andrea Leadsom, a major new recruit to his campaign. She was a hitherto almost completely unknown Leaver who

  had won good reviews during the referendum campaign and was now picking up a lot of support from the kind of ideological Eurosceptic who regarded Boris as flaky.




  Gove was almost certainly not aware that Lord Tebbit, a stern upholder of Thatcherite verities who as Norman Tebbit had served as a minister under Margaret Thatcher, had

  rung Leadsom on Tuesday evening and urged her to run. She may have had an incentive to present Boris with a series of demands which he would feel unable to meet, whereupon she could go ahead on her

  own account. She considered there would be two top jobs in a future Johnson government, either Chancellor of the Exchequer or Deputy Prime Minister in charge of the Brexit negotiations, and on

  Wednesday evening she wished to receive both a letter and a tweet guaranteeing she would get one or other of those posts.




  My guess is that Boris did not want to be bounced into accepting such an extravagant demand, so prevaricated. Nor was it sensible to treat him as a kind of postmaster, responsible for the safe

  delivery of letters. But the Gove camp presented his failure to land Leadsom as yet more evidence of his unfitness for high office.




  On Wednesday night, Boris returned home with Boles from the Conservatives’ summer party at the Hurlingham Club. The idea was that they were going to do yet more work on the speech. During

  this journey, a text from Leadsom arrived on Johnson’s phone, of which Boles had taken charge, announcing that she would be standing herself. This news burst like a thunderbolt on the Gove

  camp. Boles was summoned by Gove to a late-night conclave at his house, attended by Sarah Vine, Simone Finn (once Gove’s girlfriend) and Gove’s three special advisers.




  At about one o’clock in the morning, Gove told them that over the last few days he had lost faith in Boris’s ability to be Prime Minister, which meant he could no longer urge people

  to vote for him. He nevertheless thought a Brexiteer should run for the leadership, and since Leadsom was too inexperienced, he proposed to run himself.




  No one spoke against this idea, for he was surrounded by his little court. None of these people would shrink from telling Gove how brilliant he is. Boles had always wanted his old friend to run

  rather than Boris. The three special advisers were in various states of despair at the hopelessness of the Boris campaign. Vine had already shown she thought Boris was going

  to betray her husband. Some of Gove’s friends blame the blunder he was about to make on his wife. They say her father is a wealthy, self-made man, who does not recognise other people’s

  good qualities unless they too have made money. They believe she wanted to lift her husband in her father’s eyes, and making Michael Prime Minister would not be a bad way of doing that.




  It amused a wider circle of people to call her Lady Macbeth. This strikes me as wrong. Gove needed less persuading than Macbeth did. Sarah Vine is a high-spirited, warm-hearted woman, who is

  good company and has bolstered the family finances by spilling quite a lot of beans in the Daily Mail. Ben Wallace, a staunch Boris supporter, was later to say this was

  one reason why Gove could not become Prime Minister: ‘UK citizens deserve to know that when they go to sleep at night their secrets and their nation’s secrets aren’t shared in the

  newspaper column of the Prime Minister’s wife the next day, or traded away with newspaper proprietors over fine wine.’




  Vine became good friends with Cameron’s wife, Samantha, though the two of them fell out once Gove decided to back Vote Leave. Vine, at this meeting of dead-tired amateurs in the early

  hours of the morning, lacked the austere temperament to say what a spouse should have said: ‘Don’t be such a damn fool, darling.’




  So the crucial point was not made that to abandon Boris now, only hours before the campaign was launched and having promised only a few days before to support him, would be an act of the most

  monstrous and conspicuous treachery, which was sure to rebound on its perpetrator. The feeling in Gove’s circle was that he was at long last doing the right thing. He nevertheless said he

  would sleep on it, which he did for about five hours. That took him yet nearer to the hour of Boris’s launch, which was to take place at 11.30am at St Ermin’s Hotel in Westminster.




