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			Dedication

			For our mums and dads – thank you!

		

		
			Epigraphs

			‘It was always hard to see the aim of it all, or where it might lead, except that she would be at the centre of it.’

			Julian Glover on his fellow student Liz Truss

			‘Politics is just like show business. You have a hell of an opening, coast for a while, and then have a hell of a close.’

			Ronald Reagan

			‘I’m someone who has always acted with integrity, I have always been clear about what I will do and followed through on my promises and been honest about the situation, and that is what I would do as PM.’

			Liz Truss, 24 August 2022

		

		
			Authors’ Notes

			This is not an authorised biography. While we were pleased that Liz Truss agreed to be interviewed by us, we had no access to her papers, letters or any other communications beyond those acquired through journalistic endeavour. Conversations or communications reported were told to us first hand, by witnesses, or in some cases by somebody with direct knowledge of discussions. Some of Liz Truss’s family, colleagues and friends declined to talk to us, but many of them agreed and for that we are extremely grateful.

			Plenty of those we spoke to are named in these pages, but many more insisted on anonymity. It was a delicate time for any upwardly mobile MP, adviser, official or friend to be speaking candidly about the Prime Minister. We are particularly indebted to those civil servants who have risked their jobs to do just that. Some sources have been known to the authors for years, others literally came out of the blue. As ever in politics, there are bad-faith actors whose attempts to rewrite history make them unreliable witnesses. In those cases their public utterances may have been included, but private comments were either not sought or were disregarded.

			We decided to write this book quickly, so those of you expecting Robert Caro will be disappointed. Politics is as much about personality and plotting as it is about policy. We hope to provide the reader, and voter, with some clarity on the least-known incumbent of the highest office in recent times. It was written during the turbulent tenure of Truss’s premiership, when the judgement of history was yet to be passed. But the clues were always there, as this book will make clear.

			We could not have even attempted this without the brilliant team at HarperCollins – with particular thanks to Imogen Gordon Clark, Oliver Malcolm and Simon Gerratt. And thank you to our day-job editors Victoria Newton and Fraser Nelson for being so understanding during a rather brutal writing schedule. A massive thanks also to our Sun and Spectator colleagues who picked up the slack.

			Harry would like to thank Ian McEwan – who even in retirement from a brilliant teaching career will not let slip how he votes; Paul Staines, Tom Newton Dunn, Glen Owen, James Slack, Christian May, Kate McCann, and his sisters Olivia and Georgina for their wise counsel over many years. And thank you to beautiful Margaux, who, despite a front-row seat, will never tell him what actually went on in the room where it happened.

			James thanks David Sorley for inspiring a love of politics; Robert Vilain, Ben Lazarus, Katy Balls and James Forsyth for their mentorship. Thank you too to Brittany Davis for her endless patience. Shahryar Iravani, Helena Kelly, Hannah Dawson, Emily Webber and Hannah Tomes for their support. And Clare, Martin, Ellie and Georgie: I owe it all to you.

			Harry Cole and James Heale

			Blackheath and Richmond

			October 2022

		

		
			Introduction

			‘The Geeks Will Inherit the Earth’

			Not many politicians get to play Wembley, but Liz Truss was standing in the wings of the vast concert venue in West London on 31 August 2022. After a brutal seven weeks of Conservative Party civil war she would take to the stage resoundingly the bookies’ and pollsters’ favourite to be Britain’s next Prime Minister. While the crowd was not exactly roaring, over the noise of 5,000 London Tories and some cheesy dance music, an aide said: ‘How surreal is this? You’re about to be PM.’ ‘My whole life has felt surreal,’ she replied.

			While a relentless focus lasting over 20 years got Truss to the cusp of power, even that day her rise was still baffling to many. A gawky Liberal Democrat, who joined the Conservatives. A nerdy policy wonk, who plunged the Tory Party into a sex scandal. A passionate Remainer, who was put in the highest office of the land by the most devout Brexiteers in Parliament. The party loyalist who became ‘the disruptor in chief’. A free marketeer, overlooked and dismissed for decades, while openly flouting a radical alternative. A one-woman ‘think tank’ so sure of her views that she did not hesitate before pulling the levers of power. Dismissive of emotion, and possibly too logical for the delicate art of politics, she told a Cabinet rival: ‘The geeks will inherit the earth.’

			Within a week of the last leadership hustings at Wembley, the one-time teenage republican was kissing the hand of Queen Elizabeth II. Two days later, the beloved Monarch was dead; Britain had a new Prime Minister and a new King. Nothing could have prepared the 47-year-old career politician for her first few weeks in office. Part fate, part self-inflicted, not since Winston Churchill and the fall of France in 1940 had a new leader experienced such a baptism of fire. A different war on the European continent left Britain teetering on the brink of recession, with families facing a winter of misery as the soaring price of energy left millions risking destitution. The champion of the small state would propose the largest peacetime market invention on record. But it was Truss’s own tax cutting that sparked a run on the pound and the biggest self-enforced City meltdown in British political history.

			Truss had promised to be the ‘disruptor in chief’; unfortunately for her, almost all of that disruption occurred for the financial markets, among high-street mortgage lenders and within her own party. The Tories’ poll ratings tanked quicker than the pound as the briefest of truces after 2022’s leadership election exploded into a fresh bout of internecine warfare. When a member of Truss’s campaign team accidentally tweeted that she would be ready to ‘hit the ground’ on day one of her premiership, most people saw the funny side of the typo. In reality, it took just 44 days for the new Prime Minister and her ‘kamiKwasi’ tax plans to disintegrate on impact. The self-immolation of her administration was historic by any standard. The fall-out of her mini-Budget sparked comparisons to Suez, and Britain leaving the Gold Standard, as one of the worst errors of the past 100 years in British policy making. ‘Take away the ten days of mourning after the death of the queen’, jibed the Economist, ‘and she had seven days in control. That is the shelf-life of a lettuce.’ As her old friend and mentor Baroness Shephard remarked, ‘she certainly started with a good bang’.

