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To Louisa and Tristram, 
to whom I owe everything.

And to Agnes, 
with whom I will share everything ahead.
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Author’s Note

POLITICAL REPORTING IS a messy business. Trying to carve out facts from the maelstrom of claims, spin, deception and obfuscation can be much harder than critics sometimes suggest, especially with the passing of time. It is, then, perhaps worth a brief note on my approach.

I am a reporter rather than an opinion writer. That means personal views are very deliberately left at the door. While no correspondent is naive enough to think that their upbringing and outlook do not shape their journalism, a conscious effort has been made to strive for impartiality. That means removing the prism of personal politics, trying to ascertain what is accurate and following the path from there. Shortcomings, which are inevitable, are not for want of trying.

Claims can be corroborated by those who were present. Contemporary notes, recordings, text exchanges and emails can back up accounts. Extra sources to deepen reporting have been sought out as much as possible within the time limit set for the project. Less tangible things, such as a portrait of a prime minister’s character and approach to power, have been built up by gathering many views from those – both allies and critics – with first-hand experience. Eye-catching or jaw-dropping claims that could not be stacked up have been left out. Scepticism rather than cynicism has been a watchword. The harshest interpretation of a politician’s motives – on whichever side – almost always over-simplifies the facts and is rarely illuminating.

The core new material for the book comes from interviews. More than 120 people were interviewed between November 2022 and July 2023, plus I arranged twenty-five further chats in June and July 2024 for the extra chapter on the 2024 election campaign. The audio recordings last longer than a hundred hours, the transcripts go beyond a million words. Most of those conversations were conducted off the record, which means that the information and quotes generated could be used but not attributed by name to the person speaking. However, it was agreed that I could double-back afterwards and request interviewees to put certain remarks on the record. I tried to do this wherever possible, given that it is so much better for the reader to know explicitly who is speaking. The vast majority of interviewees put at least some remarks on the record. Some made tweaks to wording before signing them off. A list of some one hundred people who were interviewed is provided below, which will give the reader a sense of the breadth of sources. A good many asked to remain anonymous, especially those until recently inside the government; they are not named on the list. Other briefer, more casual conversations that fed into the book are also not captured here.

At many points in the narrative, comments are shared in an off-the-record capacity. To me this is justifiable and serves a vital purpose. Being able to provide direct accounts by those who witnessed critical moments themselves is of real value. Interviewees speak more freely when they know that what they say will not automatically appear in public under their name. There are downsides to that too – a lower bar for passing on deceptions, perhaps. Hence the drive to corroborate as much as possible. I have sought to be as specific as circumstances allow about the role, position or faction of the individual speaking. At times these descriptions have been kept vague to protect source identities. Beware guessing – it is rarely the obvious person.

The endnotes – more than a thousand of them – provide a guide for those curious about where information has come from. On-the-record comments from new interviews are explicitly flagged there. So too are references to some of the books that already cover aspects of this period in great detail, as well as newspaper articles, speeches and other material. Direct quotations from conversations that appear in the narrative came via sources who participated in them, or were reported by someone who did, or other well-placed figures.

Finally, two quick apologies. The first, for the use of ‘the author’ at points during the book when indicating where information came from. It is a cumbersome, pretentious phrase – but better than the alternative of ‘me’ or ‘I’, which thrusts the reporter personally into the story.

And, secondly, for the swearing. Profanities are a daily occurrence in politics. There is a reason Theresa May’s aides and colleagues pointed to the fact she never swore as a defining feature. In Westminster, it is the absence of expletives that really shocks.

Ben Riley-Smith

Haggerston, London, July 2024





Interviewees
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The Conservative Party is like an absolute monarchy, moderated by regicide.

William Hague, coalition talks, 2010

A Conservative government always eventually falls because they believe themselves entitled to power. And Labour governments always fall … because they don’t.

James Graham, This House, 2012

When the herd moves, it moves.

Boris Johnson, resignation speech, 7 July 2022




Introduction

LARRY THE CAT could be forgiven for his nonchalance. As Rishi Sunak, all immaculate suit and immaculate hair, breezed up Downing Street for the first time as prime minister, there was barely a look from the Number 10 chief mouser as he passed.

The scene was by now all too familiar. Overhead buzzed a helicopter beaming footage of the arrival to the nation. Off to the side, dispersed and stern-faced, were members of the security detail. Ahead, to Sunak’s left: the press pack, reporters huddled close together and crouched low so that the cameras could capture his approach. Falling further behind with each step was the throng of protesters gathered beyond the gates.

Leaves peppered the ground that morning, 25 October 2022, just as they had when Liz Truss made the same walk only seven weeks earlier. There had been two new prime ministers in the autumn alone, Truss crashing out with the economic warning lights flashing and into the history books for the shortest ever tenure in Number 10. There had been three new prime ministers in little more than three years; four in just over six. Upheaval had become the norm.

Reaching the wooden podium outside the black front door, Sunak opened the folder he was carrying and looked into the cameras. There would be echoes of the man who had kicked off this long Conservative Party run, David Cameron, in the message that followed. Debt was a vice that should not be forced upon ‘the next generation’. Politics was about ‘professionalism and accountability’. And, critically, errors had occurred under his predecessor that must be put right. ‘Some mistakes were made,’ Sunak said. ‘Not born of ill will, or bad intentions. Quite the opposite, in fact. But mistakes, nonetheless.’ There was a difference this time, though. The mess Sunak was vowing to clear up had been left by his own party.

Before entering his new home, where officials and advisers were lined up waiting to burst into applause, the Tory leader paused for the photographers and raised a solitary hand. Back in 2010 when Cameron had been on this spot, Sunak was not even an MP. Indeed, he was still in his twenties and living on the other side of the world.1 Yet here he was now, approaching thirteen years on, being handed the torch of power. So frequently had it been passed of late from Conservative to Conservative, it had begun to feel like an inheritance.

