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			Preface

			The Exit Poll

			Polling day, Thursday 4 July 2024. My producer Lili and I had arrived just after 7 p.m. with a strict instruction that the address of this central London location must remain secret – for reasons of security. We were given the number of a man called Duncan who met us at the door, handed us bright pink wristbands and then led us down some stairs and along a corridor to an area flanked by security guards. Duncan ushered us into a side room where we took seats and waited – nervous and excited.

			A few minutes later, ITV’s election analyst, Professor Colin Rallings, and our head of special events, Emma Hoskyns, came in and sat down opposite us. People would be voting for almost another three hours. But Colin, whose analysis has been central to ITV News’s election coverage for decades, already knew what was unfolding.

			‘This will be a Labour landslide,’ he told us, with the Conservative vote-share falling back everywhere, taking the party to its lowest point since 1832. But it was not only Labour who had benefited. All over the country, the Reform UK vote had risen; the Liberal Democrats were on track for their best result ever; and the Greens looked likely to pick up seats. Labour could have a ‘big victory built on a relatively small share of the vote,’ Colin explained.

			‘What about Scotland?’ we asked.

			‘It looks as though the SNP have had a disaster,’ he said. Emma added that the word ‘apocalyptic’ had been mooted. And we would have the former Scottish National Party leader and First Minister of Scotland Nicola Sturgeon beside us in our news studio all night.

			But for now we were in the nerve centre of the exit poll. Just metres from where we were sitting, some of the brightest and best analysts and psephologists in Britain, including Sir John Curtice and our team’s own Chris Prosser, were huddled together poring over responses from 20,000 voters at 133 polling stations across the country, crunching and modelling the raw data on behalf of the three major UK broadcasters: ITV, the BBC and Sky News.

			For the first time, journalists like us had been allowed within touching distance. We were not part of the exit poll process, had no influence over its outcome, but we would be able to go on air with a new confidence and a more thorough understanding of the story the data was telling – and therefore better able to use our powerful data tools to explain what we were witnessing from the get-go.

			And what a story: if the exit poll was right, Keir Starmer had just reshaped Britain’s political landscape. In my twenty years as a political journalist, spanning six general elections and eight prime ministers, I’d never experienced anything quite so thrilling as knowing the likely results of a general election three hours before anyone else – including the man set to lose his job at the top of government and the one about to replace him.

			At that same moment, Conservative prime minister Rishi Sunak was at home in his constituency of Richmond, North Yorkshire, surrounded by family, including his parents. The night before, he had embraced them both emotionally ahead of a speech in Romsey on the Hampshire coast, where he had attended primary school.

			Elsewhere, Keir Starmer was also with his wife and children. He would soon leave to go to a friend’s house to watch the exit poll moment with family and a few advisers. There they ate and drank, but strictly no alcohol. Jill Cuthbertson (then director of the Leader’s Office, now director of government relations in Downing Street) wanted everyone clear-headed and ready for what was to come, not least a speech on the steps of Downing Street in the early hours. ‘Not on my watch,’ she joked.

			But that was all to come. At 9 p.m., after the 8.45 p.m. data drop had been modelled and briefed out, we dashed out of the building and jumped into a waiting cab to make it back to the studio in time for the opening of that night’s election show. The wrong cab as it turned out – it was Emma and Chris’s – meaning they were left wandering the streets and watching the top of the programme on their phones. Perhaps the least worst thing to go wrong at this stage of the night.

			As we sped towards the studio, I was almost shaking with nerves. Colin too. A general election night is to politics what a World Cup final is to football, and time was accelerating. That last half hour you could feel the tension in the air.

			Colin leant forward, slipping a hand into his bag, and muttered, ‘I might have to let you in on my secret.’ And then this eminent political scientist pulled out a miniature bottle of vodka and took a swig. ‘Just once every few years, it calms my nerves,’ he said. My producer and I burst out laughing. Now we were ready.

			Our election night studio is a giant room, painted all in green, the canvas for the virtual set containing live data, including my ‘wall’ where we can show off our graphics, maps and the all-important ‘Battle Board’. In the middle is a huge desk, with host Tom Bradby at its head and to his right, polling gurus, Professor Jane Green and Professor Colin Rallings.

			When we entered the room, it was buzzing as camera operators, producers, presenters and analysts prepared for transmission. Less than forty-five minutes to go.

			We pre-recorded the top of the show and then, at 9.30 p.m., the producers asked everyone to leave apart from the key small group who had all signed non-disclosure agreements, including Nicola Sturgeon; former Conservative chancellor George Osborne; and Ed Balls, who had shadowed him from Labour’s frontbench before losing his seat in the shock result of the night in 2015. Microphones were switched off, laptops were closed and mobile phones turned face down. Colin began his briefing. Jane gave us the numbers. For the first time, we learned the final seat projections: a Labour majority of 170.

			I watched each of the guests to absorb the impact of the news as they processed this moment in history. For Sturgeon, the party she had led for nine years had just been decimated at Westminster; for Osborne it marked the start of bitter soul-searching for a Conservative Party that had come close to wipeout; and Ed Balls was digesting the reality of an immense Labour result, one that would have a political and personal impact as it made his wife Yvette Cooper Britain’s new home secretary.