		

		
			1975

			‘Smart Alec’

			In the summer of 1975 Britain overwhelmingly voted to Remain. The Prime Minister Harold Wilson insisted his government was ‘Yes’ to Europe but would ‘accept your decision – whichever way it goes’. In reality his Cabinet was heavily split; seven secretaries of state backed ‘withdraw’, as Leave was called then. Some 17.4 million Brits voted for the UK’s continued membership of the European Community, in a result that was said to ‘put the uncertainty behind us’. The new opposition leader Margaret Thatcher claimed that the stonking 67 per cent victory could not have happened without the support of her Conservatives. It was a strange summer of sunshine, strikes and strife. And within the year it was Wilson who was leaving.

			Amid the now familiar turmoil, his successor – but nine – was born to John and Priscilla Truss, both devout fans of Europe that summer. After the brutal loss of a little boy, Matthew, just a year before, baby Mary Elizabeth’s arrival at Oxford’s John Radcliffe Hospital on 26 July 1975 was a blessing for the heartbroken couple. Christened Mary but known always to her father as Elizabeth, she, rather appropriately, burst onto the scene amid a blazing row about Europe. Like their daughter 41 years later, mum and dad were passionately on the side of staying ‘in’ during that first referendum.

			Despite several generations of Bible-bashing in the family, by the time baby Mary arrived it was a house that had turned from Christianity to the embrace of left-wing politics. John was a maths prodigy who won a place at Cambridge a year early and was once ‘pretty religious’ but was said to have never forgiven God for the loss of his first-born son. Beyond school hymns, faith seems to have played little role in his daughter’s upbringing, who said in 2022: ‘I share the values of the Christian faith and the Church of England, but I’m not a regular practising religious person.’ While his brother Richard became a priest, John Truss ploughed his unquestionable talents towards classical music and his free-wheeling academic career. In the first 11 years of his daughter’s life, the family would migrate on the whim of his fellowship from Oxford to Warsaw, Kidderminster, Paisley, eventually settling in Leeds – bar one year in Vancouver, Canada.

			Leeds was almost a homecoming for Priscilla, who was born in 1946 in Bolton, just 50 minutes away in 1975 via the newly opened M62. Her parents George Grasby and Joan Spencer had married four years earlier in Cleveland, Yorkshire. The daughter of successful Lancashire paper manufacturer Harold Spencer, by any metric Joan was well-off. The Spencers lived at Hampsons House with a domestic servant named Aranka, according to the 1939 census. With more than four acres of gardens and woodland, the secluded five-bedroom country manor, seven miles north-west of Bolton, is worth more than £2 million today. It seems the family wanted for little in Joan’s early years too, with a full household staff in 1911 including Margaret the cook, Kate the governess, maid Rose and a nurse named Marie. George Grasby, however, hailed from more humble beginnings as the son of a bootmaker from Driffield, Yorkshire. He would read classics at The Queen’s College, Oxford, before a brave career in India as an intelligence officer in the Second World War. In the mid-1950s he moved to Bolton School, where he spent the next 25 years as head of classics. He was later described as an ‘inspirational teacher remembered fondly by many of his former pupils’. Former pupil Jonathan Boardman describes Grasby as one of his childhood heroes, the man who ‘planted in me his own love of Latin’. He told The Times: ‘Many of his students adored him and he remains my favourite teacher. He was very clearly a post-Second World War socialist, a very Attlee minded sort of person.’ Friends say Priscilla was sent to ‘a Catholic school run by nuns which she hated’, while her paternal grandfather, also called George, was on the extreme fringes of the Church as a devout Christian Scientist. Eventually she would attend the fee-paying Bolton School where her father taught.

			While John Truss was born in Watford, his family also hailed from the north. His father Clifford was an insurance clerk and son of a travelling ironmonger who married clergyman’s daughter Joyce Mary Birtwistle in Derbyshire on the eve of the Second World War. In 1959, after 20 years of marriage, and when John was 12, Joyce died suddenly at Guy’s Hospital; Clifford Truss never remarried. While there is scant evidence that John’s upbringing came close to Priscilla’s family privilege, his mother left effects of £8,021 2s 4d – almost £175,000 in modern money – suggesting a degree of comfort unknown to many in post-war Britain.

			John Truss met Priscilla Grasby at Cambridge University in the late 1960s. They found common cause as ‘not exactly communist sympathisers but certainly socialists’, according to one who knew them well. Priscilla was something of a pioneer, reading history at what was once called New Hall, the all-female college founded in 1954. Set up to counter the fact that Cambridge had the lowest proportion of female undergraduates of any institution in Britain at the time, New Hall was boosted around the time of Priscilla’s matriculation by a very large cheque from the Darwin family. So vast was the endowment that it allowed the college to expand to more than three hundred women; the Queen Mother even turned up to cut the opening tape in 1965.

			John arrived in academia as a precocious teenager and does not appear to have ever left. After marrying Priscilla in Farnworth, near Bolton, in 1969, John took a junior research fellowship at Oxford, followed by a post at Paisley College of Technology in Renfrewshire, before he became a professor, now emeritus, of pure mathematics at Leeds University. Priscilla was a nurse and a teacher, before later joining academia herself. In 2016, at the age of 69, she submitted her PhD thesis to Leeds University’s School of History. Its title, ‘Primitive Methodism in the Yorkshire Wolds, c. 1820–1932’, is a nod to her family’s northern roots.

			In spite of her upbringing as the privately educated granddaughter of a capitalist mill boss, Priscilla was clearly sympathetic to the Marxist cause. After spending time in Prague in the early 1960s, and with a babe in arms, she upped sticks to ‘try out life under the communists’ in 1977. Soviet tanks had rolled into Prague less than ten years before John Truss accepted a controversial posting at Warsaw University. His daughter was just two when she uttered one of her first words: zeger, meaning ‘clock’ in Polish. While pictures exist of a young Liz Truss playing in the bitter Warsaw snow, friends say her parents found the whole experience ‘quite grim’ in reality. It ended up ‘disabusing them of the notion communism was a good thing,’ one said, ‘mainly because they spent a year in queues.’