There would be no customary smile offered up by Sunak. Instead there was a furrowed brow and impassiveness – a serious politician for sober times. And with that, he turned and headed in, the Number 10 door closing behind another Tory prime minister.

For all its familiarity, the moment was also extraordinary. David Cameron, Theresa May, Boris Johnson, Liz Truss, Rishi Sunak – five Conservatives back to back running the country. No political party had pulled off that feat for almost two centuries. It was the Tories then too, a six-prime-minister streak that stretched from William Cavendish-Bentinck in 1807 to Arthur Wellesley in 1830. The latest feat spoke to the party’s ruthless pursuit of power and its ability to shape-shift to meet the public mood. It spoke, too, of deep turbulence, of an instinct for regicide and how, when the itch had been scratched once, it proved harder to resist doing it again (and again).

All shades of Tory blue had been on display: the Cameroon modernisation project, merging fiscal prudence with patrician responsibility and enough New Labour continuity to bring the public on side; May’s dutiful determination to deliver a Brexit she never voted for, while smoothing the sharper edges of the free market; Johnson’s big-tent, big-spending Conservatism that shuddered under the weight of its own contradictions; Truss’s primary-colours vision of low taxes and turbocharged growth, cheered on by the base but less so by the markets; and then Sunak’s ‘take your medicine’ economics, grounded in theory and pursued with a dogged work ethic. At times directly opposed positions had been adopted, Cameron’s portrayal of government borrowing as the root of all evil versus Truss’s embrace of debt to deliver a tax-slashing mini-Budget. Yet the through-line of Tory rule had remained.

Nor had the churn of historic events been enough to persuade the public to kick them out. There had been the patch-up job when inheriting the aftermath of the 2007–8 financial crash, a biting austerity programme that markedly shrank the size of the state. There had been an unanticipated Brexit, throwing the UK’s economic and foreign policy strategy into the air against the will of the government. A once-in-a-century pandemic had struck, resulting in a once-in-three-centuries economic contraction via a nationwide lockdown. War had returned to the European continent. And yet, still, there they were: the Conservatives at the centre of government.

How? That is the question this book attempts to examine. To do so, rather than offer an encyclopaedic cataloguing of what happened, it will zoom in on ten critical moments or parts of the story, the pivotal points that explain the wider whole. One will show how David Cameron, coming up short in the 2010 general election, exhibited flexibility and nous in striking a deal with another party to end the Tories’ wilderness years. Another will detail the way in which, with brutal clarity, the Conservatives then turned on their coalition partners, decimating the Liberal Democrats to secure a shock House of Commons majority in 2015. The sliding-doors moments on the long road to the 2016 EU referendum, a mix of politicking and risk-taking propelling Cameron towards the very destination he was determined to avoid, will be explored. So too the first year of a new prime minister, Theresa May, picking up the pieces of the government implosion while leaning on two dominant co-chiefs of staff.

There will be the inside story of the calamitous 2017 Tory election campaign, retold courtesy of more than five hundred pages of leaked documents, which saw the certainty of a knock-out victory proved illusory and the country plunged back into the Brexit battles. And how Johnson rose from backbench alienation in late 2018 to all-powerful election conqueror by the end of 2019, via the toppling of a prime minister when all the dark arts were on display from the party’s mini-Machiavellis. Boris’s approach to office and whether the biggest Tory majority since Margaret Thatcher was squandered will be scrutinised, with more than twenty of his Cabinet ministers giving insights. So too will the fall of Johnson, an extraordinary nine-month slide that involved the total disintegration of his relationship with then-chancellor Rishi Sunak. Insiders at the top of the Liz Truss premiership – forty-nine days and out – will reveal why the mini-Budget swelled and what made her sack Kwasi Kwarteng. And then there is comeback kid Sunak’s leadership victory the month after his defeat and the rescue mission launched thereafter from Downing Street.

An eleventh chapter has been added for the paperback edition of this book, completing the story by retelling the Tory wipeout of the 2024 general election, with insiders in all the main party campaigns revealing how it really played out.

Key players in each of those moments have been interviewed to understand the real dynamics at play – the core material for what follows. Conversations with all five prime ministers have fed into the reporting. David Cameron, Boris Johnson and Liz Truss gave interviews for the book in 2023. Rishi Sunak was interviewed four times by the author for the Daily Telegraph, once during the Tory leadership race in July 2022 and again when prime minister in June 2023, April 2024 and June 2024, with full transcripts providing previously unpublished comments. Theresa May did not talk for the book, but previous Telegraph interviews with the author during her premiership in May and September 2017 offered insights into her thinking. So too did off-the-record conversations, press conference questions and foreign trip huddles with all five over the years. Former chancellors gave their views: George Osborne, Philip Hammond, Sajid Javid, Nadhim Zahawi and Kwasi Kwarteng were all interviewed. Scores of other government ministers, MPs, Downing Street insiders, civil servants, special advisers, Treasury officials and wider political players helped flesh out the picture, some choosing to remain off-record. Key rival party figures during this time also talked: Ed Miliband, Jeremy Corbyn, Nigel Farage, Danny Alexander, David Laws and Vince Cable among them. In total, more than 120 people were interviewed.

As a reporter with the Telegraph for more than a decade on a variety of political beats, the author has also been lucky enough to cover many of the critical moments first-hand: witnessing the scramble to save the Union in the 2014 Scottish independence referendum; riding the battle buses of the 2015 general election; tracking Boris as he waved Cornish pasties and kippers for Brexit in 2016; questioning May during her misfiring 2017 election campaign; documenting the decline and fall of Johnson; grilling Truss publicly after she sacked her chancellor and ditched her tax cuts; analysing the rise of Rishi. Such glimpses behind the curtain helped construct a fuller picture.