			The first and clearest trend was that everywhere, whatever the demographic breakdown, support for the Conservative Party was being dramatically washed away, instead surging towards Labour, but also to the Lib Dems and Reform UK. The night that would make Sir Keir Starmer prime minister would also deliver Reform leader Nigel Farage to Parliament on his eighth attempt. His party may only have won five MPs, but a scattered vote of 4.1 million meant that in dozens of other constituencies the party would finish second. The Lib Dems meanwhile, after an exceptionally targeted campaign, had a stunning night that saw them achieve a result in which their seat total was almost proportional to their vote-share, for the first time in their history. The Greens would also triumph in all four of their main target seats.

			Was this the ‘fuck you’ election for voters my colleague Emma had predicted? It was certainly true that an angry backlash could be seen everywhere. Not just towards the Tories, but towards all the governing parties including the SNP in Scotland and the Democratic Unionist Party in Northern Ireland. Even in Wales – where the Conservatives were wiped off the map – the governing Welsh Labour Party saw its vote-share drop, while Plaid Cymru’s rose. Across English constituencies with Labour-run councils and high Muslim populations, a different form of anger helped five independent candidates to win the day, taking down a big beast for Labour, Jonathan Ashworth, and coming uncomfortably close for others like the future health secretary Wes Streeting and Home Office minister Jess Phillips.

			Professor Jane Green described the night as a ‘record breaker’, with the ‘highest ever fragmentation … the lowest two-party share … and the highest disproportionality’ between votes and seats gained, ever seen. The UK’s trajectory towards greater volatility, she said, had just fifteen years ago resulted in hung parliaments and coalitions, but this time delivered a landslide to Labour. The party won just over a third of votes, but almost two-thirds of seats in Parliament: ‘The combination of proportional system type voting in a majoritarian electoral system can deliver really extraordinary outcomes,’ she said. How had this unfolded?

			My mind raced back through the events of the last two decades, from witnessing the previous Labour government under Tony Blair and then Gordon Brown to the rise and fall of five Conservative prime ministers, from David Cameron to Theresa May, Boris Johnson, Liz Truss, and finally Rishi Sunak.

			In recent years, there had seemed to be no end of chaos at the heart of the Tory government, which no doubt had a profound impact on voters’ perceptions of this political party once famed for its ruthless election-winning ability. In December 2021, when the worst of the Partygate revelations emerged, I was reporting on a by-election in North Shropshire where residents were already lining up to tell me that their frustration at being unable to secure GP appointments (in a health service warping under the weight of the Covid pandemic) meant they could no longer back Boris Johnson’s party. Then that video of Johnson’s aides laughing at alleged parties inside 10 Downing Street emerged, and I saw the instant effect. Having all shared in the national trauma of Covid, these revelations from my colleagues at ITV News were simply staggering. I could see the catastrophic loss of trust on people’s faces. And when, almost a year later, Liz Truss’s mini-budget wrought havoc in the markets, I received calls from Conservative MPs mortified about the impact of the crisis on their constituents’ mortgages. Even as other global factors acted to keep interest rates high, time and again voters would point to that moment to explain their financial pain.

			On election night, we looked at the 30 seats with the highest proportion of voters holding a mortgage to watch the impact of the exit poll on that dataset. It was an elucidating moment. Every single one of those seats had voted Conservative in 2019, as denoted by the narrow blue strip to the side of the seat. But now with the exit poll data, so many of these high-mortgage seats were predicted to change hands. Labour would win 19 of them; the Lib Dems five. Was this the final electoral reckoning for that calamitous 2022 mini-budget?

			The other striking shift was just how far Labour’s crimson tide would reach across England, even beyond the seats that made up Tony Blair’s 1997 landslide. We had already isolated from our dataset those seats that had always voted Conservative. Immediately we could see the red swathe of Labour wins starting to spread. Keir Starmer’s party won the once true-blue Chelsea and Fulham; the seat of former chancellor Ken Clarke, Rushcliffe; the home of the British Army, Aldershot; Hexham, the only north east constituency that remained Tory in the Blair years (by 222 votes in 1997); and West Worthing, the community represented for decades by Peter Bottomley, father of the House of Commons.

			So the scale of the change was unprecedented, but not a surprise. I had been closely scrutinising Keir Starmer’s election-winning operation for months by this point. I had already spent many hours speaking to dozens of people who had been at the heart of this campaign; from the leading politicians who are now running the country to key political strategists, policy and communications teams and activists on the ground.

			Many have called Labour’s victory shallow. Starmer’s 33.7 per cent vote-share handed Labour an enormous mandate this time, whereas Jeremy Corbyn’s 40 per cent in 2017 delivered the party an election loss. Meanwhile, the 60 per cent national turnout was the second lowest in any UK election since 1885 (only 2001 was lower). A clear disillusionment with politics was threaded throughout this result.

			And yet the sheer breadth of Starmer’s 2024 election win was eye-watering. It should, and must, be seen as a strategic coup. After all, this was the shape of victory that the party’s strategists were deliberately aiming for – ruthless targeting of efforts into marginal constituencies in the full knowledge that the consequence would be falling vote-share in safe seats. The outcome was by no means seamless, given those losses to the Greens and Independents, but if nothing else it showed how necessary it is for Labour to reach far and wide across the country if it wants to translate votes into a governable majority.

			In what is best described as an astonishingly ‘efficient’ result, Labour managed to secure the support of a third of voters so perfectly spread out across the country that they got Starmer’s party over the line in more than 400 constituencies. Consequently, individual majorities in these seats were much smaller, with the median figure at just over 6,000 compared to over 11,000 in 2019, as was perhaps inevitable given their plan. And while there was a clear fragmentation away from the largest two parties, it seems likely that the people voting Lib Dem, Green or Reform did so knowing that their vote against the Conservative Party would help to deliver Keir Starmer to Downing Street.