			As the family travelled, it grew. When her father’s junior research fellowship at Oxford ended, he spent a couple of years as a teacher at King Charles I High School in Kidderminster, where Truss’s younger brother Chris was born in 1978. Then he found employment at Paisley College of Technology, and in 1979 he took the family on the long journey up the M6 to Glasgow. Two more boys arrived here; Patrick in 1980, and Francis in 1983. By her own admission Elizabeth, as she was nearly universally known by then, was a ‘bossy’ elder sister, ‘always the doctor operating on them’, but she resented the male-dominated environment from an early age. She later recalled often feeling ‘that with having three brothers, there were assumptions made about me that weren’t made about them … I just think everyone should have an equal chance and I resent being typecast.’ Low Road, where the Trusses lived in Paisley, was described by The Times as ‘a bourgeois haven amid council estates and main roads’. The family moved between two houses on the street, ‘one a capacious detached villa, the other a sturdy semi-detached’.

			While money was tight in childhood, with holidays more likely to be a Youth Hostel in the Lake District, on one rare aeroplane flight, a young Elizabeth noticed that her ‘brothers were given “Junior Pilot” badges and I was given “Junior Air Hostess”. That just really annoyed me,’ she told the Mail on Sunday decades later. Often the family stayed with their parents’ friends arounds the country, something attributed to their ‘frugal’ father. Such preferences were matched in John Truss’s eating too; one family friend recalled the young family ‘eating a lot of lentils’. They also abhorred food waste, as did their only daughter.

			‘Fun, very bright, questioning and determined’ was how the young Elizabeth was described by her uncle, Richard Truss, to The Times. ‘Swotty’ is how Truss puts it herself. She was taught from a young age to know her own mind. One of her earliest memories is of being given a name badge with her birth name – Mary – on her first day at school. She claims she marched up to the teacher and demanded it be changed. The family took the Guardian in the 1970s and 1980s, branching out to the Independent when it was formed in 1986, and they would discuss the papers around the kitchen table. Truss and her brothers were always taught to question the way things were, planting the seeds of rebellion that would blossom as she got older.

			One such early rebellion came as a brush with hardline unionism, Truss begging her parents to let her join the Orange Order’s Majorettes on account of a fascination with their twirling batons. Banned however, she turned instead to the more mainstream Brownies and Girl Guides.

			Education in early 1980s Scotland was traditional in a way that seems extreme now. West Primary School still boasted the cane for unruly kids, with the future Prime Minister later recalling how she witnessed one girl being spanked in front of the entire class. Christian songs were a staple part of daily life; the curriculum focused heavily on the ‘traditional’ subjects of Maths and English. The self-proclaimed ‘child of the Union’ was possibly the only English girl in a school of hundreds at a time of heightened national feeling. She attended West Primary from 1979 to 1985: the year she began, Scotland had voted for devolution but was thwarted by a turnout threshold. Anti-English sentiment was in the air: the Thatcher government was deeply unpopular in Paisley, one of the few constituencies to have never elected a Tory to Parliament before or since.

			The Truss family shared such feelings. As she would endlessly recall in her later career, Truss’s first political activity was being taken on a CND march through the streets of Scotland ‘aged seven or eight’ chanting ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, Ooot, Ooot, Ooot’. ‘My mum’s always been a bit of an activist; she was concerned about the world and wanted to get involved. So I guess that’s why I first got involved in politics,’ Truss said in 2018.1 The family regularly hosted a stall outside the Paisley Piazza shopping centre and ran CND jumble sales and ceilidhs where she and her brothers gamely joined in the Scottish dancing. Nuclear disarmament was Priscilla’s ‘big thing’, with mother and daughter attending the anti-nuclear protests outside the Greenham Common RAF base in Berkshire where American cruise missiles were sited. ‘We did a number of things like marches, protests’, Truss reflected in the Daily Telegraph. ‘On one occasion when we went down to London in a bus, we had made some “nuclear bombs” out of carpet rolls – ours didn’t quite work because it had floral wallpaper on it.’ Priscilla harboured wistful thoughts of being arrested but always said she could never allow that to happen while she had children. A picture from the Paisley Daily Express in October 1985 shows a ten-year-old Liz with her mother and brother Chris holding aloft a homemade CND banner, created on their kitchen table, ahead of a planned protest trip to London.

			Despite her upbringing, Truss says she had an early ‘fascination’ with Margaret Thatcher, even agreeing to play her during a mock election to mark the 1983 contest at her Paisley primary school. She later recalled in the Scotsman: ‘I jumped at the chance, and gave a heartfelt speech at the hustings, but ended up with zero votes. I didn’t even vote for myself … even at that age, we knew it was simply unpopular to be a Tory in the West of Scotland.’

			After six years in Scotland, the family returned south when John became a lecturer in mathematics at Leeds University in 1985. The family home has remained here ever since, aside from a brief spell in the late eighties when John’s work took them abroad to Canada for a year in British Columbia. Truss would compare her hiatus there favourably against the education she received in the UK, later using it to highlight Britain’s educational divide. ‘The whole culture was people wanting to do well and succeed. People wanted to be at the top of the class, going home and working on your homework was a good thing. While the school I was at in Leeds was the opposite.’2 Family friends recall how much Truss enjoyed the patriotic and upbeat Canadian culture; ‘O Canada’ was sung every day in assembly. Decades later, in July 2022 Truss posted a picture on Instagram of her class at Parkcrest Elementary School in Burnaby, a suburb of Vancouver. The caption read: ‘30 years ago I spent a year in Canada that changed my outlook on life #pioneerspirit #optimism.’ Brenda Montagano, now a teacher at the school, was a classmate of the girl she knew as Elizabeth. ‘I remember her accent and I remember her being very smart,’ Montagano told the Sunday Times in 2022. ‘Now that I’m a teacher, I recognise that it’s no small feat to change schools, never mind countries, at that age. She came in and was confident, chatty, tried to get to know everyone. She made her mark.’