  At 9.02 on Thursday morning, so just after the Today programme came off the air, Gove launched his surprise attack on Boris with an email to

  journalists which said: ‘I have come reluctantly to the conclusion that Boris cannot provide the leadership or build the team for the task ahead. I have, therefore, decided to put my name

  forward for the leadership.’




  Dominic Raab, who would always have preferred Gove to run, had been assigned to go on the Today programme to make the case for Boris, but was told of the change of plan

  and pulled out. It was, however, too late to pull his article in that morning’s Sun:




  

    

      I am backing Boris Johnson to be our next leader because he has the vision, the optimism and the raw fire to take Britain forward . . . The Conservatives must

      be the party of the aspirational underdog. Boris and Michael Gove will make a formidable partnership . . . Boris is a natural-born winner. He’s got the Heineken effect that

      refreshes the parts that more conventional politicians cannot reach.


    


  




  A ringing endorsement, one might have thought. But Raab now took to the airwaves to complain that Boris had behaved in a ‘cavalier’ manner, and to claim that Gove ‘is the right

  leader’ and ‘can speak out to the aspirational underdog in our society’.




  An hour and a half earlier, so soon after 7.30 on Thursday morning, Boles sent out a mysterious text to some of the MPs who were supporting Boris, which is printed here for the first time:




  

    

      We are calling a top priority meeting for a small number of colleagues to discuss the campaign at 9am sharp in Room 26, on the Upper Ministerial Corridor of the House of

      Commons. Michael wants you to drop anything you can to be there. Please be aware that this message has been sent to a small group and Michael trusts you not to mention this meeting to anyone

      else. Thanks Nick.


    


  




  At nine o’clock Gove entered Room 26, a handsome office next to Big Ben which had been allocated to him because he was Justice Secretary. He informed the hastily

  assembled MPs, who included Boles, Raab, Ed Vaizey and Nick Gibb, he had just sent out a press release in which he announced he was himself going to stand for the leadership. He was sorry this was

  so late, but had decided Boris was just not up to it. He went round the room asking for support. Vaizey, who had been best man at Gove’s wedding, said he had always thought Gove was

  brilliant, and joined up, as did the others named here.




  A few minutes before this, Gove had rung Lynton Crosby: ‘Hi Lynton, it’s Michael Gove here. I’m running.’




  ‘Running what?’ the rugged Australian enquired.




  ‘I’m running for the leadership myself.’




  Crosby asked if Gove had told Boris. Gove said he hadn’t, but intended to. This, however, was a call that was never made. Time was short, and it would have been an awkward conversation,

  but that was because what Gove was doing was such a betrayal. Only five days before, he had promised Boris his support. For Gove to claim that in those five days, he had discovered Boris’s

  unfitness to be Prime Minister is an insult to our intelligence. He had known for many years of Boris’s strengths and weaknesses. Gove spoke of the need to build a team, yet here he was

  smashing the team to smithereens. One should, in fairness, repeat that he and almost everyone else were very short of sleep. But what really warped his judgement was his vanity: the irresistible

  belief that he would be better than Boris at being Prime Minister. Gove’s numerous denials of his fitness for the prime ministership were so many attempts to keep that raging vanity chained,

  as Pearsall Smith put it, ‘like a madman in the padded cell of his breast’. Now the madman was out, and Gove struggled to sound sane.




  Ben Wallace, Boris’s principal parliamentary supporter, has described how he learned what was afoot:




  

    

      When on Thursday morning, just before 9am, I got a call from a journalist asking me if it was true Michael Gove was deserting Boris, I denied it. It

      couldn’t have been true. Only the night before we had confirmed 97 names of supporters, and I knew of three more coming over that day. Michael hadn’t said anything or hinted at any

      frustrations over the previous four days so I presumed it was just another story from the ‘rumour mill’ that accompanies leadership campaigns.




      I walked round the corner to see Lynton Crosby, ashen white, taking a call from someone who turned out to be Michael Gove. ‘He has done the dirty on us, mate,’ were the words I

      remember most afterwards. Boris was at his home rehearsing for his speech unaware that the press knew before him.