The story that emerges is one of a party built to rule. Time and again, the same message was echoed by interviewees: what must be understood is that the Conservatives are not an ‘ideological party’ but a ‘power party’. Labour was formed to represent a demographic, the working class, and to bring about a vision: democratic socialism. The Tories have never been as anchored on either point. There are values or principles that carry through: free enterprise, individual responsibility, the importance of the nation-state, a suspicion of big government, a defence of tradition. But there is an inherent flexibility that, when fused with a clear-eyed determination to be in power, can prove remarkably effective. The Conservatives are the world’s most successful party in modern democratic history, as their MPs often like to note.

The clearest manifestation of the party’s ability to adapt comes in the system for removing leaders. The Labour Party does not have a formal ‘no confidence’ mechanism. The Conservative Party does, with each MP able to submit a letter declaring as much to the 1922 Committee. In Labour, a rival candidate has to gather signatures from 20 per cent of the party’s MPs to trigger a challenge. For the Tories, the bar is lower: just 15 per cent of MPs need to submit a letter to force a no-confidence vote. With Labour, those rebel MPs expect to be named. With the Tories, the opposite is true: Brutuses are granted the cloak of anonymity.

The inbuilt trigger system can reap electoral rewards: Theresa May was replaced with Boris Johnson in 2019 to smash through the Brexit impasse, see off Jeremy Corbyn and secure a Tory majority. All three boxes were comprehensively ticked. For the Conservatives to go from leading a government determined to defeat Brexit to one determined to deliver Brexit, all the while continuing their unbroken period in power, takes some political alchemy. The inability of Labour MPs to oust Corbyn, despite the vast majority of them voting to get rid of him in 2016, is the flip side of the same coin.2 The Tory rules create a need for the party’s leader to look constantly over their shoulder. David Cameron once wrote that ‘never for a minute’ did he forget the all-important 15 per cent figure. He added: ‘Not once during eleven years as Conservative leader did I feel secure for any length of time.’3

Which leads to another theme: one of unchained ambition and bitter feuds. What drove the Tory shape-shifting from 2010 was not just changes in public opinion, the idiosyncrasies of circumstances and the difficulty of matching ideals to realities, but also the decisions of the individuals involved. Egotism, jealousy, determination, skulduggery, vanity, vengeance and greed all played their part. At moments the personal rivalries of a handful of people, as much as their political visions for Britain, had a defining role in the course of history. Such tussles can be found in all political parties. But it was the Tories who were in government, meaning the impact was outsized. As time went on and new ways to regenerate were sought, the lever marked ‘regicide’ would be pulled again and again. Where once it had led to political salvation, what instead followed were vast opinion poll drops, contributing to the kind of spiralling of the party’s fortunes that such mechanisms were designed to stop. It ended in blue murder, the biggest Tory defeat in modern history inflicted by a public sick of all the in-fighting.

This book is not a deep dive into how Conservative policies have shaped Britain, though such works no doubt are needed. Nor is it a forensic account of each year in office or an assessment of the party’s record of governance. Instead, it is an attempt to understand how the Conservative Party kept changing, kept revolting and kept winning. To Tories delighted by the run, it will offer clues as to how it might be repeated. To Labour supporters horrified by fourteen years of Conservative rule, it will offer an explanation of how it was achieved. To everyone else, hopefully, it will bring a better understanding of the forces that have changed lives and the country for ever.




1

A Lighter Shade of Blue

DAVID CAMERON TOOK a breath as eight million people watched.1 Standing at the podium, a long shadow stretching behind him from the studio lights, he tried to hide his nerves.2 Never before in British politics had the party leaders agreed to a televised election debate. Conscious of the risks, the frontrunner had always said no. But Cameron, the favourite in 2010, had broken the trend. His five-year modernisation drive had brought the Conservative Party to the brink of power. With Number 10 in touching distance, he had gambled, believing debates were in the country’s interest and, all being well, his own. Now it was time to discover how the dice would fall.

To the Conservative leader’s left on the ITV set was the man who stood between him and Downing Street. Gordon Brown, the prime minister, was overseeing the fag end of the New Labour government. His attempt to rejuvenate the project after ousting Tony Blair had hit the buffers with the 2007–8 financial crash, meaning election defeat was expected. The Tories had led Labour in the opinion polls for years. Cameron was younger and a smoother performer. The match-up looked favourable.

To his right was a relative unknown: the leader of Britain’s third political party. Nick Clegg was only two and a bit years into his tenure as leader of the Liberal Democrats and had no realistic prospect of becoming prime minister. Indeed, even making it into a three-way debate was a win, giving him level pegging with more established politicians. Brown had been Labour’s leader or Treasury lead for eighteen years. Cameron had led his party for half a decade. Voters knew little of Clegg.

In ninety minutes of prime-time TV on 15 April 2010, that changed. On a set whose decor screamed nineties quiz show, Cameron tried to land his message about the need for financial restraint after Labour’s profligacy. Brown dialled up the ‘Tory cuts’ narrative that would be his core campaign theme. But it was Clegg who cut through. Time and again he would step away from his two rivals, waving a hand towards them and declaring a plague on both their houses. ‘The more they attack each other, the more they sound exactly the same,’ he quipped, neatly tying Labour and the Tories together as a single failed establishment. ‘I hear the words, they sound great, but it’s not just what you say, it’s what you do,’ he said, tapping into the public discontent with governing parties. He even wore a contrasting suit – navy blue to the black of Cameron and Brown.

Clegg addressed audience members by their first names: a human touch. He stared into the camera when speaking, making eye contact with the nation. Even better, he seemed relaxed.