			In contrast to her time in Canada, Truss has few fond memories of her education in Leeds. Upon arriving at Roundhay comprehensive school from Paisley, she was dismissively told by teachers that ‘things in Scotland are very old-fashioned – we’re much more modern here in England’. Such innovations as ‘environmental studies’ were regarded by Truss as little more than ‘claptrap’. One lesson seared into her memory was a history class at the age of 13 in which the students were supposed to be learning about Elizabethan explorer Sir Francis Drake. The height of the educational endeavour was standing on their desks, pretending they were on the deck of Golden Hind. The classes, in her mind, were insufficiently stimulating. The picture Truss paints is of a ‘right-on politically correct’ institution stuffed with ‘bolshie’ teachers, eager to preach their views as ‘card-carrying’ Labour members. When standing for the leadership 30 years later she said that ‘while we were taught about racism and sexism, there was too little time spent making sure everyone could read and write’. She even claimed in one debate that ‘the reason I am a Conservative is that I saw kids at my school being let down in Leeds’. One Roundhay teacher who overlapped with Truss told The Times that ‘The fabric of the school was crap, really awful. There were ceilings collapsing, water leaks, gas leaks. The GCSE pass rate would have been 40 per cent A–C.’

			But the sixth form was markedly better than the rest of the school, with reports that, to help her gain acceptance to Oxford, Truss received extra maths lessons (in addition to nearly daily extra maths with her father). Martin Pengelly, an ex-Roundhay pupil and Guardian journalist, quoted one peer: ‘She made it to Oxford, so how bad can it have been?’ Few contemporaries, moreover, recall such an emphasis on progressive causes as Truss suggests, or that it came at the expense of academic rigour. Nathan Hull, a Tory member of North Yorkshire county council who was in the year below Truss at Roundhay, said it was ‘the best state school in Leeds by a country mile and has been for donkey’s years’. He pointed to the fact that each of his seven siblings went on to gain postgraduate qualifications as being ‘pretty typical of the school’.3

			What is clear is the anger many feel at Truss’s vocal and repeated criticisms of the school. One man who has known the Truss family since the 1990s said ‘pupils who were her contemporaries’ now regard Truss a ‘a traitor’; former teacher, Bernie Haynes, who taught at Roundhay when Truss was a pupil said her comments were ‘a kick in the teeth’.4 Others went further, with one neighbour of John Truss describing his daughter as a ‘lying bitch’ who told ‘lies about our local school’. For her part, the former pupil is unrepentant, regarding such criticisms as a desperate rearguard effort to defend a failing system. ‘They’re all lefties, they would say that,’ Truss told friends of the criticism.

			Her efforts to paint Roundhay as being ‘at the heart of the red wall’ also sparked much local amusement. Leeds North East, the constituency that contains both Roundhay school and the tall stone houses in which Truss grew up, was Conservative from 1955 to 1997. The Truss family home was a five-bed, late Victorian terrace on Ingledew Crescent. ‘It was very, very middle class,’ one friend told The Times. ‘Very Posy Simmonds.’ The house itself was packed and lively, with Priscilla and John keen to host friends for sports events and New Year’s parties. While her brothers were sportier than Truss, she was a regular on the tennis courts by her house and witnesses say she was an extremely competitive child. Her younger brother Francis reflected on Radio 4: ‘She was someone who had to win.’ On board games, ‘she created a special system to work out how she could win. And then if she was losing she might sort of disappear rather than lose.’

			For an unashamed nerd, childhood can be tough at the best of times. And while Liz Truss herself seems to have made little impact on the locals or her classmates, her parents were certainly well known in the neighbourhood. Her mother’s habit of dressing in a bright yellow homemade banana costume certainly made her a local talking point. Priscilla had signed up to the World Development Movement, campaigning for fair trade against the exploitation of developing countries: an ironic twist given her daughter’s subsequent vocal support for free trade. One Leeds resident vividly recalls Priscilla handing out bananas in the high street in protest at the exploitation of Third World farmers. Years later Truss would laugh to tears remembering how schoolmates used to shout: ‘I saw your mum in Tesco’s, dressed as a banana again.’ Truss describes her mother to friends as ‘quite innocent, but quite earnest but also quite fun at the same time’. Her father was similarly unbothered about what others thought, regularly riding an ancient Victorian-era bicycle outside Roundhay school. Pupils would delight in that almost as much as in the banana outfit.

			A contemporary of Truss clearly recalls a GCSE school trip to Sellafield in Cumbria, where pupils were given a tour of the nuclear reprocessing site before a Q&A. Truss did her best to ask a barrage of anti-nuclear questions and ‘probably won some kudos from the teachers by showing that she could debate well with adults’, according to The Times. Not all though were so impressed: Truss herself suspects that some of her teachers thought her an obnoxious smart alec who thrived off the attention. By her own admission she was ‘a bit of a geek … a mainstay of my school computer club, and I was happy to spend time programming in BASIC, and whiled away many a contented teenage hour doing so’. One Leeds friend says she ‘absolutely loved’ computers and recalled being told of her excitement at seeing one wheeled in at her Paisley primary school. At secondary school Truss relished using early systems like the Commodore 64 and ZX Spectrum, and regularly went round to friends’ houses to do programming to escape learning German verbs and maths equations enforced by her father. Music practice was a must too, given John Truss’s interest in the field. ‘I always wanted to be top of the class,’ she would recall to friends years later. And with an A in Maths at A-Level alongside a B in English Literature, a C in German and an A in General Studies she was not far off.

			Outside her copious studies, a young Truss could be found drinking cider underage in her favourite pub, the Stables, or the Mansion in Roundhay Park. In later years she later claimed her political philosophy was based on the slogan of a local takeaway at Briggate, saying in a 2015 speech: ‘I would look at the Chinese restaurant over the road and the sign in the window, which said: “Enjoy life. Dine here often.” That just struck me; it’s the philosophy I have now adopted for the way I live.’

			In her later teens, Truss began to think about party politics for the first time. In 2012, in her first major Times interview, she said that ‘Growing up as I did, I never met a single Tory.’ Her family’s politics, in her words, were ‘to the left of Labour’. But by the late 1980s, Truss had begun to question her parents’ views for the first time, debating with her mother the merits of America and the capitalist West against the communist USSR. Truss vividly recalls the collapse of the Berlin Wall when she was 14 years old: at home Thatcherism was triumphant and abroad the Soviet Union was crumbling. ‘Aren’t these farmers going to starve?’ enquired Truss one day as her mother condemned the iniquities of free trade. Dinner-table discussion from teenage Liz was more often prefaced by the question: ‘Don’t you think that America is actually better than the USSR?’ Rebellion was brewing in the Truss household.

