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Prologue

Pay attention! I’ll even say please. That’s not just because I would love you to make it to the end of the book that I swore I would never write. It’s because, right now, I believe we all need to pay attention to what has been happening in our country. And having spent two decades as a political reporter, watching the people we elect to run things on our behalf, I believe that they need to pay more attention to us.

In the week of the tenth anniversary of Britain’s vote to leave the EU, Sir Keir Starmer stood in front of 10 Downing Street, blinked back tears and resigned. He was off – just like Cameron, May, Johnson, Truss and Sunak, who had all walked out the door. That procession of prime ministers in a decade is not normal. Seven weeks later, nearly ten thousand people in Essex cast real votes in a real election for a comedy act wearing a bin. Politics is sometimes funny. But it’s not meant to be an actual joke. So it’s time, surely, to get to the bottom of what on earth has been going on.

Chaos in Westminster keeps me busy as a journalist trying to explain a bewildering world. But as a citizen, I don’t want prime minister after prime minister falling off the end of the conveyor belt. Our country has big choices to make. Big problems that affect us all. Solutions are almost impossible to find if the politicians on the hunt for them only have time to worry about their own survival.

In the last ten years, millions of people have voted again and again for politicians who have promised to improve their lives and make dramatic changes to the country. What they’ve got in return is ringside seats at a gruesome political circus. And while Westminster has gorged itself on drama, rather than paying attention to making government work, it’s become harder to pay for a roof over your head. It costs more to put food on the table. Jobs are more precarious. Technology gobbles up our time and attention, and makes it hard to believe what we see. Peace, the basic safety that the last couple of generations have been able to take for granted, can no longer be guaranteed. And the most natural hope we carry, that life will be better for our children, has been battered by experience.

It is perfectly logical to be angry with the politicians who’ve been spinning through the system. And it’s natural to wonder if there are better alternatives. There is plenty of evidence that voters have been on the hunt.

Those seeking power are entering an increasingly crowded market, offering increasingly dramatic suggestions about what to do. And they have put kicking out the boring old ‘normal’ at the top of their list.

One in particular, who has his sights on Number 10, may not have a party that has ever been in government before, but he has eaten crocodile penis on TV. Another used to sell his services as a hypnotist, making a claim he now regrets that women could grow the size of their breasts if only he put them into a trance. Forget these unusual CVs: what we really ought to notice is that politicians with designs on power are putting forward policies that a couple of decades ago would have seemed completely off the wall – but might now appeal to some voters – deporting hundreds of thousands of people, for example, or legalising drugs.

This is terrifying for the established political groups, who swing between dismissing their new rivals as eccentric – as one old Labour hand declared, ‘Roll up, roll up, choose your crank, any crank’ – and panicking that they are doomed. The main reason Labour gave Starmer his P45 was MPs’ absolute conviction that he didn’t have the charisma, or the smarts, to fend off the threat from Nigel Farage and Reform UK – an unpopular prime minister unable to fend off the challenge of populism. What has propelled Andy Burnham towards the top job is the belief, after he won the by-election in Makerfield, that he might.

On paper, it was mad to chuck out a prime minister who less than two years earlier had won a thumping majority. In practice, sticking with a desperately unpopular status quo seemed more insane. Taking a chance on Burnham’s cheery centrist-dad hype was more tempting than the risk of sticking to the grind of a deeply disliked government. You can see the logic – but that shouldn’t shield us from how absolutely unorthodox this relentless parade of prime ministers has been.

We are long past the stage of exclaiming, ‘Crazy is the new normal’, or of old political campaigners, learned academics or grizzled columnists expressing polite exasperation as those who seem to break the rules, and (shock!) not even care if they get caught or criticised, succeed in politics. Didn’t we learn a lesson with the big red referendum bus?

Contrary to the selective memory of some, reporters like me regularly pointed out that the ‘£350 million a week’ was not a straightforward £350 million that magically flew from London to Brussels every seven days. The figure didn’t include the famous rebate that was deducted from the total, or some EU cash that was spent here. But Vote Leave cheered when Remainers coughed and spluttered with indignation, because a public row about the accuracy of the numbers made the public – you guessed it – pay attention to the fact that a great deal of money did go to the EU, whatever the exact amount was. Creating fury was the point.