Cameron soon felt the debate slipping away. ‘This is not going in the way I want it to go,’ he thought to himself.3 He had known what strategy Clegg would deploy – fellow Tory MP Jeremy Hunt had predicted the attacks almost word for word while playing the Lib Dem leader in debate prep. But countering the moves was easier said than done. Both Cameron and Brown were courting Lib Dem voters, so both deployed ‘I agree with Nick’ messages – inadvertently elevating the Lib Dem appeal. ‘It’s difficult because they’re not really debates. They are mechanisms for delivering a message,’ Cameron recalled. ‘You’ve got to make your point in answer very briefly and then go down the barrel of the camera to the folks back at home. And I was still trying to think: “No, no, it’s a debate.” So it was frustrating at times.’4

That frustration was compounded once he stepped off stage. Snap polls universally gave Clegg the victory. Worse, in the days ahead, the proportion of people saying they would vote Lib Dem soared. Soon the phenomenon had a moniker – Cleggmania. And it was bleeding Tory support.

Cameron had always known that getting the Conservatives a majority in the 2010 election would be a tall order. The magic number was 326, one seat more than half of the 650 available in the House of Commons. The last general election, in 2005, had left the Tories on just 198. Cameron liked to call the mountain of extra seats needed his ‘Everest’.5 With Clegg’s breakout debate performance, the chances of winning Lib–Con marginals were fading, and with them hopes of a Tory majority.

At home after the debate Cameron found little comfort. ‘You were hopeless’ was the blunt assessment of his wife, Samantha Cameron.6 Lying in bed, he thought of Tory MP friends now facing defeat in their seats to Lib Dems. ‘The feeling was worse than fear or disappointment,’ recalled the man responsible for the debates even happening. ‘It was guilt.’7

And then there was action. In the six weeks that remained until voting day on 6 May, Cameron would continue to project optimism that victory was just around the corner. Privately, however, his inner circle changed tack. The pivot was done in secret, hidden from the press, but was no less significant for that. It was time, they concluded, to think about coalition talks.

Days after the first debate, George Osborne, the Tory shadow chancellor and Cameron’s sidekick in his party overhaul, discussed this shift in tactics with the Tory leader in Notting Hill, the cushy west London borough where they both lived. ‘I think we’re going to have to think about a coalition,’ Cameron told him.8 Osborne agreed. Cameron did not want to be directly involved – it would be a distraction and leave him without plausible deniability if journalists asked about planning. Yet the approval was given for preparations to be made.

For five years, Cameron, Osborne and a tight-knit group of allies had tried to drag the Tories back to electability after successive defeats to New Labour. Every move had been considered through the prism of whether it would help them return to government. ‘Change to win’ had been the slogan of Cameron’s 2005 leadership pitch, his political North Star. And now, with the finishing line in sight, came the gut punch of clarity: it looked as though they were going to come up short.

Starting coalition planning was an admission of failure of sorts. But it spoke, too, of a visceral yearning for power – something that would become a defining feature in the Tories’ twists and turns in the years ahead. If a deal was needed to reach Downing Street, they wanted to be ready.

It should be no surprise that Osborne got the call-up. The Cameroonian project was as much a two-man job as Blair and Brown’s overhaul of the Labour Party – just without the bitterness and perception of betrayal.

Cameron and Osborne, like so many of their Tory frontbench predecessors, had entered the world of Westminster via the Conservative Research Department. Both were privately schooled, Cameron at Eton and Gideon, as Osborne was christened, at St Paul’s. Both went to Oxford University – Cameron studying Philosophy, Politics and Economics; Osborne History – where they were members of the tailcoat-wearing, room-wrecking Bullingdon Club.

But they were not direct contemporaries in Conservative circles. Cameron was five years the senior and rapidly climbing the ladder when Osborne got on the first rung in 1994. Indeed, Cameron was already being tipped for the top job. ‘Everyone said he was the next Tory leader but three,’ Osborne recalled.9 Back then, they knew of each other but were not friends.

Both, however, did have a front-row seat at the death of a once-dominant Tory government, an experience central to shaping their political instincts. Cameron was special adviser (spad) to Norman Lamont, the chancellor, on Black Wednesday, when Britain crashed out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism in September 1992, sending interest rates soaring.

Battling for his employer’s career, Cameron would later recount the phone call he received one night from a deputy editor at the Sun. ‘The good news is that your boss’s picture is on the front page of tomorrow’s newspaper,’ the voice down the line explained. ‘The bad news is that his head is in the middle of a cut-out-and-keep dartboard.’10 Lamont was gone by the following spring, with Cameron learning how hard it can be to counter a press narrative.

Osborne’s insights into John Major’s crumbling premiership came at the hands of the man himself. During the 1997 election campaign, it was the job of Osborne, then in his mid-twenties, to brief the prime minister on media developments. Every morning he would pick up the newspapers from King’s Cross station around 2 a.m., cut out any problematic articles at Tory HQ and then head to Major’s Downing Street flat to update him around 6 a.m. Some of the most bruising headlines can still be recalled by Osborne, not least among them Major’s own sister telling a tabloid that he could not beat Tony Blair. But the starkest moment came in the prime ministerial flat just before election day. ‘It was all packed up,’ Osborne said. ‘I was like: “Oh, right, we really are going to lose.”’11

The story of the Conservative Party from 2010 can be told in many ways. It is a tale of votes, gambles, miscalculations, mixed in with global trends, party management and electoral shifts. But it is also a story of a tiny number of individuals – perhaps a dozen – and of how their principles, biases, egos, loyalties and at times fiercely pursued rivalries shaped the nation. The Cameron–Osborne axis defines the first half of that story, though the characters who dominate the second half are already present: Boris Johnson, Theresa May and Michael Gove in particular. Tracking these political relationships – some of which would be tested to destruction – is key to understanding the decisions that changed Britain. It shows how the biggest political developments can be shaped by the pettiest of clashes.