			But it was a chance encounter ahead of the 1992 General Election that saw Truss break from her parents and join a political party. The local Liberal Democrat candidate for Leeds North East, Christopher Walmsley, visited Roundhay school to give a speech to Truss and her fellow sixth-form students. Truss was impressed with what Walmsley said and decided to go canvassing with the Lib Dems, or what she called the ‘acceptable face of right-wingery in Leeds’. She joined up shortly thereafter and began attending Lib Dem conferences. ‘My parents were fine with the Liberals,’ she says of her days in the early 1990s canvassing for Paddy Ashdown’s party. One veteran from the Lib Dem youth wing recalled in the party’s Liberator magazine: ‘She was always older than her age even at 17 when we first met. Always very ambitious and confident and displays the same mannerisms as she did all those years ago.’ It was Truss who introduced her mother to the party, eventually leading Priscilla to stand, unsuccessfully, for Leeds city council in 2004.

			But why the Liberal Democrats? Truss would tell the BBC years later: ‘I was sceptical of the sort of politically correct chat I heard and the fact that it felt like no other opinions were allowed, and I rebelled against that by joining the Liberal Democrats. Now you might think, “Well, that isn’t very right wing”, but in terms of Leeds politics as it was at the time, that did feel like a step away from where I’d come from. We didn’t really know any Tories; my parents’ friends worked as teachers or they work for the NHS. So I didn’t really have much exposure to what a Conservative was.’

		

		
			1993

			Liberal Youth

			In September 1993 a young brunette from Leeds arrived to take up her place at one of Oxford’s grandest colleges. The post-Thatcher consensus ruled supreme but the winds of change had begun to blow. The same month that Liz Truss arrived at university, a fringe Eurosceptic party called UKIP was launched, following the Maastricht rebellion that summer. John Major would shortly be launching his ‘Back to Basics’ crusade while a Labour frontbencher called Tony Blair had won plaudits for his promise to be ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’.

			But such matters held little concern for Truss the fresher, whose priority was enrolling in the Oxford University Liberal Democrats (OULD). She threw herself into the cause, recruited within days for a coach trip to London to campaign against the skinheads and racist thugs of the British National Party in the Millwall by-election. She wrote about the experience in the Oxford Student to mark anti-racism week, decrying the ‘odd political environment where nobody knows what anybody stands for, where slanging matches win elections and where councils have so little power nobody gives a damn anyway … It is vital that the politically apathetic population make an effort. I urge anyone who is reading this to do something, even if it only involves writing a letter. General non-involvement got us into this mess. Participation gets us out of it.’ And participate she certainly did, quickly becoming one of the better known faces on the Oxford political scene – if one that was a little baffling.

			Truss’s parents had made it their life’s work to see her enrolled at one of the great universities. Having met at Cambridge, the pair desperately wanted their daughter to go there too; but in a regular bout of teenage rebellion she ignored them and deliberately chose Oxford instead. Applying to read Politics, Philosophy and Economics, she did not enjoy an easy ride in, having tried to ‘game’ the collegiate system. Teenage Truss opted to apply for Merton College, one of the oldest and wealthiest, which only began admitting women in 1980. Her logic, as she later told friends, was to apply for the richest college so it would have the nicest facilities and cheapest accommodation. Summoned before the intimidating ‘five don grill’, in an interview process that ended up lasting days, Truss faced a barrage of eclectic political, philosophical and economic questions from the quintet of Oxford tutors. One of her challenges included writing an essay about Greek philosophy, about which she knew nothing. To her dismay, she was then pooled to the all-women St Hilda’s to be interviewed – a sign that the dons thought Truss wasn’t good enough for Merton.

			Rather than meekly accepting this slight, Truss ‘kicked up an almighty stink’ and complained to Merton, querying why she had been sent to St Hilda’s instead. College staff urged Truss to go ahead and see what she thought of St Hilda’s. A disheartened Truss duly turned up for her interview, whereupon she launched into a ferocious interrogation of her own. She demanded to know why the college was still all women. St Hilda’s baulked at the pushy girl from Yorkshire, so Truss found herself being recalled to Merton, where it appears she had grown in confidence by her third round of interviews. Two and a half decades later she would regale aides with the story of how she ‘talked my way in’ to Oxford.

			Like many an unleashed hot-housed swot, Truss relished that first year of freedom away from parental control. She preferred pubs to clubs, and was a regular at Merton College ‘bops’ or drinking pints of scrumpy at the Turf Tavern. She was chastised by tutors for not doing the work properly, particularly in her first year. In her first seminar, she listened motionless as her new tutor addressed her. After talking to Truss for some time, the academic stopped and demanded to know, ‘Why are you not writing all this down?’ Truss retorted that she had no idea that that was what she was supposed to be doing. Her socialising and activism were blended; campaigning, drinking and finding boyfriends all in the same circles. Friends recall her barely working in her first year and then doing virtually nothing but in the third.

			Cool Britannia was on the rise but there was little sign of that in Truss’s crowd. Contemporaries recall her as ‘grungy’, arriving on campus in flowery trousers and desert boots. One described her set as ‘young fogeys’ who ‘embraced being uncool’. Another remembered Truss for being mousy-haired in long skirts and scarves – ‘sort of’ like Hermione Granger.1 Fellow student and future Guardian journalist Tanya Gold recollected her as ‘a library-bound anorak, with no lingering smell of depravity about her small, neat form’.