			That said, the Reform UK surge, in particular, almost certainly served to inflate Labour’s majority. It drew its support largely from those who had voted Conservative in 2019 and so helped Starmer to win many more seats than perhaps even he imagined, including some unexpected results during the night. Consider the moment that came as perhaps the biggest shock, when at 6.48 a.m. we watched Liz Truss standing almost motionless as the returning officer revealed that she had lost her South West Norfolk seat. Labour’s narrow majority here of just over 600 was dwarfed by almost 10,000 votes secured by Reform UK. Labour would argue that even those Reform voters were only willing to desert the Tories because of the changes Starmer had made to his party; but still, this was not a Labour target seat. The party did not divert any significant resources towards trying to beat Liz Truss in this election.

			As Jane Green put it to me: ‘The Reform surge matters so much because, by taking votes from Conservatives, it lowered the bar for Labour in so many places. That’s not attributable to Labour strategy, but the ruthless vote efficiency is.’

			So what might the result have looked like without the Reform surge? At the time of writing there is more analysis to do, but YouGov’s Patrick English tells me Labour would have still won big, but with a much-reduced majority. Around sixty Conservative MPs would have been saved, he reckons, leaving Starmer with a majority of around eighty – closer to Boris Johnson in 2019 than Tony Blair in 1997.

			Much has been made of Sunak’s decision to spring a July election on the country, in a move that surprised his own MPs as much as anyone. As I delved into that decision, I found a Tory leader desperate to avoid a summer in which he might face further defections; hamstrung by his impossible pledge to ‘Stop the Boats’ crossing the Channel; and, due to overcrowding in the country’s prisons, forced to release dangerous criminals before time. We now know that had he kept his nerve and played the long game for a November election, as his key strategists were suggesting, interest rates would probably have fallen and the August headlines would have heralded stronger than expected economic growth along with a sharp decline in migrant numbers as a result of his decision to restrict visas. And yet one of Sunak’s closest aides still thinks the election was not too early but much too late.

			Certainly, the way the political pendulum has swung from heady Conservative (and SNP) victory and Labour loss to the exact opposite indicates a new volatility. Keir Starmer is acutely aware things could quickly flip back. As I write, barely weeks after the result, senior Labour figures are talking about what they can do to try to consolidate this shallow victory. But it is worth remembering just how far they have come. In 2019, Labour found itself at the bottom of a political mountain – with its worst election result since 1935. In order to climb it, the party needed to win an eye-watering 125 extra constituencies. A political swing equivalent to the one achieved by Tony Blair in 1997 would have handed Starmer a majority of two. And yet, in July he walked away with a majority of 172.

			The shift was mind-blowing. On the Monday right after the election, I walked into Parliament and saw dozens upon dozens of new Labour MPs huddled with their teams in Portcullis House waiting for their keys to a new office, while those Conservative MPs, who had felt part of the Westminster furniture for so many years, were simply gone.

			Clearly, Conservative decline was a major part of this story. But how had Starmer navigated Labour to a place from which it could take such massive advantage of this political opportunity? Was his ‘Ming vase’ strategy the key? Many commentators used that metaphor, summoning up an image of the Labour leader shuffling slowly across a polished marble floor, not daring to take any risks that might dislodge that precious poll-lead lest it smash to smithereens. It is certainly true that deeply restrictive fiscal rules designed to win back economic confidence prevented Labour from offering the radical edge of previous policies, ones that excited the left and may have once lit up the eyes of the younger, idealistic, human rights barrister Starmer himself. Even the former Bank of England chief economist Andy Haldane described these rules as unnecessarily limiting.

			But it is also clear that Starmer did what he needed to in order to win. And after so many months closely observing our new prime minister’s strategy, I see something very different to Ming-vase caution. What I’ve discovered is an obsession about winning, a streak of ruthlessness and a willingness to take on significant levels of political risk.

		

		
			PART I

			Eyes on the Prize

		

		
			1

			When the Wind Blows

			‘Are you sure?’

			Sir Keir Starmer looked nervously at his campaign director, Morgan McSweeney.

			McSweeney, an unassuming man of 5ft 10 with ginger hair and a soft Irish accent, nodded decisively; but in truth he too was anxious.

			Outside Labour’s conference, politics was moving fast. Two days earlier, on 23 September 2022, the Chancellor, Kwasi Kwarteng, had delivered that infamous mini-budget on behalf of the new Prime Minister, Liz Truss, unveiling £45 billion of tax cuts. Then – in a down-the-line interview that very morning, the following Sunday – Kwarteng had gone still further. On BBC One’s Sunday with Laura Kuenssberg, coming live from the Museum of Liverpool next door to the conference centre, he had said there was ‘more to come’. Outside the basement studio in the BBC’s Broadcasting House, Kwarteng’s shocked Treasury officials buried their heads in their hands. This was bad, but they could hardly interrupt their boss in the middle of a live television interview.

			These three careless words would fire a dart into Britain’s financial markets. Their destabilising impact was such that the following morning the country woke up to news of the pound plummeting to a record low, and the cost of borrowing up to a dizzying spike. Panic spread through the Treasury.

			The fallout would not only have a profound effect on the country; it would also mark a key turning point for Leader of the Opposition Keir Starmer. Its repercussions would surely turn more and more heads towards the Labour Party, and so it proved.