    


  




  Crosby was furious. ‘On a scale of one to 100, I’d say 928,’ as one observer put it. An emergency meeting took place at Boris’s campaign headquarters in Greycoat Place,

  off Victoria Street. A ring round of his parliamentary supporters swiftly established he had lost about half of them, including all the ministers. Some of his admirers thought he should fight on,

  and continued to say so in the coming days. Forty supporters was not such a bad start. Support for Liam Fox, a veteran Eurosceptic who was also standing, was in single figures. But Crosby and

  others gave the grown-up view, namely that Boris could not now do it.




  At about this time on Thursday morning, Theresa May launched her leadership campaign. The whole affair went off very well. She had been Home Secretary since 2010, and she sounded calm,

  confident, decisive and professional. Here were no convulsions, of the kind which were even now shattering Boris’s campaign. She even had one quite good joke at his expense: ‘Boris

  negotiated in Europe. I seem to remember last time he did a deal with the Germans he came back with three nearly new water cannon.’




  Those were the water cannon which he as Mayor of London bought from the Germans, and the use of which she as Home Secretary banned.




  Over at St Ermin’s Hotel, a late-Victorian edifice just round the corner from St James’s Park Underground Station, the excitement was intense. No one seemed to know what Boris was

  going to say. One guessed he would arrive by the main entrance, at the end of the long, narrow forecourt between two high, red-brick wings of the building. Here taxis drove in and out, cameras had

  been set up, and I waited at the top of the steps, along with Alexander von Schönburg, special correspondent for the Bild Zeitung from Berlin. We saw the two dozen

  MPs who had remained loyal to Boris, and scores of journalists, pouring in for the show. Among the MPs I spotted were Andrew Mitchell, Zac Goldsmith, Mark Field, Edward Garnier, Jesse Norman,

  Nadine Dorries, Kwasi Kwarteng and Jo Johnson, Boris’s younger brother. One of them said ‘the most serious crisis since 1940’ was no time to play games. Another said: ‘I

  shook his hand. I pledged myself. It is too soon to write him off.’ A French tourist asked who all the cameras were for, and fled with the words, ‘I’m not staying for

  him.’




  Word suddenly ran round the throng that Boris had entered the hotel by another entrance. We hurried to the Caxton Suite, a meeting room with a high ceiling of sugary plasterwork painted dead

  white. Here Boris had already been greeted with whoops and cheers by supporters who assumed he was going to make a stand. He told them this was ‘a time not to fight against the tide of

  history but to take that tide at the flood and sail on to fortune’: a reference to a line by Brutus in Julius Caesar, but what did it mean? Boris had not yet

  revealed whether he was going to fight. He said more about his record in London, including his favourite transport joke – ‘bus crime down by 50 per cent, obviously crime committed on

  buses rather than crime by buses’ – than one would have expected in a speech launching a national campaign. At last, after a passage about foreign policy, he said:




  

    

      This is our chance to think globally, to lift our eyes to the horizon, to bring our unique British voice and values, powerful, humane, progressive, to

      the great global forums without being elbowed aside by a supranational body . . . That is the agenda for the next Prime Minister of this country. But I must tell you, my friends,

      you who have waited faithfully for the punch line of this speech, that having consulted colleagues and in view of the circumstances in Parliament, I have concluded that person cannot be me.


    


  




  People gasped. This was not what they had been expecting. The room went quiet. An MP who had been sitting in the front row told me Boris ‘looked crushed’ and had ‘water in his

  eyes’. Nadine Dorries, one of his most devoted supporters, began weeping. But from the back of the hall, where I was standing, his voice still sounded resolute, and his demeanour, though not

  joyful, was robust. Moments later he left the room by a side door. He was photographed leaving the hotel in a taxi with his wife, Marina.