Fixed rules in politics went out with the BlackBerry. There are no rules in a world shaped by a combination of brass neck and eight-second videos. We have already had eight prime ministers since the iPhone was launched in June 2007. Starmer’s exit made way for number nine.

Politics is the pursuit of power, with winners and losers, all hungry to advance their interests and change the country as they see fit. It’s daft to hark back to a simpler time, when politicians were all earnest and their every move was guided by integrity and duty. Don’t kid yourself. They never were. That time didn’t exist.

But the country has run for decades on broad norms that have anchored successive governments and prime ministers to relatively gradual, or at least planned, change. Whether it was the blue team or the red team, they made their arguments to the public and journalists like me interviewed and reported on them. Voters made their choice, and then the winners had their chance and a few years to make the most of it.

That was what was meant to have happened in July 2024. Labour were elected after fourteen years of the Conservatives in charge. Thrusting members of Keir Starmer’s team told me how much preparation they’d done, just how ready they were to get going with government, how many binders stuffed full of careful planning Sue Gray’s team had produced – remember her, Sir Keir’s erstwhile chief of staff? It didn’t go well. Now, in a classic booby prize of privilege, Baroness Gray of Tottenham is a member of the House of Lords, with a red ermine-trimmed cloak, a role in making our laws and a privilege for life after taking the blame for failing to get the Labour government off to any kind of running start.

Within a couple of months those same politicians were complaining about the lack of preparation that had been done and diagnosing a vacuum in Keir Starmer’s political soul. And the government, having lambasted the Tories for years over questionable integrity, was stuck in a row about free clothes and pairs of spectacles. Pollsters, MPs and my inbox would attest that the only noticeable change the new government had ushered in by then was its surprise decision to take money to help with fuel bills away from some pensioners.

In his first big interview in Downing Street, in September 2024, by the coffin-shaped green baize-topped table in the Cabinet Room, Sir Keir Starmer told me sombrely that the government was ‘going to have to be unpopular’. I nearly fell off my chair. It is noble for governments to front up to the public that times are hard, and that they’re not going to be doling out feel-good vibes. But that’s not the same as vowing to be a disappointment, as if it were a point of pride. It felt, five minutes after the general election, that the hope that a change of government would press a big fat reset button was gone.

By the end of that month more than half of the country reckoned Starmer was doing a bad job as prime minister, and less than a third said he was doing well. A Labour Party conference that ought to have been a victory lap was full of activists, MPs and ministers bewildered at what had gone wrong and embroiled in a row about whether or not Keir Starmer could be persuaded to get rid of – her again – Sue Gray.

Any expectation that a new government would bring competence back into fashion was almost immediately dashed. Before the election, wise Labour heads had worried in private that a return to power would be the last chance to show the country that moderate government could work. They’d taken over after Westminster’s protracted public nervous breakdown over Brexit, and policy-making having been replaced by pantomime. A prime minister, Liz Truss, who didn’t last as long as a tabloid lettuce. And Rishi Sunak, who, despite his best efforts, never recovered after those Conservative calamities.

Labour won handsomely, with a majority of 174. But the scale of the win only masked the discontent for a moment. In that same election, four million people had voted Reform. Nearly two million plumped for the Greens. Voters were showing us in large numbers they were happy to shop around.

Why was such a dramatic transfer of power not enough to quell voters’ call for change? With the new government faltering and the Conservatives collapsing, Nigel Farage’s party started to climb to the top of the polls. In May 2025 it won control of its first town halls in a series of local elections in England. I had by that point started making a documentary to try to get under the skin of Reform UK and work out why so many of the public were ready to back Farage’s new tribe. Through 2026, the public have seen the familiar players try and fail – even a new and powerful government – and millions of voters have shown they’re willing to look beyond the status quo.

Maybe the failures of the last decade mean something else is long overdue. But if we’re to pursue that path, surely we should pay attention to what it might actually look like, not just enjoy or tune out from the political antics on the edge.