Cameron and Osborne only really became friends after the 2001 election, when both entered Parliament for the first time, Cameron representing the constituency of Witney, Osborne Tatton. Just twenty-six new Tory MPs were elected that year, leaving a small group of newbies. (Another was Boris Johnson. All three men were taking their first joint steps on a path that would lead to one destroying the other two’s political careers.)

These were the days of deepest, darkest opposition. William Hague’s attempt to return the Tory Party to electability in a single term after Major’s blowout defeat was a dismal failure. Blair’s majority in 2001 was almost as big as in 1997. Out went Hague, in came grassroots’ favourite Iain Duncan Smith and on went the party’s struggles to reconnect with the wider electorate.

Osborne and Cameron were both feeling their way into a parliamentary career, finding themselves for the first time on the front line rather than behind the scenes. Osborne remembered noticing that in a debate about emergency security legislation being pushed through after the 9/11 terror attacks by David Blunkett, then home secretary, Cameron was the only other Tory MP who sat listening in the Commons throughout.

‘We went from companions to friends,’ Osborne said of those years, a transition helped by the fact they lived close to each other. ‘I would give him a lift to and from home in my car. Then I decided I needed to get fitter so I took up cycling. I said, “Oh, I’m really sorry, David, I can’t give you a lift anymore to Parliament.” And he said, “Well, I’ll take up cycling.” So we used to then cycle together. On those journeys to and from Notting Hill we just had lots of conversations about what had gone wrong with the Tory Party, why the Hague thing hadn’t worked and why Iain Duncan Smith wasn’t working.’

He went on: ‘We were desperate to try and find answers to how to get the Conservative Party back into a place where it might win. All the talk at the time was there will never be another Conservative government.’12

They were both also rising in prominence. Come the 2005 general election, Duncan Smith had fallen as leader. His embattled declaration to the 2003 Tory conference hall that the ‘quiet man’ was ‘turning up the volume’ had been met by a mass reach for the mute button, with colleagues installing the experienced Michael Howard in his place. Cameron had been elevated to oversee the party’s election manifesto. Osborne was chief secretary to the Treasury – a shadow cabinet job. Their comparative youth ensured that they were often seen on TV during the campaign. Yet, despite the unpopularity of the Iraq War, the result was similar. A third Tony Blair win, a third New Labour term, a third defeat for the Tories.

Cameron and Osborne by now had something of a political mind meld as well as a deep personal friendship. Both would become godparents to one of the other’s children. And both harboured ambitions for the top job. There took place between them, like Brown and Blair a decade before, a discussion about who was best placed to seek the leadership on a modernisation ticket. In contrast to the Labour pair’s infamous ‘Granita pact’, struck in an Islington restaurant which saw Blair emerge as the candidate and Brown harbouring resentments, the conversation between Cameron and Osborne left no bitter taste – at least none detectable in public.

Osborne, to his surprise, had already been approached by the departing Howard about going for leader. Aged only thirty-three, he was wavering over whether to launch a bid. Cameron, however, was determined to run – as became apparent when the pair discussed the matter. Osborne agreed that Cameron should join the race. He would chair his friend’s campaign instead.

Victory looked unlikely as the contest began that summer. Just a handful of Tory MPs backed Cameron’s bid at first, with numbers stalling as David Davis cemented his status as the early favourite. But a no-notes speech at the 2005 Tory conference changed the dynamic, Cameron projecting energy and optimism in contrast to Davis’s more staid Toryism. From there the momentum switched, support ebbing away from Davis. On 6 December, the results were announced. With 68 per cent of the members’ vote, Cameron, aged just thirty-nine, was elected the Conservative Party leader.

The central themes in the long slog from that moment to the 2010 general election help explain what followed during the coalition talks. There was a push to detoxify the Tory brand. One of the few times Cameron and Osborne rebelled was when Tory MPs were ordered under Duncan Smith to oppose same-sex adoption. Now in leadership roles – Osborne was made Cameron’s shadow chancellor – they updated policy to be more in line with the public mood.

The party became softer on social justice. Hence the infamous ‘hug a hoodie’ stance, words Cameron never actually uttered but which was the press distillation of his less punitive approach. Likewise ‘hug a husky’, Fleet Street’s shorthand for his photoshoot sledding in the Arctic – a push to make the Tories appear more environmentally friendly, which included changing the party’s torch logo to an oak tree. There was a diversity drive to find Tory candidates more representative of modern Britain and not just middle-aged white men.

Cameron also surrounded himself with a trusted group of fellow MPs, advisers and aides, many of whom would remain by his side throughout the next decade.

Osborne was Cameron’s ‘partner in politics’.13 ‘With his understanding of politics, and the dynamics of the Conservative Party and the media and what needed to be done, he provided very clear thinking,’ Cameron summed up Osborne’s qualities in an interview. ‘He thinks about politics, people and policy all the time. He is always on, always thinking around the next corner. He was a brilliant person to be working with.’14 Osborne saw himself as Cameron’s ‘shadow chancellor, chief of staff and chief whip’ all in one.15 (And, he would go on to hope, successor as party leader and prime minister.)