  People milled about in a daze. Ann Sindall, who had worked for many years for Boris at the Spectator and City Hall, said to me, ‘Has that taken the wind out of

  your sails?’ Or did she mean, out of my sales? Some of Boris’s supporters were so emotional they could not speak. ‘I’m off to join Theresa,’ one MP who had supported

  Boris said in a fury. Another MP, Jake Berry, tweeted about Gove: ‘There is a very deep pit in Hell for such as he.’ This remark echoed, with an important modification, what had been

  said by one of the Cameroons just after Cameron lost the referendum and was forced to resign: ‘There is a special place in Hell reserved for Boris.’ Gove had replaced Boris as the

  villain of the piece. Berry later deleted his tweet, but replaced it with this no less definitive formula: ‘I do not for one moment resile from my opinion that as a traitor Gove leaves Judas

  Iscariot standing.’




  
  





  Act Three: Comeback




  Boris kept silent. He did not recriminate, or write lachrymose articles. I cannot recall any occasion when he has responded to a setback or a personal attack, however hurtful,

  by answering back. In politics, this is a valuable trait, for one is bound at times to have to work with people who have behaved badly.




  During the 2005 Tory leadership contest, which was won by Cameron and in which (as related on page 236) Boris was in no condition to stand, he was interviewed by a Dutch journalist, Patrick van

  IJzendoorn. Their conversation ended with Boris asking, ‘Do you know that number by Chumbawamba?’ and singing: ‘I get knocked down, but I get up again. Tedumtedum. I get knocked

  down, but I get up again. Tedumtedumtedum. I get knocked down, but I get up again. Tedumtedum. You’re never going to keep me down.’




  After Gove’s knock-out blow, the spirit of Chumbawamba had once more to be channelled. But behind the scenes, perhaps things were not quite as grim as they seemed. Theresa May sent him a

  text of condolence. She had tried to ring him, but he missed the call. As early as the weekend after the referendum, there had been contact between the two of them. Justine Greening, the

  International Development Secretary, wrote a piece published on Sunday 26 June on ConservativeHome in which she urged: ‘A leadership contest is not in the interests of our

  country . . . Boris and Theresa should agree to forge a deal which means they are a united leadership, under one or the other.’




  Everything the two candidates did was designed to leave open the way to an eventual deal. Even while trying to defeat each other, they were developing a relationship. For

  both of them, and indeed for the party, this made sense. Whoever won the leadership would have to reunite the Conservatives, which would mean bringing senior figures from both Leave and Remain into

  the Cabinet. The harder the battle, the greater the need for a workable peace. As soon as Boris had conceded he was not going to be Prime Minister, there was a community of interest between himself

  and May.




  Not that this was apparent to most people at the time. May was regarded with suspicion by the Leavers. They had hoped she would join their side, but instead she sat out the referendum campaign

  as a largely silent Remainer. She was an unknown and probably unknowable woman, who might very well try to betray the vote for Brexit and stitch up some compromise which left the UK for most

  practical purposes still inside the EU.




  So May knew she would need some important and visible Brexiteers in the Cabinet. Who could these be? After what Gove had just done, no one would trust him. She did not trust him, for she had

  suffered at his hands in Cabinet. In 2014 he took it upon himself to interrogate her, in his clever-clever way, and with prime ministerial cover, about her proposed immigration cap, which he tore

  apart, and about Islamic extremism, on which he thought he knew better; and in 2013 he did likewise when she gave a speech to ConservativeHome which was interpreted as her attempt to profile

  herself as a future leader. As James Forsyth, of the Spectator, had remarked: ‘It is hard to imagine relations between these two ever recovering.’




  May had certainly had various disagreements with Boris about the London riots, water cannon and other matters. But how good he was at mending fences once the latest row was over, and how tactful

  he was about not demanding some particular post if she won. And unlike Gove, he did not suck up to Cameron in order to pull rank on her. And he was popular with the Tory rank

  and file. And he would stop her Cabinet looking too dull. Already, one can be sure, she was thinking carefully about her ministerial team, for she would need to form it quickly once she had won, to

  show she was really in charge. And the only person who stood between her and Number Ten was the inexperienced Leadsom. May knew the Conservative Party backwards, and had been in the Commons since

  1997, and a frontbencher since 1999. Leadsom had been in the Commons since 2010, and a junior minister since 2014. She didn’t stand a hope.