Perhaps changing the boss in Number 10 will make the difference for Labour. But even as Starmer quit, one senior party figure was darkly sceptical that Andy Burnham would cut it: ‘The eyelashes will deliver for a day, maybe a week. But the scrutiny is brutal. He won’t last three months, never mind three years.’

Politicians in Westminster have looked like an absolute shower for a long time. That is perhaps part of the appeal of giving a leader from a different power base, a professional northerner, a go. But the country’s problems go beyond one party, or one prime minister. The country has been skint for years. The services we pay billions of our hard-earned cash for are often, if not diabolical, then perhaps offensively mediocre. There are problems with infrastructure and welfare that have been building up for as long as I’ve been a journalist, even serially ignored. The parties can’t even seem to get on with themselves, let alone one another. And what counts as political ‘debate’ has become brasher, rougher and more vitriolic, with dangers to politicians themselves on the rise.

But remember, they are only in power because we put them there. They are there to serve us.

This book is categorically not about whose ideas are better or worse, or which politicians would do a better job. I have proudly worked for the BBC for more than twenty years. It is not perfect. Before you scream, yes, of course I’ve made my fair share of mistakes. We all do. But I believe deeply that there is no news organisation in the world that cares more about finding out what is true and about trying to get it right. And there is no news organisation in this country in which it is more important that we do not, as individuals, take a view.

No one tells me what to say. No one tells me what not to say. We do our best every day, using the evidence we can find, to give you the fairest and most accurate account of what’s going on. To seek the answers to the questions you really want to know. The scrutiny of what we do is rightly relentless too.

I’ve been observing our leaders and MPs for more than twenty years, listening and talking to all kinds of politicians and trying to understand what makes them tick. I’ve been incredibly lucky to see them at their best, and horrified to see them at their worst. I’ve chased politicians down the street when they’ve wanted to dodge the question. I’ve been squashed into the back of prime ministers’ planes, privileged to follow their travels all over the world. I’ve been passed brown envelopes containing documents the author never wanted me to see. I’ve spent plenty of time skulking around the back corridors of Parliament, hoping to casually bump into cabinet ministers and find out what they know.

I’ve sat for hours in glossy TV studios and asked American presidents questions in the White House. I have also, for the avoidance of doubt, spent hours standing in Downing Street in the rain, my fingers so frozen I couldn’t even tweet or scribble down notes.

My job has been a golden ticket to see the world and watch power up close.

But just as important to me are the years I’ve spent talking to members of the public about what they want from their lives and what they want from politicians – even when often the answer is ‘Leave me alone.’ Once upon a time, it was even my job to drag a cardboard cut-out of the then prime minister around the country and ask unsuspecting people, on camera, what they wanted to ‘tell Tony’.

There is nothing more important in politics than the central bargain: give them your vote, lend them your trust, in the hope that those in power will do at least some of what they have been asked. But in 2026 that deal has gone sour and we need to pay attention to why. As I’ve heard so many times, and as you’ll hear in these pages and might feel yourself, much of the voting public is cross, disappointed, unwilling to give politicians from the traditional parties any benefit, only doubt.

And as the newer outfits on the right and left have become subject to the regular rhythm of scrutiny, the answers they tend to present are not so easy after all.

I believe more than ever in our right to have good information we can trust, in candour from our leaders, and that we ought to be able to believe that they devote their time and energy to all of us, not just to slithering up the greasy pole. This book isn’t an encyclopaedic history of every single political event of the last decade, nor an academic tome. It concentrates on the behaviour and bust-ups of Westminster and the UK government, not the distinct political ecosystems of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland that jostle alongside. There isn’t space to cover every leader in detail, or every clash or controversy. And between the moment I finished the last sentence and these pages made it into your hands, no doubt there will have been many more. But it’s my testimony, my explanation of how normal politics has unravelled. I hope, by delving into my stories, it will help you understand our country’s crazy one –why the two-way relationship between the public and the people we choose to represent us has gone so badly wrong.