There was supposedly a moment when the partnership almost cracked – a story told, but never shared publicly, by a Cameron inner-circle member. Whenever considering sacking a shadow cabinet minister, the then leader of the opposition would request to see any letters and emails that had been received relating to the subject from his private office. Only the aide who dealt with correspondence and the chief of staff would know that the evidence had been called for. In autumn 2008, Osborne was under fierce press scrutiny over claims – always denied – that he had sought a donation from the Russian billionaire Oleg Deripaska. Cameron, unbeknown to the wider office, summoned the correspondence for that evening. ‘Cameron was very close to firing him,’ the source said. The next morning, placated by whatever had been read, he decided not to act.16

But that incident was a real outlier. ‘David and George were very much a double-headed leadership,’ said Kate Fall, another central member of the Cameron team who would become his Downing Street deputy chief of staff. ‘George was definitely the more bumptious, slightly like the younger brother. David was more the decision-maker. People used to say that George was intensely strategic and I think that’s fair. If David would ask, “What’s the right thing to do?”, George would say, “Yes, what’s the right thing but also how is it going to be difficult for Labour if we go here?”’17

A second key figure in the Cameron clan was William Hague. Hague was Osborne and Cameron’s senior in age, and, as a former party leader, in position for much of their early careers. In 2005, Cameron brought Hague back onto the Tory frontbench, ending his years in the wilderness after losing the 2001 election by making him shadow foreign secretary. Considered by some of his peers the best prime minister the Tories never had, having suffered the misfortune of leading the party during Blair’s prime, Hague had political instincts that were valued by Cameron. Osborne, once Hague’s political secretary and speech-writer, was also a fan. Throughout the next decade Hague would be part of Cameron’s ‘special inner grouping’, in his own words, often meeting at Cameron’s house with both men on Sunday nights to chew over the week ahead.18

A third was Oliver Letwin. Ten years older than Cameron, though also Eton-educated, the MP for West Dorset had risen from being a brilliant History student at Cambridge University to becoming a Margaret Thatcher policy thinker – his fingerprints were on the imploding Poll Tax which hastened her political demise – and eventually a shadow cabinet minister. A run in the top posts of shadow home secretary and shadow chancellor ended in 2005, when he became one of the few Tory MPs to back Cameron’s leadership bid at the outset.

His intellect sat at the heart of the Cameron project. ‘Oliver was kind, endearing and clever,’ as Cameron put it. ‘He may have looked like an old-fashioned Tory MP, with red corduroy trousers and matching complexion, but no one had been more influential in helping me develop my brand of “modern, compassionate Conservatism” over the past five years [before the 2010 election].’19

The fourth key member of the Cameron inner circle was the bespectacled Ed Llewellyn. Another old Etonian – he had been in the year above Cameron – Llewellyn had taken a route through Westminster that had begun in party politics but crossed into the civil service. He served in Hong Kong as Governor Chris Patten’s personal adviser and in Bosnia and Herzegovina under then-High Representative Paddy Ashdown. Llewellyn became Cameron’s chief of staff in 2005, a role he would keep both in opposition and government. ‘Diminutive and quietly spoken, Ed derived his authority from his intellect, decency and experience,’ as his boss put it in his memoir, For the Record.20

There were others, too, at the heart of the Cameron project. Steve Hilton, the bald, blue-sky thinker who as director of strategy was instrumental in shaping the softer, kinder Tory brand both men envisaged. Andy Coulson, the plain-speaking former News of the World editor who ran the communications team. Michael Gove, the Times journalist turned Tory MP moderniser who helped with the intellectual underpinning.

But it was Osborne, Hague, Letwin and Llewellyn to whom Cameron turned in his moment of weakness as election day neared in 2010. Publicly, he was declaring that victory was around the corner. Privately, his most trusted allies were preparing for something quite different.

On successive weekends after that tricky first conversation between Cameron and Osborne in which they admitted their fears, a gathering was held at the latter’s Notting Hill townhouse. The small group scoured the Lib Dem manifesto, dug out Clegg’s past stances on deal-making and mapped out options. Come election day, the plan was drafted – if it was needed. Now it was over to the public.

Chilli con carne was on the menu on election night at David Cameron’s constituency home in Dean, a village in West Oxfordshire.21 A handful of the Tory leader’s closest advisers had gathered to watch the results come in, Kate Fall among them. MP allies were in their own constituencies, nervously awaiting count announcements.

Election day is universally described by politicians as the oddest of experiences. There is nothing left to do, other than vote and perhaps knock on some doors to boost turnout. The campaign has been run, the big decisions are now in the past. As the tectonic plates of politics shift, party leaders twiddle their thumbs, their careers hanging in the balance as they await the reveal.

Earlier in the day Cameron and his inner circle had been chewing things over at Steve Hilton’s nearby house. All the opinion polls were telling a similar story: the Conservatives ahead, but not by enough to avoid a hung parliament, the term for when no party has the overall Commons majority needed to pass laws alone. Hopes remained – pre-election polls had proved wrong before – but they were slim.

In Dean, Cameron passed the time chopping logs.22 With faded brick walls covered in green vines, the house was a quintessential Cotswolds cottage. Cosy and homely, it was the base away from London for the Camerons and their two children, Nancy and Elwen. Samantha Cameron was pregnant with a third, to be named Florence. The couple had also had another child, Ivan, who had a rare form of epilepsy and died aged six in 2009. The tragedy had affected Cameron deeply. After the news broke of Ivan’s passing, Brown cancelled Prime Minister’s Questions and made time for Commons tributes instead – an act of kindness Cameron never forgot.

Preparing the chilli in the kitchen, the group tried to take their minds off the forthcoming results. After dinner they moved through to the living room, anxiety rising as they sat on sofas waiting for the BBC’s election night exit poll. In the end, they got a tip-off – Ameet Gill, an aide who would become Cameron’s speech-writer, got the intel from a source at the Beeb ten minutes before the broadcast.23 The exit poll had the Conservatives in the lead on 307 seats, followed by Labour on 255 and the Lib Dems on 59.24 (This proved quite accurate: the final result would turn out to be 306 for the Tories, 258 for Labour and 57 for the Lib Dems.)