			That Sunday, however, as he paced nervously in the dark corridor that runs behind the stage of Liverpool’s Arena and Convention Centre (ACC), watching the audience outside on the big screens, Starmer wasn’t thinking about the weeks, months or even years that would follow. His mind was focused on a single minute. If he could achieve just sixty uninterrupted seconds of silence, he believed it would go a long way towards symbolising a changed Labour Party.

			Starmer had long believed that one of the most important shifts needed to return Labour to power was to prove to a patriotic nation that his party loved Britain, and Morgan McSweeney shared his obsession. When they later hired former New Labour adviser and political analyst Deborah Mattinson as strategy director, her research into the voters Labour needed to win back told the same story: people needed to see a demonstration of Starmer’s love of country. The way the party responded to the death of Queen Elizabeth II just a few weeks earlier was absolutely critical. With the nation thrown into mourning, Starmer and his team had hurriedly changed their conference slogan from ‘A Fresh Start’ – which now seemed crass – to ‘A Fairer, Greener Future’ and swiftly made plans to open the event with a fitting tribute. McSweeney told friends that he wanted Labour to put on the most patriotic show possible.

			A few days before the conference opened, McSweeney met Gary Smith, the general secretary of the GMB (a key Labour-backing union) at the Victorian Horseshoe Bar in Glasgow, to discuss how things might pan out. The conference hall itself, they hoped, would be a sea of Union Jacks: that familiar red, white and blue making up the entire backdrop of the stage. Smith commented that the hall would look like Ibrox – the nearby stadium where loyalist Glasgow Rangers fans had turned the stands into a huge Union Jack in honour of the late Queen. Some fellow drinkers, GMB gas workers, joked that they would happily join them to hammer out ‘God Save the King’ at the top of their voices. One tipped back his head and began belting out the words.

			But the National Anthem had never before been sung at a Labour conference and only a year earlier Starmer’s speech to conference had been disrupted by heckling. The minute’s silence was seen as a real gamble. On the one hand, this simple gesture could demonstrate the scale of the change in Labour; on the other, shouts or heckles would instead paint a picture of disunity or, worse, a lack of control. In other words, more of the same.

			Starmer’s team took every step they could think of to avoid that outcome. All delegates were searched comprehensively on arrival at the Liverpool ACC and given a warning that any shouting would result in their passes being shredded. The Unite union – which had been most unconvinced about Starmer’s leadership and most supportive of his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn – had seen its seating area moved further back in the hall, and in the end not many of its delegates turned up. Everyone recognised how critical the moment was. ‘It was so tense,’ said one attendee.

			As Starmer took to the stage with Labour’s deputy leader, Angela Rayner, shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, and party chair, Anneliese Dodds, Morgan McSweeney moved to stand behind Prentice Hazell, the leader’s diary manager.

			‘The late Queen Elizabeth II was this great country’s greatest monarch […] Even now, after the mourning period has passed, it still feels impossible to imagine a Britain without her. She created a special, personal relationship with all of us. A relationship based on service and devotion to our country,’ said Starmer, reminding the crowd that almost no one could remember a time before her reign.

			Dressed in a black suit, with dark-red tie, tipping his head from side to side to follow the autocue rolling up over small, almost invisible screens, he said, ‘For us, the late Queen has always been simply The Queen, the only Queen.

			‘Above all else, our Queen, and I’m proud to lead our party’s tribute to her …’ He paused, as applause bubbled up across the room.

			And then the moment arrived. Almost wincing with nerves, McSweeney gripped Hazell’s arm, as one by one Starmer, Rayner, Reeves and the whole shadow cabinet dipped their heads and waited. As the seconds ticked by, the apprehension was palpable. One of those present described the atmosphere as ‘charged’; another called it ‘the longest minute of my life’.

			A ‘three-line whip’ (like those sent to MPs demanding they vote with the party or face sanction) had been issued to Starmer’s full team to be inside the hall, according to one person present. The room was packed, leaving many watching on screens across the ACC.

			Behind the stage was Carol Linforth, with her legendary calm control of conference operations. Out in front were the rest of the shadow cabinet, including the shadow chief secretary to the Treasury Pat McFadden, who would go on to become Labour’s campaign director for the general election. Ellie Reeves, who would be his deputy and, later, party chair was there too. Dotted around, were other figures who would play a key role in propelling Starmer to Downing Street. Among them Deborah Mattinson, Vidhya Alakeson, Claire Ainsley and Stuart Ingham, directors respectively of strategy, external affairs and policy; Jill Cuthbertson, gatekeeper to Starmer as she once was to Gordon Brown and Ed Miliband; and David Evans, Labour’s general secretary.

			Elsewhere were Starmer’s attack chief, Paul Ovenden, whose role in outing Conservative deceit including through the Partygate scandal would be a significant factor in the downfall of Boris Johnson; Katie Martin, who as chief of staff to the shadow chancellor would, with Alakeson, help overhaul the party’s reputation with business; and the ‘three Matts’ – Doyle, Faulding and Pound – who spanned communications, candidate selections and party management.

			To the side of the stage, the leader’s press secretary Steph Driver scanned the room nervously, panicking at one point because of a rustling she feared was a sign of protesters. In fact, it was just a man finishing a packet of crisps. In the days before, when even McSweeney said he was unsure that they would pull this off, Driver had been steadfast. Close by was her colleague Sophie Nazemi, who would go on to become Starmer’s press secretary in Downing Street.

			One figure, sometimes described as ‘the most powerful woman in the Labour Party’, also stood in the shadows at the front. Hollie Ridley, whose later leadership of the entire field operation would lead one colleague to describe her as ‘Field Marshal Ridley’, was secretary of the conference arrangement committee. She scanned the audience nervously for the full sixty seconds.