  The Duke of Wellington said the test of a great general was to know when to retreat, and to dare to do it. Boris had dared to retreat. Michael Heseltine, who overthrew Margaret Thatcher and

  served as Deputy Prime Minister, denounced Boris for having ‘ripped the party apart . . . he’s like a general that led his army to the sound of guns, and at the sight of

  the battlefield abandoned the field’. Max Hastings, who had hired Boris at the Daily Telegraph, danced in the Daily Mail on the grave of

  ‘this dangerous charlatan’.




  But Boris had avoided the opprobrium, and the bloodshed, which would have accompanied a fight to the death. He lived to fight another day, and discomfited his betrayer, Gove, who had assumed

  that Boris would fight on, and was now left to take the entire blame for what had happened. Compared to Gove, Boris looked trustworthy. Gove was accused by Boris supporters of being a

  ‘Machiavellian psychopath’ who was always plotting to stab their man, and chose the most damaging possible moment to wield the dagger.




  It soon became clear that Gove’s position was hopeless. He held his launch and gave the speech he had wanted Boris to give, but did not win a single convert. At the first hustings, held in

  Committee Room 14 at the Palace of Westminster, where the leadership candidates addressed and took questions from their fellow Tory MPs, one of Boris’s supporters,

  Nigel Adams, contrived to sit facing Gove, and very close to him. ‘His eyes bored into Gove the whole time,’ a witness related. ‘It was an unforgettable sight.’




  In the two rounds of voting by the 330 Tory MPs which were needed to whittle down the candidates to the final two, Gove’s vote fell back from 48 to 46, while May’s rose from 165 to

  199. The effect of his treachery had been to destroy himself.




  Boles too was in a desperate state. As Gove’s courtier, he had urged his prince to commit an act of betrayal which was not merely immoral but suicidal. If Gove could not get into the final

  two – and after the first round of voting, held on Tuesday 5 July, it was clear the Eurosceptics were flocking to Andrea Leadsom rather than to him – the whole exercise would have been

  a disaster. So on Wednesday 6 July, Boles sent a number of potential supporters a text which even by his own standards was foolish and disreputable:




  

    

      You are my friend. I respect the fact that you want Theresa May to be PM. It is overwhelmingly likely that she will be. And if she does I will sleep easily at night. But I

      am seriously frightened about the risk of allowing Andrea Leadsom onto the membership ballot. What if Theresa stumbles? Are we really confident that the membership won’t vote for a fresh

      face who shares their attitudes about much of modern life? Like they did with IDS. I am not asking you to respond unless you positively want to have a chat. But I hope that you will reflect on

      this carefully. Michael doesn’t mind spending 2 months taking a good thrashing from Theresa if that’s what it takes but in the party’s interest and the national interest

      surely we must work together to stop AL?


    


  




  This message was leaked. If anyone had doubted before whether the Gove camp was treacherous, now proof was to hand. The text also indicated an insulting distrust for the

  membership, which was suspected of being opposed to modern life, including reforms such as gay marriage which had distressed many older Conservatives. In vain Boles apologised for what he had done,

  and said Gove did not know about it. When asked about this message at a meeting of Conservative MPs, all Gove could do was giggle. As one of Boris’s supporters said to me, the Boles text

  showed how ‘inept and poisonous’ the Gove operation actually was.




  Gove himself attempted, in a preposterous interview with the Spectator, to bring out the heroism which lay behind his abandonment of Boris: ‘I compare it to a

  group of people standing outside a collapsing building, wondering who is going to rescue a child inside. I thought: well, I don’t think I’ve got either the strength or the speed for

  this, but as I looked around, I thought, God, I’m at least as strong and at least as fast as the others. I’ve got to try to save the child.’
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