Some conclusions were obvious. The Conservatives would have the most seats – a victory of sorts. Labour, after thirteen years in power, had plummeted, losing close to a hundred MPs. And the Lib Dems had not made the breakthrough they wanted. But equally obvious was another reality: the Tories had indeed come up short. They did not have the majority needed to govern alone.

The mood in Dean reflected the split verdict. Fall was ‘thrilled’, then gripped by ‘anxiety’ as the results slowly confirmed they had not got across the line.25 Another present felt ‘jubilation’ and ‘fucking relief’ that the party was top, but ‘a bit gutted’ at missing the majority.26 Cameron appeared less downbeat, having expected a hung parliament.27 ‘Deep in my soul, I think I thought this was always going to be difficult to do in one go,’ he recalled.28

Some history had been made. At the final count, the Tories had increased their seat total by ninety-six from the 2005 election – the biggest rise the party had enjoyed since 1931, with a swing that would be unmatched even by Boris Johnson’s 2019 triumph. They had broken the run of victories of the most electable incarnation of the Labour Party ever, denying them a fourth term in office. But still, against an unpopular prime minister who had overseen the start of one of the deepest recessions in a century, they had failed to win outright.

Within minutes, the spinning began. Brown’s team viewed the better-than-expected result as a vindication of their campaign ruthlessly targeting Tory spending cuts. Peter Mandelson, the ‘third man’ of Blair and Brown’s New Labour project, hit the airwaves arguing his party had the right to try to form a government first.29 Theresa May, then shadow work and pensions secretary, was on TV for the Tories but struck a downbeat tone, saying it had not been an easy night. ‘What the fuck? We’ve won the fucking election!’ reacted Osborne, who raced to his own count early to get on the broadcasts himself.30

For Cameron, the long night had surreal moments. While he was awaiting his own seat’s result at the Windrush Leisure Centre in Witney, a call came through from Arnold Schwarzenegger, the actor turned governor of California. Congratulations on the victory, Arnie told Cameron. But I have not quite won, Cameron had to respond. ‘There I was, in a leisure centre, in the middle of the night, explaining the first-past-the-post election system to the Terminator,’ he recalled.31

If Cameron’s emotions were mixed, Nick Clegg’s were much bleaker. The Liberal Democrat leader’s chief of staff and fellow MP, Danny Alexander, a flame-haired and softly spoken Scot, had breezily predicted on election day that the party was heading for ‘85-plus seats’.32 The optimism was understandable – Clegg, it appeared, had clearly enjoyed the best campaign, with a boosted Lib Dem polling position to prove it. But the party got nowhere near 85. Their 57-seat haul was, unthinkably for Clegg’s team, actually five lower than that secured in the 2005 election.

Today his allies believe a sharper-than-expected vote squeeze is to blame, minds focusing in voting booths on the fact that the prime minister would ultimately be either Tory or Labour. The heightened press scrutiny after the first debate may also have played a part. And, as Clegg would later note, the margins were so fine: 4,000 extra votes in the right places would have won his party another eleven seats.33 It was not to be. Cleggmania may still have had an impact – the squeeze began when the party was enjoying a higher level of support – but it failed to result in gains.

‘I felt bruised, disappointed on all sorts of levels,’ Clegg said.34 David Laws, the Lib Dem education spokesman who would play a central role in coalition talks, said the party leader almost cried when he addressed staff back in London. ‘Nick was actually extremely demotivated and upset about the results,’ Laws said. ‘He was pretty much on the edge of tears when he came back and spoke to party staff.’35

There was little time for recriminations, however. The governorship of Britain hung in the balance.

In politics there are moments when a handful of people in a short space of time make decisions with outsized consequences. The five days beginning on Friday, 7 May 2010 represented such a moment. The lack of a recent precedent – not since February 1974 had one party failed to win an outright majority at a UK general election – ramped up the pressure. Clues as to how the Tory Party’s future would play out in the decade ahead can be found in those dramatic few days. The political dexterity deployed when the chance to take power was sensed is one; the relative freedom from party bureaucracy in order to act decisively is another. There would be clandestine meetings, bluffs and counterbluffs, the quiet shelving of priorities and the willing embrace of old foes. Gordon Brown, Nick Clegg and David Cameron would all attempt to plot a route to government. The electoral realities framed the discussions, of course, but individual judgement calls drove them. Only one party could end up with their man leading the country.

For Cameron, back in London after election night and lying in bed in the gleaming glass-fronted Park Plaza hotel, which faces the Houses of Parliament across the Thames, different paths sketched themselves out before him in his mind. One, perhaps the easiest for the party to swallow, was minority government. The Tories could seek to rule without an out-and-out majority, challenging opposition MPs to vote against measures which the government would argue were critical. Yet without any kind of agreement in place with some rivals this would be precarious. Every vote risked toppling the government. Perhaps if it was felled and a speedy second election called, the Tories would triumph. Perhaps not. In the meantime, few concrete reforms could be implemented.

Another was a so-called ‘confidence and supply’ agreement. That would see the Tories enter government alone, but a second party would agree to vote for key policies and support it in any confidence motions, bringing a degree of stability. The other party would have to be the Liberal Democrats, given the numbers. In return, a number of Lib Dem policies would be implemented, sweetening the deal and allowing the party to claim some wins while holding the Tories at arm’s length, since their MPs would not become ministers.

In their pre-election coalition preparations, both the Tories and the Lib Dems considered this the most likely outcome in the event of a hung parliament.36 Indeed, a written confidence and supply deal had even been drafted by Cameron’s secret group of planners before polling day.37 The Tories thought the Lib Dems would never want to join a Tory government fully, given the history of smaller parties being wiped out after such deals on the Continent. Clegg’s team thought Cameron would never offer the electoral reform that was their requirement for any more ambitious pact.