			And then it was over – with a collective outtake of breath. There had been no disruption whatsoever. Ridley, whose team was responsible for building the audience, smiled and told friends she was proud of the party.

			In the press room, where staff members who couldn’t fit into the hall had watched on televisions, there was a celebratory mood. This felt like a turning point.

			And then, ‘God Save the King’ began to ring out across the hall as delegates began to sing, some with the aid of the printed lyrics placed on every seat. Sam White, then Starmer’s chief of staff, described the moment as ‘heart-stopping’. He would later pass the chief of staff baton to Sue Gray who stepped out of government as its most well-known civil servant and returned in 2024 as the woman who would run Starmer’s Downing Street operation.

			Jeremy Corbyn would later describe the decision to sing the anthem as ‘very, very odd’: a comment that would only delight this new set of Labour advisers, who had come to relish disagreeing with their most recent former leader.

			Labour peer Tom Watson remembered being struck by the significance of the moment as he watched the scene from home. Back in September 2015, soon after Watson had been elected deputy leader of the party, he attended a commemoration service marking the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Britain. As the National Anthem began to ring out in St Paul’s Cathedral, Watson noticed that Corbyn was standing silently, his hands clasped together. As Watson scanned the pews his eyes landed on the Conservative defence secretary, Michael Fallon, who was in turn, staring at the silent Labour leader.

			Walking out of the service together, Watson leant over to Corbyn and whispered, ‘I noticed you didn’t sing the National Anthem.’

			‘I couldn’t remember the words,’ came the reply. Watson was taken aback and now says: ‘I don’t know to this day whether it was a quip or not.’

			Back in Liverpool, the conference quickly moved on to celebrate a very different predecessor. Shabana Mahmood, then the campaign’s coordinator inside the shadow cabinet, delivered a speech during which she played a video of Tony Blair. Unlike in 2011, when a mention of Blair’s name resulted in boos ringing out from parts of the hall, this time it was met with a resounding cheer.

			These were not the only decisions over those four days in Liverpool designed to demonstrate change. According to sources, organisers fought ‘tooth and nail’ to keep a motion that would allow MPs to join picket lines off the agenda, even as public sector strikes rumbled on. Starmer and his team feared the imagery of Labour siding with its union ‘stakeholders’ over voters.

			Then came a last-minute crisis. Ahead of Starmer’s keynote speech on the Tuesday, it was reported that Rupa Huq, Labour MP for Ealing Central and Acton, had made a comment at a fringe event, describing Chancellor Kwasi Kwarteng, as only ‘superficially’ Black, leading to accusations of racism. The Guido Fawkes website, which broke the story, called for her head, and the party quickly obliged. Huq immediately had Labour’s Westminster whip taken away from her (although it was later restored after she apologised and carried out anti-racism training). Huq was mortified by the interpretation of her words and reached out personally to Kwarteng, who accepted her apology.

			But to those within Starmer’s team, nothing was quite as symbolic as that minute’s silence. In some ways, it felt as if the Labour leader had been reaching for a moment like this for two years: for a spectacle that he could point to as an indication that things were now very different.

			The ability to demonstrate change was something the Labour Party had hoped for ever since April 2020, when Starmer first entered the labyrinth of offices on the second floor of a parliamentary building, just beyond Westminster’s Portcullis House, assigned to the leader of the opposition – an office known as LOTO. It was just weeks after the full scale of the Covid pandemic had been realised and the country placed into lockdown. Many of Starmer’s parliamentary advisers were having to work remotely, struggling to get any attention, as all eyes turned to Boris Johnson’s daily press conferences, designed to reassure a nation still in shock.

			Once they were able to meet in person, a small group gathered in LOTO’s boardroom, a large room lit through windows looking out across the bank of the river Thames. Sitting spaced out around the long, thin table that stretches through the centre, the team discussed the scale of the challenge ahead: namely, how to reconnect with a group of voters they all knew would be key to any electoral success. They believed that the Labour Party they had inherited was utterly broken.

			At the time, Starmer’s director of policy was Claire Ainsley, who had come from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, and was the author of a book called The New Working Class, which warned that Labour had lost touch with the very voters it was founded to represent. She said that the Labour Party was like a boat ravaged by storms. To those colleagues who wondered aloud if Labour had any hope of winning the next election, she reasoned that while they could not control the political weather, they had to fix the boat so that if the wind ever caught the sails, they would be ready to go.

			The metaphor chimed with Starmer’s plan to focus the first stage of his leadership on fixing the party. And what was happening that Sunday morning in Liverpool in September 2022 was exactly the type of thing Ainsley had been talking about.

			What they may not have quite realised was just how furiously the wind was starting to pick up. The implosion of Truss’s mini-budget would soon turn into a political gale, blowing in the exact direction that Starmer wanted to head.

			There was ‘more to come’ Kwarteng had said before pulling off his microphone and walking out of the BBC Broadcasting House studio on 23 September.

			Dressed in a dark suit, with a relaxed demeanour, there was nothing in the chancellor’s face that morning to indicate he had any serious concerns about the interview, although his words had produced a surprised response from Laura Kuenssberg, asking: ‘This is just the start?’

			‘You doubled down,’ the shocked Treasury officials told him as he emerged from the basement studio, warning that the reaction to his pledge to keep cutting taxes would be bad. But those familiar with the scene say Kwarteng shrugged off their concerns with his usual easy style. His view, and that of Prime Minister Liz Truss, had been that the markets did not react with fright to the much bigger £100 billion plus intervention in the energy market, and so could handle these £45 billion worth of tax cuts. After all, the vast majority of measures had been promised explicitly in her leadership campaign, they insisted.