			Merton was an eye-opening experience for Truss, who had ‘never met anyone like’ the students she found at Oxford. She recalls being perplexed by the number of men walking around in blazers and chinos, though she enjoyed some of Merton’s more eccentric traditions like the ‘time ceremony’ involving port and gowns. The college also offered her a different philosophical perspective and enjoyed a ‘pretty right-wing’ reputation for the standard of the time. It was here that Truss, the keen maths student, would learn more about commerce and finance for the first time. She would later explain to colleagues that what ‘really made a difference’ to her outlook was studying economics, and described her PPE course as ‘a real sort of penny drop moment’ for how the economy works and shapes politics. ‘I believed in personal freedom by that stage, but I hadn’t understood how business works, how money works really that much,’ she would say years later.

			Oxford in the mid-1990s was not the hotbed of political activity that it had been ten years earlier. The charismatic orators of the Oxford Union like Boris Johnson and Michael Gove had left; the battles over the miners’ strike and communism had concluded. Much as in Westminster, the economic debate was largely a settled one at Oxford. Alternative fault lines, such as Europe, divided the political societies instead. Dominating the opposite side of this debate was a group of notorious Eurosceptics a few years above Truss, who included Daniel Hannan, whom Truss later appointed to the UK’s Board of Trade, and Jacob Rees-Mogg. The latter left Oxford in 1991 but Hannan, an early Brexiteer, had set up the ‘Campaign for an Independent Britain’ with his friend and future MP Mark Reckless.

			Truss joined the rival and devoutly Europhile Oxford Reform Club, which championed Eurofederalism. It was established by Mark Littlewood, then a fellow Liberal Democrat who would later rekindle his friendship with Truss when they reunited in Westminster. The black-tie dinners focused on attracting the less stuffy elements of the Oxford political societies. Alongside Truss was a future pillar of the Whitehall establishment, Olly Robbins, who later became the UK’s chief Brexit negotiator under Theresa May. Littlewood recalls: ‘The Oxford Reform Club was basically the counterattack on Dan Hannan’s CIB, it was pro-EU. But Oxford politics was much more social: it was basically a refuge for people who were not conservatives. There were a few Tories in it, but it was basically people who didn’t like the Labour Club and the Liberal Club because those clubs were all activist orientated.’ One member told The Times that Truss was someone bristling with ideas. ‘She was the person you wanted to sit next to. She was quick-witted and sharp. She enjoyed the repartee.’ Both Truss and Littlewood were also members of Oxford’s Hayek Society, a student group advocating free trade. Littlewood recalls: ‘Margaret Thatcher and Liz Truss are not intellectuals: they are gut-instinct free-marketeers. She’s not going to quote Von Mises chapter 17 at you.’

			Unusually for one so active in Oxford politics in the 1990s, Truss largely shunned the Oxford Union, a traditional breeding ground for future PMs and Cabinet ministers. Instead she preferred to focus her energies on the far less glamorous Oxford University Student Union. Having been elected to the executive in her first term, she quickly became known for ‘holding dissenting opinions on various OUSU issues’, according to an article in the Cherwell student newspaper, which noted how she had ‘publicly disagreed with the position of Women’s Officer’. Another article recalls an incident in Truss’s first term in which she was admonished for insensitively handling a call from a ‘distressed’ gay student. Truss loudly shouted about the call across the room, prompting an admonishment from the council. She told the paper: ‘It is a shame that people have to use such a petty device because they disagree with me on other issues. Unfortunately, many people at council were afraid to speak out, as is often the case.’

			She had little time also for the university’s notorious Oxford University Conservative Association (OUCA), which was then dominated by a ‘wet’ faction of Tory moderates, but still ended up usually voting with the Tories at OUSU council. A friend remembers: ‘She hated those Tory-wet, Tufton-Bufton, rah-rah sing-song, pass-the-port types who ran it.’ Pointing out that two more moderate future colleagues on the Conservative benches were involved, they added: ‘The Oxford Union in the 1990s was totally Nigel Huddleston: Damian Collins was the president. Absolutely dripping wet, Tory boy stuff.’ Another contemporary was equally scathing of the Oxford Union: ‘All the hacks were nauseating, baby-kissing, kind of campaigners who pretended to have 1,000 friends and would take notes on you and keep it in a book. You needed smarminess to get on.’

			Truss was clearly a lively student. Marc Stears, who tutored Truss at Oxford and later served as Ed Miliband’s speech-writer, recalls her as being ‘a libertarian Liberal Democrat’. ‘In our tutorials, Truss demonstrated an unnerving ability to surprise. No other student matched her mischievous ability to read out essays on any number of the main events in British political history which always managed to say something new; not always accurate, but definitely new.’ Stears wrote that his student’s essays were ‘creative and self-consciously unconventional’ and when pressed in debate ‘she almost never backed down’. He wrote in The Times: ‘She insisted her judgement mattered just as much as anyone else’s. Older tutors were probably more frustrated by how she was happy to deviate sharply from the textbook.’ Another told the same paper: ‘She was definitely a memorable student – full of original ideas and energy. Open-minded and creative, not given to just accepting orthodoxies.’

			But outside of tutorials, Truss threw herself with some vigour into the political social scene, blending debate with heavy drinking. She was recognisable enough to appear regularly in Cherwell’s infamous John Evelyn gossip column. Littlewood points out that her inclusion in such scribblings was an honour itself. ‘It sounds pompous but that means you were a society figure. Anyone in politics would know “Oh that’s Liz Truss.”’ With regards to an upcoming party, the pseudonymous columnist sarcastically teased that no one ‘at all sensible’ would want to sit ‘within a hundred feet’ of ‘Liz “PC’s her middle name” Truss’. In an article entitled ‘Ugly Couplings’, the column celebrated the relationship between Truss and another student, Malcolm Hutty: ‘Evelyn couldn’t fail but notice some of the more unpleasant combinations [with] which Cupid has pricked his prophylactic arrows’, he wrote. ‘Merton College is in danger of dying laughing at the sight of Talculm Smutty and Liz “popular” Truss whining and deigning [sic].’ Like Truss, Hutty had a keen interest in politics. Though he has declined to discuss his relationship with Truss, he still regularly attends events at the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) and stood as a Brexit Party candidate in the 2019 Election. The pair were a couple, with one friend suggesting Hutty’s ‘eye-watering’ libertarian views would have gone some way towards ‘radicalising’ the young Truss. A source who knew them both well said Malcolm was ‘the hardcore libertarian nutter on campus. The libertarian equivalent of the one bloke with the socialist worker party sign: but his sign would say legalise everything.’