After years of chaos in our once sensible nation, let’s pay attention to how we got here, who our politicians really are. But – just as important, and the bigger truth, perhaps – it’s time for the men and women who represent the public to pay more attention to us.




1

It All Falls Apart

I was excited when they actually won and I thought, You know what? Things are going to change for the better here. People who are working class, that’s what they kind of made promises for. I just think it’s gone worse . . . I just think that they’re not really doing anything at all. So I totally, totally lost faith and I’ve always been Labour always, but not any more. It’s just totally not the thing they promised, totally underdelivering on absolutely everything. And I just think the whole country’s a mess at the minute.

CHERYL, Tameside, 11 May 2026

The tea was on, the Haribo hidden under the desk. If you’re not an aficionado of election-night broadcasts, we stay up all night, politicians gather in our cavernous basement studio ready for either a punishment beating live on TV or to be the lucky ones whose support stacks up through the early hours until they can claim victory. Inevitably, if the picture’s clear in the morning they will proclaim, yes, a new dawn. As we cut to the shot of the sun rising over Parliament and the Thames, they can’t help themselves.

That night, Thursday 7 May 2026, we weren’t just waiting for the results that would decide who controls councils, and tens of billions of pounds of public cash, or the governments in Scotland and Wales. Everyone knew it could be the end for the prime minister. For months Labour had been looking to the May elections as the moment when worries about Keir Starmer’s lack of popularity might burst into an attempt to get rid of him. Many of his colleagues had formed their judgements long before and enjoyed whispering to journalists about just how awful things were. But they were waiting for the public’s judgement to decide what to do.

Just in case we hadn’t realised that the whole future of the government was at risk, the deputy prime minister, David Lammy, had invited himself onto BBC One for the start of the programme. That was a surprise even to the Labour Party, who had nervously wondered if our mystery guest was actually going to be Wes Streeting, preparing to call for Keir Starmer’s head the moment the polls closed. It wasn’t. But it spoke volumes that Lammy, at whose kitchen table Starmer had first decided to run for the leadership, chose to get out and fight for his man before a single result had been declared – the defence ready before the attack had even begun.

When it started to come in, the public’s verdict was unforgiving and relentless. Throughout the night, and into the following afternoon, the Labour and Conservative politicians sitting next to me winced as graphic upon graphic showed the turquoise of Reform and the green of the Greens shoot to first place. And as their votes stacked up, the Reform and Green politicians in the studio grinned as they gleefully declared how the traditional parties were doomed. Labour ministers trotted out prepared lines more and more miserably, telling us ‘it was always going to be a difficult night’, ‘governments are always punished mid-term’ and trying to brush away what was happening as a gentle telling-off from the public rather than an electoral disaster.

Those who profited from their misery were quick to claim the results were more than a moment in time: they were evidence the system that’s governed us for so long has simply gone. With characteristic flamboyance, Nigel Farage declared it was a ‘complete reshaping of British politics in every way’. In his blunt style, the Green leader, Zack Polanski, pronounced ‘two-party politics is dead’. The Lib Dems made less headline-grabbing progress, but claimed they were the real alternative to Reform or Green ‘extremes’.

Around three million people turned out to vote for Nigel Farage. Around two million chose to vote for the Green Party – roughly the same as for the Conservatives and for Labour. Places where for decades if you’d put a red rosette on a donkey people would have voted for it, said no. In Wakefield, Barnsley, Sunderland, Wigan, Hackney, Lewisham, Cardiff, Caerphilly – northern towns, trendy London boroughs and Welsh valleys – Labour was roundly rejected. And in Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk – English counties that had stuck with the Conservatives through good, bad and worse times – they said: no more.

When it’s not a general election, many voters, quite understandably, decide they have more important things to do than head to their local primary school, go into the booth with the stubby pencil and put a cross in a box for someone or other. But more voters than normal turned out to have their say, at around 40 per cent. While even I would freely admit that council elections are not always a thriller, maybe the public knew that this time it really mattered. Labour got a proper kicking. And it felt like voters meant it.