			A week later, it was the Conservative Party’s chance to host their annual conference, this one in Birmingham. On Sunday 2 October, Kwarteng took a seat in the restaurant of the city’s Malmaison hotel. The large, modern room, with red-and-black leather seats, was packed and felt chaotic. In front of him were the most senior figures from the Sun newspaper including the editor, Vic Newton, and political editor, Harry Cole. Those present said Kwarteng seemed laid-back, as he reiterated things would be fine. Cole argued that a U-turn on the policy to abolish the 45p top rate of tax, as some were demanding, would be such a huge step it could bring down the government. Surely that would not happen? Kwarteng agreed.

			But further down the table, the chancellor’s adviser, Cameron Brown, was not so relaxed. Sitting beside the Sun on Sunday’s political editor Kate Ferguson, his phone kept buzzing. The calls were from Truss’s deputy chief of staff, Ruth Porter, and eventually Brown stepped aside to take a call.

			‘The prime minister wants to see the chancellor now,’ Porter said. Brown warned that his rushing out of dinner with the Sun’s political editor would alert the media to a problem. Moreover, Kwarteng was insisting he stay until his main course – a curry – arrived.

			But soon Brown became too edgy, and Harry Cole suddenly noticed him holding up four and then five fingers, in a sign to Kwarteng. ‘What was that?’ he asked sharply, wondering if the government was indeed about to U-turn on the 45p policy. Brown, quick on his feet, insisted that his gesture was meant to indicate an urgent meeting at 9.45 p.m. The pair left and made their way to Truss’s suite on the 24th floor of the Birmingham Hyatt hotel.

			Earlier, the prime minister had met with Sir Graham Brady, the Conservative MP who represented backbenchers as chair of the 1922 Committee, who warned that things were starting to feel extremely ‘choppy’ within her party. When Brady had walked into her suite, he crossed the Kent MP, Damian Green, coming out. As chair of the One Nation group of more liberal Tories, Green had urged Truss to take a more emollient tone in the conference speech she was due to give that Wednesday, arguing she urgently needed to reach out across the party. Both symbolically – a massive tax cut for the super-rich in the middle of a cost-of-living crisis – and practically, in terms of driving up borrowing costs, the 45p policy was seen as the key problem.

			At the time, one Conservative MP rang me, freaking out about the impact the whole fiasco was having on his constituents’ mortgages. ‘Mortgages!’ he bellowed. ‘How could we do this to our own voters’ mortgages!?’

			Up on the 24th floor, Truss was clear that the policy had to go. ‘Kwasi, it’s dead as a dodo,’ she said. A plan was made to ditch it, and ‘rip off the plaster’, the next morning at 7 a.m.

			But back in the Malmaison, the Sun’s political editor Harry Cole was already suspicious. Just minutes after Kwarteng and his adviser left, out came the food, with the table filled up with plates of steak and the chancellor’s curry. Cole ate quickly and then headed over to the conference’s main hotel, to join a drinks party for journalists hosted by Conservative chairman at the time, Jake Berry. On the way up he saw Truss’s director of communications, Adam Jones, looking agitated, and then as the drinks continued to flow, he noticed that key members of Truss’s inner circle had suddenly disappeared.

			Cole followed Jones down the corridor, and then the pair could be heard arguing by the lifts as the Downing Street adviser refused to confirm the policy had been ditched. Jamming his foot in the lift door, Cole shouted, ‘We’re running the story unless you deny it!’

			With no response, the Sun’s most senior political journalist made his way out to the hotel’s smoking area, which was heaving with people drinking and smoking, and quickly typed up the story on his phone.

			At just after midnight, the Sun’s declaration that the 45p policy was dead appeared on the newspaper’s website, followed by a tweet from Cole that set off a chaotic reaction across the vast conference centre, where the faith of the gathered MPs and party activists, many tipsy from an evening of dinner and drinks, was shattered.

			Cole was nervous when he went to bed, but at 6 a.m. he woke up to the pips of BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, and the headline that a U-turn was about to land. His story was right.

			Soon after, Kwarteng flew to Washington, DC to attend the Annual Meetings of the International Monetary Fund, held between 10 and 16 October. Broadcasters asked the chancellor if he was going to be in his job a month from then. ‘Absolutely, 100 per cent. I am not going anywhere,’ he replied.

			In fact, he was soon headed straight back to the airport, summoned home to Westminster for a sacking that would stretch the definition of humiliation. Kwarteng had been sure this would not happen because he told aides, ‘If I go, surely she goes too?’

			That much was true. It was just thirty-eight days into Truss’s chaotic reign as prime minister, and six days before the entire project imploded.

			It seemed unthinkable that in less than a fortnight the Conservative government had not just lost another leader and prime minister but trashed its own reputation for economic competence. According to a poll in the Observer at the height of the controversy, 71 per cent said they felt Truss and Kwarteng had ‘lost control’ of the economy.

			If Starmer had realised how pivotal that mini-budget would be, it wasn’t obvious from his face as it was being delivered, three weeks earlier, in the House of Commons. Dressed in a smart, dark-blue suit with a lilac tie, the newish chancellor hit the crescendo of his offer in bombastic style, leaning forward, his hands planted on either side of the dispatch box. He was flanked on one side by Truss, whose face flickered with a slight smile as each idea was announced, and a beaming Simon Clarke, the new levelling-up secretary, on the other.