			Both Truss and Hutty were on an invitation-only mailing list called Hacks, where a handful of thrusting undergraduates debated everything from major political issues to ‘the world’s best pick-up lines’. An analogue version of an internet chat forum, the group included Sheridan Westlake, who served in every No. 10 administration since 2010 as a special adviser to Cameron, May, Johnson and now Truss. Westlake was a key player in the Oxford politics manoeuvrings of the 1990s. Chris Philp – a future Tory MP and Truss’s first Chief Secretary to the Treasury – was among those profiling his shenanigans in the pages of Cherwell. Westlake tried to get Truss to run for the sabbatical women’s officer on an abolition ticket; an entreaty she ignored. She did though agree to serve beneath him on the Oxford Union’s consultative committee alongside Hutty. Philp was later suspended and fined by the Union for selling a transcript of OJ Simpson’s address at the society to national newspapers; Westlake was the Union press officer at the time.

			The ‘Hacks’ group of Truss, Westlake, Hutty and others would often row, branding each other ‘twatface’ and ‘tosser’. At one point in the messages, some of which were published in The Times, Truss got into a row with another student called Paul Martin, who was also involved with the Lib Dems. After Martin mocked some points made by Hutty, an enraged Truss shot back: ‘I hope you drown in Nuffield Pond.’ ‘She was always at the centre of some sort of crisis for her views on things,’ said Martin. ‘She was like an early “anti-woke” person, she was constantly fighting the students’ union.’ Martin recalled how Truss would get into ‘incredibly intense fights about issues’, such as her defence of pro-life groups, even though she herself was pro-choice. ‘It would wind people up. People thought that was kind of an attention-seeking thing,’ Martin said. ‘But looking back on it, it was an incredibly male-dominated world and she was probably the only visible woman Lib Dem activist. Maybe some of it was driven by the compromises of having to try and get ahead in that world.’2 Julian Glover, another Tory adviser and former journalist, said of Truss the student to CNN: ‘It was always hard to see the aim of it all, or where it might lead, except that she would be at the centre of it.’ Another friend adds: ‘It sounds such a boring thing but she has not changed a jot.’

			While she enjoyed debating with her fellow students, it was party politics that held the most appeal for Truss. Former contemporaries from the Oxford University Liberal Democrats said her arrival ‘felt like a big deal’ because of her already established involvement with the party at a national level. At that point she was said to have been in a relationship with an activist from outside the university, Wyn Evans, who was about four years her senior. He would go on to become a Lib Dem councillor. Evans is clearly no longer a fan of his former girlfriend, tweeting in April 2022: ‘Biggest war in Europe for 75 years and our Foreign Secretary, in a major speech, can barely utter the word Europe.’3 Truss became president of OULD in her first year and quickly took aim at OUCA at the 1994 Freshers Fair, calling her rivals ‘sad’ after they issued a series of flyers featuring an image of a glamorous woman in a low-cut dress and the slogan: ‘You’ve Never Had It So Good’. ‘It is very sad that OUCA had to resort to such tactics to recruit new members,’ she told the student press. ‘They obviously had no real policies to promote.’4 Truss’s own tactics were hardly more subtle: one eyewitness recalls her running around the fair, telling students: ‘Join the Lib Dems! We’ll legalise cannabis!’ Her stand was bedecked in posters bearing the slogan ‘Free the Weed!’ to the consternation of more moderate members.

			Truss’s views at this time were a mix of social liberal, political radical and economic conservative, which fits with her self-conscious anti-establishment bent. In the summer of 1994 she penned a piece for the Free Radical – the then-newspaper of the Lib Dem youth wing – making an impassioned case for the lowering of the voting age. She decried ‘the right-wing authoritarian lobby’ and suggested that ‘the age of criminal responsibility should come to us with the right to vote’. Truss bemoaned ‘the lack of respect and trust’ that teenagers commanded in society and insisted that ‘one day discrimination against the young will be acknowledged as the last great barrier to true liberty’.

			Roger Crouch succeeded Truss as president of OULD. His memory of Truss was someone who – even as a student – was ‘determined, single-minded and willing to challenge orthodox and prevailing, often male, wisdom’. He told CNN that, far from a political transformation, ‘Liz was always more of a privatising, libertarian liberal so there is a consistent thread of thought there. I remember a student discussion group in which she advocated privatisation of lamp posts.’ He said, ‘she was determined, slightly eccentric and challenging … and had an acerbic sense of humour, which I think is why we got on’.5

			But while her views helped her to stand out, they were not always popular with other students, who accused her of ‘attention seeking’. One said: ‘I thought she was personally obnoxious and obsessed with “radical” causes like decriminalising drugs rather than the issues that actually were relevant to the local elections.’ Another student recalled an ‘incredibly close’ election in the Oxford Central ward where other Lib Dem students put in hours of work delivering leaflets. ‘I remember Liz doing nothing except turning up to the thank-you drinks afterwards,’ they said. ‘It puzzled me at the time how she was such a committed political activist and yet she seemed so disconnected and uninterested in the “boring” bits of politics.’6

			In September 1994, Truss took her unique brand of provocation to a national level with a speech to the Liberal Democrat Conference in Brighton. The unpopularity of John Major’s government gave leader Paddy Ashdown hopes of making inroads into traditional Tory areas. But his attempts to present his party as respectable were somewhat hindered by the efforts of his own youth wing. The Liberal Democrat Youth and Students (LDYS) were determined to support two controversial motions: one calling for the abolition of the monarchy and the other the legalisation of cannabis. Truss supported both. Having been filmed for Newsnight canvassing activists in Brighton, Truss was called to the stage as a delegate to make her case for a referendum on the introduction of a republic after the Queen’s death. Her four-minute speech began by noting the ‘close interest’ the press had paid to the amendment before also taking a swipe at Labour: ‘this party will not duck and weave the issues that people are interested in debating’.