Labour politicians had known that the results would be rough. One cabinet minister, one of those who remained truly loyal to Keir Starmer, had told me the fallout would be manageable because the May elections were ‘like a lighthouse – you could see it coming from far away so we can steer round it’. In other words, the hope in Number 10 was that everyone knew the results were going to be bleak, so they couldn’t be caught out.

But it’s one thing for political parties to know they are going to have a hard time. It’s quite another to see it happen – and to feel it. What you don’t always see from the outside, but is so obvious on the inside, is that political parties are massive, weird, dysfunctional families. They’re not like a normal workplace where people come and go, and have to rub along while they are there. They stuff envelopes together in draughty constituency offices around the country late at night. They walk up and down our streets knocking on doors, filling in forms on clipboards and chatting to one another all the while. They might have got drunk together as students, nerds delighted to find kindred spirits. There are old rivalries and relationships – marriages, divorces, affairs. There is a lot of friendship and affection, and hatred too, but they are bound together. Arriving in Westminster as a young reporter – the decision of my boss of the day, not my own ambition, it’s worth saying – I was surprised again and again by how everyone seemed to know everyone, apart from me. Politicians have deep, deep feelings towards one another, so when they lose in a big way, as Labour did that week in May, it really hurts. The abstract knowledge that results are going to be dreadful is very different from seeing your friends and colleagues wiped out.

By four in the morning, on our overnight programme, some devastated Labour members were going public with who they wanted to blame. A Hull councillor was the first, Sharon Hofman, telling the leadership it needed a ‘rethink’ – ‘take stock, and look at who actually would be best placed to replace Keir Starmer’.

It was more painful for Labour, and more shocking, to lose to parties that hadn’t really threatened them until a few years ago. It was more frightening to lose to parties they saw as a strange itch on the fringe of politics, groups they never thought they would have to take seriously as opponents. When it comes to Reform, there are lots of people in the Labour Party who think they are a terrifying, even racist, and certainly divisive bunch of people who would wreak enormous harm if they came to power.

But voters in their droves preferred Reform to Labour that week, demonstrating that Starmer was in peril. Even before all the results had come in, the prime minister was trying to get his defence out – serious grimaces for the cameras at a church hall on Friday morning in West London, one of the few places in the country where Labour had not taken a big hit, vowing, ‘I’m not going to walk away from the challenge and plunge the country into chaos.’

But sticking with the status quo was not going to be enough for some in Starmer’s own party. From mid-afternoon, MPs from the soft left of Labour had started to make public statements damning the prime minister with deadly faint praise. The first was Louise Haigh, a known ally of – you guessed it – Andy Burnham. The results, she said, didn’t mean that Starmer ought to be ousted straight away, but unless things changed significantly, he’d have to be off. In other words, sort it out or here’s your P45.

A little later came the inevitable. Cabinet ministers – ‘the payroll’, as they’re known – took to social media. Caution, they posted. We must all stick together. It would be crazy to go into a leadership contest.

They’re called ‘hostage tweets’. It’s blatantly obvious these are strategic and coordinated comms designed to fill feeds, columns and news reports, and to drown out discontent. The problem is, neither the public nor us pesky reporters are daft. Dare I suggest we can tell these are not impromptu and heartfelt declarations of faith.

That day, however, the fact that not every cabinet minister got busy on their phone, swearing loyalty, made the unhappiness at the top of government even more plain.

Exhibit A – Business Secretary Peter Kyle, who genuinely did not think that getting rid of Keir Starmer was a good idea: ‘Reversing these results requires a collective effort, not just blaming the boss.’ Compare with Exhibit B – Ed Miliband: ‘These are devastating election results for Labour [ . . . ] As Keir has said, we must go further in delivering the mandate for change that Labour won in 2024.’ And finally, just after 11 p.m. on Friday, came Exhibit C – from the Home Secretary Shabana Mahmood: ‘A devastating night in Birmingham and across the country. Good public servants, colleagues and friends have lost their seats. This was a verdict on us not them. The PM has rightly said we must do better. It is a privilege to serve the British people and we must live up to it.’

Let me translate: the first overtly backs the boss and warns others not to be so rash as to launch a leadership contest. The next says, God, it’s awful, we have to pull our socks up, including the boss. The third, well, reminds the boss he’s admitted he has to do a better job, with an implicit or else.