There was a third option: a full-blown coalition. Government would become a shared endeavour between the Tories and the Lib Dems, with the latter getting ministerial posts – including in the Cabinet – and a beefed-up set of policy promises. There were risks. The Tories would have to ditch parts of their promised programme and some of their MPs would miss out on ministerial roles. The Lib Dems would have to back much of the Tory agenda, including spending cuts, and become the joint face of the project. But there were upsides, too – most obviously, stability at a time of deep financial uncertainty as a credit crisis crippled Greece and risked spreading. Yet it would be a step into the unknown – no coalition had been formed in the UK for seventy years, and then only during a world war.

And then there was another path not open to Cameron but which haunted his thoughts – a Labour–Lib Dem deal. On the numbers it looked extremely difficult. Add together the two parties’ MPs and they were still short of the majority needed to pass laws, meaning agreements with smaller parties would also have to be reached. A so-called ‘rainbow coalition’ – perhaps including the Northern Irish Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) – was possible, however. And Labour and the Lib Dems were historically much more closely aligned in terms of outlook. Many of their grandees had dreamed of a great realignment of the Left to lock the Conservatives out of Downing Street for good. It was tricky – not least the idea of Brown staying on as prime minister after his party had failed to come first in the election – but it was theoretically doable.

For a few short hours Cameron slept as the options turned themselves over in his mind. When he woke, he had his answer. Given the gravity of the economic situation and the ambiguity of the election result, there was one path that had to be tried. ‘I saw with complete lucidity what needed to happen,’ he wrote in his memoirs – and those close to him agree he awoke with a clarity of vision that in the post-election fog surprised them. ‘It wasn’t the obvious thing to do, but it was the right thing to do,’38 Cameron said. He would be going for a coalition.

‘The election result didn’t feel like an accident,’ Cameron would explain. ‘Something different had happened, because people wanted something different. Parliament hadn’t been hung for 36 years. I was advocating something that hadn’t been done in peacetime for 150 years: forming a full coalition.’39

A connection teeing up some form of discussions had already been made, with Ed Llewellyn, Cameron’s chief of staff, pre-emptively texting Danny Alexander, his opposite number in the Lib Dems, at 4 a.m. that morning.40 The key moment, making public Cameron’s instinct, would come later that day when the Tory leader addressed the cameras from St Stephen’s Club, a Westminster private members’ club.

‘I want to make a big, open and comprehensive offer to the Liberal Democrats,’ Cameron told the country, speaking from a room in which hung a portrait of Winston Churchill, the last Tory to lead a coalition. ‘I want us to work together in tackling our country’s big and urgent problems – the debt crisis, our deep social problems and our broken political system.’

Such a move would be in the ‘national interest’, Cameron said. Coalition would offer ‘a strong basis for a strong government’. There were also ‘many areas of common ground’. Given that Cameron and Clegg had been tearing chunks out of each other for weeks in the campaign, the comments may have jarred with some listeners. But little known to the public was a realisation which had already struck the Cameron team in private – one that made a coalition all the more likely.

Oliver Letwin was not just an MP, he was a policy wonk. Hearing him speak, a stranger could be forgiven for believing Letwin an academic, his cerebral prose being distinct from the usual partisan point-scoring in Westminster. In 2005, with the Tories’ election defeat, he had lost his job as shadow chancellor. With the Cameron modernisation, Letwin had found a new intellectual as well as political project to pour his efforts into.

It was not just the Conservatives who had switched leaders since 2005. All three major parties had done so – a rarity between election cycles. Blair, of course, had been forced out by Brown, the fearsome former chancellor and Church of Scotland minister’s son who tried to fashion his own brand of New Labour. The Liberal Democrats had changed leaders twice. Charles Kennedy, who oversaw a party revival, stepped down in 2006 after revealing his alcoholism. Menzies Campbell succeeded him but was forced out a year later over concerns that at sixty-six a fresher face was needed for the approaching election.

Nick Clegg was still relatively new to Parliament when he won the leadership in December 2007. He had become an MP just two years earlier, elected to represent Sheffield Hallam after spending five years in Brussels as a Lib Dem MEP. His youth – he was forty – belied his determination. As leader, Clegg began moving the party, with little fanfare, towards the Tories and away from Labour.

The critical text in this manoeuvre had appeared three years earlier. It was called The Orange Book: Reclaiming Liberalism and was the most important publication in the coalition’s origin story. Its cover depicted a girl on a step ladder painting a wall a new shade of orange – a not-so-subtle hint at the themes of change and renewal within, given that the party’s official colour was yellow.

David Laws co-edited the book. ‘It was to try to bring the Lib Dems back to liberal traditions in which free markets, competition and choice did have a central role,’ Laws said. Its enemy was ‘the assumption that the state can always do things best’.41 On economics in particular it represented a move away from Labour’s belief in the power of ‘big government’. Laws summed up the shift in approach as trying to show that ‘social liberal’ ends could be delivered by ‘economically liberal’ means.42

The Lib Dem old guard was suspicious; Laws remembered a mauling at the next parliamentary party gathering he attended.43 Others were struck by the change too. Osborne, convinced that Laws at heart was a Tory, actually attempted to get him to switch parties in 2006. The offer was rebuffed. But among the book’s chapter authors were many who would go on to serve as coalition ministers: Ed Davey, Chris Huhne, Steve Webb, plus Laws and Clegg himself. Come 2010, they were the party’s senior players.

Ideological manoeuvring within Britain’s third political party would not get most people’s hearts racing. Letwin, however, took a keen interest. In an interview, he recalled:


Most people are much too busy with their ordinary lives, even when in politics, to worry about what others are doing, especially if they are minority parties and therefore won’t govern anytime soon. Very few people in politics had any
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