			When Kwarteng finally got to it – booming, ‘I have another measure Mr Speaker’ – behind him on the green benches Tory MPs ‘oohed’ excitedly.

			‘The higher the tax, the more people seek to avoid them. Take the additional rate of Income Tax – at 45p … I’m not going to cut the top rate. I’m going to abolish it altogether!’ he exclaimed.

			‘YEAH, YEAH, YEAH,’ the Tory benches chanted as Kwarteng poked the table, also promising to cut the basic rate of Income Tax earlier than planned, before sitting back onto the front bench, a relieved and satisfied look in his eyes.

			My phone buzzed with a text message from a backbench Conservative MP who would go on to become a cabinet minister under Rishi Sunak. ‘It is either brilliant – or bonkers,’ he wrote.

			In the House of Commons, Labour’s shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, took the floor. ‘It is a budget without figures. A menu without prices,’ she hollered, hitting out at the chaos and confusion of the Conservative government, as she argued that the mini-budget was an admission of economic failure over twelve years in power. Her critique, that the PM and chancellor were like ‘two desperate gamblers in a casino chasing a losing run’, would turn out to be prophetic.

			Truss and Kwarteng’s policy choices that October would badly backfire, sending the Conservative Party’s polling position plummeting to a twenty-plus point deficit, from which it would never recover. The howl of fury from voters over the economic impact of the mini-budget was swept together with the winds of anger already swirling around the Conservatives as a result of the Partygate scandal. Rarely have I witnessed something as raw and intense as voters’ reaction to the images of Boris Johnson’s inner circle boozing while the entire nation was reeling from the grief of the Covid pandemic.

			Some argue that the sheer strength of that wind blowing against the Conservatives was enough to sweep Starmer up and fly him all the way to the threshold of 10 Downing Street. Others say that Labour would never have been able to take full advantage of that Conservative downfall without the boat-fixing exercise that Starmer embarked upon the minute he began as leader. An exercise that saw him immediately replace the party’s general secretary, purge members from Labour’s left flank and ditch policy promises from his leadership campaign.

			Faced with questions about whether such a sharp shift in position would damage trust in Labour and in himself as a politician, Starmer would go on to argue that it was simply a decision to put the country’s interests ahead of those of the Labour Party.

			Over the past year, I’ve spoken to dozens of people who have worked closely with Keir Starmer throughout his political career, and it is notable that most seem to describe him in two, very distinct ways.

			Firstly, they call him incredibly caring. This is the Starmer who was among the first to turn up in person on Neil Kinnock’s doorstep after the former leader lost his beloved wife Glenys (despite being told by Kinnock himself, ‘You don’t have time for this; you’ve got a party to lead.’) Ask Kinnock now and he’ll tell you that Starmer is truly ‘authentic’. ‘He’s the real thing – he can’t be bothered pretending.’

			One former employee broke down in tears as, over a cup of coffee, she recounted his kindness when she lost a loved one. Another described his final day working with Starmer and arriving home to find that the Labour leader had called his partner in advance to check he was okay.

			But most of the same people point to a very different side to this politician – our new prime minister. They say Keir Starmer is also ruthless.

			Take the phone call he made just twenty minutes after becoming Labour leader. Jennie Formby, who had run the party machine for the previous two years as Labour general secretary, had wanted to discuss how they would work together in the coming weeks. His response to her? ‘We won’t.’

			One ally, in whom Formby confided after the phone call, said there had been a warning that Starmer would quickly move against her, but still she was shocked. This friend claimed Formby, who had cancer and had been pretty unwell from weekly chemotherapy sessions, did not want to remain in the role but had hoped to hand over the reins and stand down with ‘dignity’.

			They described Formby’s re-telling of the phone call. She had felt like Starmer was reading from a script when he told her she should publicly resign the next morning. Fearing that this would imply she had been sacked for gross misconduct, Formby entered talks with the party that ended weeks later with rumours of a substantial payout.

			On 26 May, the deal was done and Starmer appointed his first-choice candidate, David Evans, to the role of general secretary.

			‘There is no precedent for sacking the general secretary on your first day as leader,’ an ally of Starmer’s predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn, told me. ‘Blair didn’t do it. Miliband didn’t do it.’ The source seemed taken aback by this swift execution.

			‘It took us three years to take control of Labour’s National Executive Committee,’ they said of the efforts by the left of the party to wrestle influence during Corbyn’s leadership. ‘Keir Starmer did it in a month.’ Corbyn, who faced significant hostility to his leadership within the party, took almost three years to remove the general secretary he inherited – Iain McNicol, who was handed a golden ticket to the House of Lords, as is customary. A few weeks after her ousting, when Formby left the Labour Party, it was made clear that there would be no peerage offered, though she had already said she would not have wanted one.

			To Labour centrists, this was a sign that Starmer was ready to take the helm of the Labour ship and turn it sharply away from the party’s members, and towards voters. They were convinced that for Labour to have any chance of winning an election, it needed to drastically reform, from the bottom up.

			But to the left, it was the moment that Starmer’s leadership pledge regarding ‘unity’ crumbled. They saw it as the first act of a ‘ruthlessly factional’ purge. To one source close to Corbyn, this showed that when it came to party management, Starmer was ready to pursue a ‘Year zero … scorched earth’ strategy, in which Labour would rebuild from scratch.

			To be deemed ruthless is something most of us would probably prefer to avoid. It’s literal meaning might be defined as a willingness to be very harsh, cruel even; as being prepared to do anything to achieve what you want.