Despite bright sunshine in Downing Street that Friday night, the mood around Starmer was darkening. Reporting in the street, I said, ‘Sometimes there are elections that come around when you hear people say, “My vote doesn’t really make a difference.” I reckon when we look back at May 2026, that is not going to be one of those occasions.’ So much for being able to avoid crashing into the lighthouse. Could it really be the case that conventional Westminster wisdom, that May would be the end for Starmer, was actually going to be proved right this time, not hopelessly wrong as it had been so many times? By late Friday, it felt that way to me.

Two arguments vied for space in my mind. If enough Labour MPs really wanted the prime minister out as a result of the disastrous results, it would mean that in ten years we would have had David Cameron, Theresa May, Boris Johnson, Liz Truss, Rishi Sunak, Keir Starmer and then a big fat question mark. Seven prime ministers in a single decade. What would this say about Britain’s stability as a nation? It would just be extraordinary. On the face of it, it was absolutely crackers that a prime minister who had dragged his party back into a fit state to be elected and then won an absolutely thumping majority could be shoved out less than two years into the job.

But the opposite argument perhaps had equal force. Opinion polls had been telling us for months just how unpopular Keir Starmer was personally, not just his party. Voters had been saying it almost since the day he moved into Number 10. Once Labour politicians saw the election results come in, saw friends and colleagues lose seats, saw the party lose Wales and tie with Reform in Scotland, they felt it like a punch in the collective gut. To many of them, it was just as mad to stick with a leader the public simply did not like than face the horror of getting him out.

The problem was that, having arrived at the moment when the evidence might force a decision, they didn’t seem to know what to do. Short on sleep, punch-drunk from the results, there was a sense of politics as we know it falling apart.

The one person who did seem clear about how to act was the prime minister himself – having vowed, even before all the results were in, that ‘I won’t walk away. I’ll stick around.’ It was like he was campaigning for his job, attempting to cut off those who wanted him out before they had a chance to get going.

The unions – who still pay Labour’s bills – had a meeting and put out a statement late on Friday afternoon saying things had to change urgently. They stopped short of explicitly calling for Keir Starmer to go. But only just.

Forty-eight hours after the election, the Labour Party were allowing Keir Starmer to stay in his house because they didn’t know who they wanted to move in. And the person many of them believed to be the man for the job, Andy Burnham, wasn’t even an MP. You could not make it up.

Not every Labour MP wanted Keir Starmer to go. The financial markets, they argued (as did the prime minister), would go bananas. Let’s just pause here for a moment. You don’t have to be an expert in economics or finance to get why ‘the markets’ are so crucial, but before I began covering politics, and before the economy went pop in the late 2000s, it was not a reality that was obvious to me.

Even though millions of us pay billions of pounds in tax every year, governments also borrow billions and billions of pounds. That’s perfectly normal. They sometimes do it in emergencies, if the world’s banks are about to fall over, or if a weird surprise virus means they need cash to pay people’s wages because they have told them to stay at home. Unlike you or me getting a mortgage from the bank, the government borrows from the financial markets on the promise that, as a moderate and reliable country, we’ll be able to pay that debt back. If, however, the government gives the financial markets reason to think they’re doing something nuts, if it changes plans dramatically, or just changes hands, the prospect of lending cash to the country is not so tasty. If the UK doesn’t look like such a good bet, the financial markets rack up the interest rates on the government’s debts, so in the long term the country has to pay more. Still with me?

When Liz Truss and her lettuce had a short flirtation with power, the markets didn’t go crazy because she wanted to cut taxes. They had a big wobble because she hadn’t said publicly how the government would afford to pay for it – when any prime minister cuts taxes, that takes money out of Downing Street’s coffers, at least to start with. Lots of economists and politicians on the right argue that you get money back because firms and families have more money to spend. But cutting taxes in a flash, without spelling out how the money that was going into the public sector will be replaced, is not, conventionally at least in Westminster, the done thing.

Truss’s decisions made investors wonder if she had a credible plan to pay for her dramatic tax cuts. Without a clear way of making the sums add up, the UK looked like a more risky financial bet to the markets, so the cost for the government to borrow screamed up.

That’s why Labour became so incredibly careful, before they got into government, not to make expensive promises without explaining in detail where the cash would come from – when politicians bang on about ‘unfunded commitments’, that’s what they really mean. While in opposition, Rachel Reeves and her team ate a lot of croissants (and, she admitted to me, half-inched a fair load of leftovers – as she says, she doesn’t like waste) on the City breakfast circuit, precisely to reassure financial powerbrokers that her plans would all add up and the markets would not panic at the sight of only the tenth Labour Chancellor. That was hardwired into Keir Starmer’s pitch too: trust me, trust my Chancellor. Starmer and Reeves didn’t start as political allies but grew to trust and respect each other in the hard days of opposition. By the general election campaign they had not just become friends, both deadly serious about returning to power, but were absolutely hitched to one another’s political fortunes. So, the argument went, if Starmer’s gone then Reeves is probably gone too – and would the next neighbours in Downing Street have the same commitment to making the sums add up?

The other case being made for keeping the prime minister in place was – natural reflex being what it is – to point to the Conservatives. Hadn’t Labour learned anything from watching the Tories eat themselves alive for years? Labour had told us all at great length that they would not get into a habit of ditching leaders and arguing among themselves. A leadership contest would see the party be completely obsessed by itself for months. There would be division, there’d be embarrassment, the press would go into overdrive digging into the contenders’ backgrounds. And then, guess what? Whoever moved into Number 10 would find exactly the same problems waiting for them. There was no certainty that a different leader would be any better.

What that weekend in May tested to destruction was any notion that the threat to Labour wasn’t real. Reform absolutely smashed it. They tied with Labour in Scotland. They took nearly fifteen hundred seats from the Labour Party in England. They were second in Wales, and Labour were sent packing after a hundred years in charge. A century. It’s a genuinely different era.

Conservative and Labour politicians told themselves that Reform’s results weren’t quite as convincing as they might have been – one senior Conservative delighted in passing on the gossip that ‘even Nigel told me it was a little harder than we thought’. But given this was a party that barely existed a few short years ago, only a fool in either of the established parties would pretend they’re not deeply vulnerable.

No one knows if the extensive support expressed for Nigel Farage and Reform will last. Nothing’s permanent in politics now. Will people stick with Reform for another three years, until the general election in 2029? Farage doesn’t know. I don’t know. The public doesn’t know. No one’s got a clue. The whole thing is like juggling water.

What is clear, however, is that support for Reform, and for the Green Party, at the May elections came from a place of public anger. It came from a place of frustration. You don’t even have to scratch the surface to find it.

For years I’d heard that sentiment on the road.

In January 2024, we took a snapshot of sentiment from fifty voters, gathered in Manchester to reveal the pain behind the polling numbers. Voters told us the country was ‘depressing’, ‘dishonest and messed up’, ‘falling apart’; ‘I think we’re in crisis.’ Making ends meet was top of the list: ‘your bills are so much more expensive’, ‘I’m a student and I can barely afford to eat some weeks’. ‘This is a First World country, however there is so much of a difference between the highest paid, the wealthy, and the ordinary people.’

That rancour was expressed to us six months before Labour won the general election. It was not provoked by Keir Starmer, but perhaps Labour stoked it by baffling the public with some of their unexpected mishaps and mistakes that landed in that mood of frustration.

Why did Keir Starmer turn out to be a disappointment? Why did he try to take money from pensioners as soon as he walked through the door? Why did he get caught up in a donations farce about a pair of glasses? It is all part of the discontent that poured into ballot boxes across the country. Council elections in England and elections to the Scottish and Welsh Parliaments are perhaps considered relatively risk free. You can have a bit of a flirt with a party. But in a general election? Will voters behave in the same way, or will that be a line too far? Will they trust an insurgent with the keys?