			For Starmer’s close friend of almost thirty years, Parvais Jabbar, with whom he worked closely in opposing the death penalty around the world, however, this picture of a hard-hearted and unbending leader doesn’t even slightly fit the man he knows behind the scenes. ‘On a personal level, Keir is the opposite of ruthless,’ he told me.

			But on a political and professional level, this is a critique that not even Starmer himself shies away from. In fact, when I put the notion to him once, he embraced it. It was a Tuesday in October 2023, and I was standing with colleagues in a Liverpool carpark. We were waiting, right by the bins and in the glare of bright sunshine, for Starmer to emerge from what was perhaps his most important speech up to that point. Exactly a year after the minute’s silence, this was the final Labour Party conference before a general election and I was due to interview the frontrunner to be the next prime minister.

			The Labour leader burst out of the backdoor of the ACC in a shirt still flecked with the glitter thrown on him by a protester inside, and gripping the hand of his wife, Vic.

			I pointed out how during his keynote speech Labour members had repeatedly risen to their feet in a stream of standing ovations, perhaps a sign that the most critical, left flank of his party had now been silenced.

			‘Some say that you’ve been quite ruthless in getting that change,’ I said.

			Without even a beat of hesitation, Starmer replied, ‘Yes … and for a purpose.’

			He argued that the Labour Party needed to serve working people, and that it couldn’t do that from opposition. ‘The [electoral] position we are in vindicates the change,’ he added.

			My colleague Robert Peston, who has seen British politics cycle round and round for more than thirty years, says Starmer is the most ruthless Labour leader he has known.

			‘More ruthless than Tony Blair?’ I asked him.

			‘Much more ruthless than Tony Blair,’ he said.

		

		
			2

			Sir Keir

			On 8 May 2015, I tweeted: ‘Keir Starmer – possible future Labour leader? #GE2015’

			The time stamp on the message was 5.08 a.m.; the place, Witney, the Oxfordshire constituency of Prime Minister David Cameron.

			I was almost nine months pregnant, exhausted after a gruelling general election campaign in which I had criss-crossed the country on the Conservative leader’s trail. As the sun rose, I watched Cameron take in the news that his Conservative Party had just defied expectations to retain power by a slim majority. Even the exit poll, although pointing to a strong Conservative lead, had suggested the party would fall just short and leave the country with a hung parliament.

			Some 66 miles away in north London, a new Labour MP had just been elected in the safe seat of Holborn and St Pancras with an enormous majority of almost 28,000.

			If power was on Keir Starmer’s mind back then, friends say it would have been limited to a hope, or perhaps even expectation, that Labour leader Ed Miliband might make him attorney general. But the Labour government they had assumed was imminent did not materialise. Instead, Starmer watched an exhausted and resigned-looking Miliband tell the country: ‘I take absolute and total responsibility for the result and our defeat in this election.’

			Miliband apologised to his colleagues who had lost seats, including Shadow Chancellor Ed Balls along with almost every Labour candidate in Scotland. He joked about the ‘most unlikely cult of the twenty-first century – “Milifandom”’, that had seen him followed by clamouring groupies desperate for selfies, before tendering his resignation. It was time for Labour to have an ‘open and honest’ debate about the way forward under a new leader, he added.

			I cannot claim any great foresight when I tweeted about Starmer’s possible rise, but simply a hunch because of his impressive legal CV. As a celebrated human rights lawyer at the renowned Doughty Street Chambers who had later switched sides to become director of public prosecutions, he stood out among this new crop of MPs.

			Of course, he was far too new to be included in the following day’s reported speculation about who might next lead Labour. The Guardian listed frontbenchers like Chuka Umunna, Andy Burnham, Liz Kendall and perhaps, it mused, Yvette Cooper. It reported that Tom Watson would likely run for deputy leader. One name missing from much of the coverage was that of the left-wing firebrand Jeremy Corbyn who had first entered Parliament in 1983 and had just been re-elected as the MP for Islington North for the eighth time.

			Allies say that if Starmer was wondering if he might one day be a contender for Labour leader, it was no more than a ‘dot’ in his mind. Urged by some to stand for the leadership in 2015, requests that were said to embarrass him, he knew he was far too politically inexperienced. Instead, he backed Andy Burnham in the leadership race, perhaps expecting him to win. However, a change to the rules pushed through in the Miliband years, paired with a backlash against austerity that had left many wanting more radicalism from Labour, helped forge the way to the eventual result. A new ‘one member, one vote’ system had reduced the influence of trade unions and MPs, while increasing the voice of individual members who were able to join the party for just £3. And they did. The Labour Party gained more than 100,000 new members ahead of the 2015 leadership contest, with the membership surging from 190,000 in May that year to 325,000 in September, and to 515,000 by the following summer.

			Within Labour, Jeremy Corbyn’s victory felt like an earthquake, pushing many ‘moderate’ MPs to the edges of the party. Some would later be seen as pariahs by this enormous new membership. One senior cabinet minister in Starmer’s new government texted me to say they felt like they were going to attend the Labour Party’s ‘wake’ as they made their way to Corbyn’s coronation in 2015.

			But while some MPs were clear from the start that they could not serve on Corbyn’s frontbench, others felt it was right to give this newly elected leadership a go. Many of Corbyn’s critics squealed at the idea that he would appoint his political fellow traveller John McDonnell to the role of shadow chancellor, but as one of the pair’s allies pointed out, he was one of only three ‘Corbyn loyalists’ in that first shadow cabinet, along with Diane Abbott and Jon Trickett.

			Around the table
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