Voters are smart, and perfectly capable of choosing different political parties at different political moments as it suits them. And yet, ten years ago the Brexit referendum carved British voters into two factions. That’s what yes/no votes do. Forget Tony Blair’s third way, it’s on/off, stay/go, in/out. There is a reason why referenda are not a standard part of British politics – plenty, in fact – but here is the principal one: despite the fact that we’ve had, for decades, two major political parties, they are all effectively coalitions and they disagree among themselves. Other parties have popped in or out, tiny fringe forces like Count Binface, turning a by-election in summer 2026 into a novelty show, if that’s what you really fancy, as well as more substantial outfits like the SDP at their peak in the 1980s, and of course some hugely powerful ones such as the SNP, who have dominated Scotland for so long now.

That yes/no Brexit vote was to an extent based on emotion and identity, and a decade later we can see its traces on the map of how people voted in May 2026. Many of the places that turned away from Labour to the Greens had previously voted Remain. And most of the places where Reform smashed it had voted Leave. Did they vote Reform because they were Brexiteers ten years ago, or did they vote Reform because they feel really cross that things have been awful and hard for a long time? We are still a country divided – but our politics is becoming even more splintered.

Class, age and education now, as then, carve up our voting habits. According to YouGov, 70 per cent of voters with GCSE or lower educational attainment voted Leave; 68 per cent of voters with a degree voted to stay in the EU. Over 70 per cent of the under-25s voted Remain, while 64 per cent of over 65s voted to Leave.

In days gone by, if Labour were having a rough time, the Tories would be cleaning up. Not now. The results confirmed that the public had little interest in the government’s traditional rivals. The Conservatives were losing voters, not really registering much in Scotland and not doing much better in Wales. It’s tricky to see how the Conservatives might get back to being a genuinely national force, even though the message from any Tory politician you cared to ask that weekend was to point to Westminster Council and say, ‘Look what we can do!’ The party did indeed manage to win again in that iconic council – one of the wealthiest in the land where shadow ministers have their flats and Parliament itself has its home.

Conservatives said what they’d been saying for months – that we should wait and see. It might be slow, but Kemi Badenoch is on her way, getting better week on week. But convincing signs of recovery for the party are much harder to find. The Lib Dems are making slow and steady progress. They’re good at local campaigning. They picked up more council seats. They even won every single ward in arguably the leafiest of leafy southern councils, Richmond upon Thames, where a one-bedroom flat sells for nearly £400,000, and they say the sun always shines. But that’s not translated into a visible national excitement.

The results shouldn’t have come as a shock to Labour or the Conservatives, not if they had been paying attention, travelled outside London, spoken to people and looked carefully at what had been going on for years. Yet they gave both parties a heart attack. Labour in a crisis of confidence, unsure whether to make the most radical move of all and defenestrate the prime minister; the Conservatives not despondent but fumbling to understand why their popularity remained low. And the man probably more delighted than anyone else by the result, Nigel Farage, just carrying on his merry way, seeing how far he can get, doing everything he can to make it to Number 10, and it’s extraordinary.

Labour went into the 2024 general election with a cautious offering, trying to mask divisions rather than challenge them, so it was not a surprise to me that, two years later, Keir Starmer planned to do what Keir Starmer does in a crisis: carry on. He is a stubborn man, and a very determined man. He was never going to offer himself up gladly.

But he was not a man with many options.

And one of Labour’s rank and file did prove willing to make their own career sacrifice. A week after the election, a young, ambitious MP, who’d raised eyebrows with his behaviour at a Labour think tank that had investigated the backgrounds of journalists, made a huge decision. Josh Simons, who was elected for the first time in 2024, decided to quit his seat of Makerfield to make way for Andy Burnham to return to Parliament. The blatantly obvious plan: if he won that constituency, Burnham would return to Westminster in order to oust Starmer. After the drubbing in May, Starmer didn’t have the authority to block his rival from running. When he romped home in June, Starmer didn’t have the credibility to withstand Burnham’s challenge.

For any leader, once you have admitted you have a sell-by date, power starts to fade. Theresa May had to do it, even Tony Blair. If you are the prime minister, once you’ve done that you’ve lost your authority, and you won’t get it back. Pickford’s
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