			With a confidence beyond her years, the 19-year-old explained to the conference how she had been outside the Royal Pavilion and had, ironically, been unable to find supporters of the Royal Family. The mannerisms were the same as those of the future politician; only a higher-pitched squeak and darker hair reveal the age gap. Turning on a statement by Ashdown that everybody in Britain should ‘have the chance to be somebody’, she replied that ‘only one family can provide the head of state. We Liberal Democrats believe in opportunity for all. We believe in fairness and common sense … we do not believe people are born to rule.’ But though she won applause for her speech, ‘the controversial and potentially electorally damaging move was defeated on a show of hands, to the great relief of the leadership’, the Guardian reported that day. At that result, loud cheers and a rousing chorus of ‘God Save the Queen’ swept around the hall, with pro-monarchists waving Union Jacks in delight.

			The antics of Truss and her peers even inspired a Lib Dem ditty for its infamous but odd ‘Glee Club’. When the sun goes down at their conference, the sandals-wearing activists gather around a piano for a sing-song with famous tunes adapted to suit the news from Westminster. Sung to the tune of ‘Day Trip to Bangor’, Truss’s speech led to the song: ‘The week we went to Brighton’. It concludes: ‘Didn’t we have a lovely time / Upsetting Paddy Ashdown / Making him hot at the thought of pot / Available at sweetie counters / “No, not at all,” he was able to call / “We’ll have a Royal Commission”’ / So wasn’t he lucky / We didn’t go on / To abolish the Queen!’

			That conference was far from Truss’s only clash with Ashdown; the following year she criticised him for being a hypocrite about green issues, prompting a friendly rebuke from the then-leader after a summons to his office for a meeting. After he died in 2018, Truss recalled how much she ‘enjoyed debating with him’. Neil Fawcett, one of those who canvassed with Truss at the conference, told The Times: ‘I got the impression that she was more concerned with grabbing the limelight and being seen to be radical rather than believing in it.’ Truss herself has admitted to the BBC’s Nick Robinson: ‘in my youth, I was a professional controversialist’ but insists that she should not be ‘held accountable for things I said when I was nineteen’.

			The experience of Brighton only encouraged Truss to stand for the executive of the national body for LDYS. Underneath a headline that proclaims ‘Elizabeth Truss for Treasurer’, it lists her skills as an ‘experienced community campaigner’ and a ‘founder member of the Leeds North East Young Liberal Democrats’. It notes her maiden speech ‘calling for the party to practise what it preaches’ at the Torquay Federal Conference and even boasts an endorsement from the bruised Paddy Ashdown: ‘Elizabeth is a good debater and is utterly fearless.’ Long-time Lib Dem activist Kiron Reid also predicted that ‘Liz will be a determined treasurer and lively member of the executive.’

			She lost but Truss subsequently won election as a ‘Policy Development Officer’ in early 1995. In her manifesto, Truss gave her republican speech pride of place, writing that ‘Everybody has the right to be treated with respect as a person, without discrimination, favouritism or patronising paternalism. That is why I campaigned against the monarchy and prohibition of cannabis. It is also why I want decentralised decision-making.’ Her erstwhile colleague Alex Wilcox, who served as the national youth chair when Truss gave her republican speech, did not remember her time on the executive fondly. She ‘kept attacking me when I was chair of the Liberal Democrat Youth and Students because I wasn’t left-wing enough,’ he recalled; she was an ‘utter egomaniac pain in the backside, incapable of working in a team’.7

			Truss was certainly keen enough to attend training for Lib Dems who wanted to be MPs or candidates. Future leader of the party Tim Farron recalled attending one session, at which he joked: ‘It would be a good time to join the Tory party because they were in such disarray you could probably climb quite high. It was tongue-in-cheek and I’m not sure if Liz Truss was present but who knows, perhaps she took my words seriously.’8 Reid later told The Times that back then Truss came across as ‘gawky … but still outgoing, confident, happy to speak out and argue and debate things. I think she always liked the attention from being a little bit outrageous.’ The pair were photographed together holding a Liberal Democrats flag during a mass trespass at Twyford Down in Hampshire in protest at a motorway project. Despite vowing to pursue deregulation and liberalisation for infrastructure projects in later life, she also protested against the M11 expansion at the time.

			But Twyford Down was to prove seminal to her political journey. Her emotional break from the Lib Dems took place in the passenger seat of Simon Hughes’s car, the party’s future deputy leader, when he gave her a lift to the protest in July 1994. As often with Truss, on the way the two had an argument about economics. Hughes asserted that the person who earns the most in a company should only be paid a maximum multiple more than the person who earns the least; Truss took the opposite view. The pair debated vociferously, until eventually Hughes groaned: ‘Oh, Liz you’re just a Tory.’ And she thought, well ‘actually maybe I am’. Truss would later tease Hughes that he was responsible for her conversion when they worked in the Coalition government.

			The formal break came during her final year at Oxford, when she quit her post on the Liberal Democrat’s youth wing. In her words: ‘During my time there I gradually moved to the right of politics because I realised that the Tory Party was saying quite sane things.’9 Though the exact date of her defection is unclear, by November 1995 she had certainly shown signs of frustration with her party. Another student on the Lib Dem mailing list noted that the university’s Labour Club had ‘thrashed’ the Lib Dems in an election in which Truss did not turn up. She replied: ‘I thought it was best not to come, bearing in mind that I was feeling more inclined to shoot members of my own team than that of the Labour Club.’ ‘In those days the party was going through a particularly soggy social-democrat phase,’ a contemporary says. ‘I think she was appalled both at how shambolic it was and how many Trots there were.’

			Of her resignation from the Lib Dems, Truss later remarked: ‘I saw the light. I studied economics. I realised that they got it wrong when they talked about putting a penny on income tax and they also wanted to join the Euro at the time, which I thought was a bad idea.’10 Alan Renwick, a fellow Oxford student, recalled on Radio 4 meeting Truss years after university and asking if she held to those anti-monarchy views of old. ‘She simply said that those sorts of issues were no longer what were most important to her and she now was mostly focused on the economy.’

			Certainly many of her one-time Lib Dem colleagues are fairly understanding about her switch to the Tories. Kiron Reid told The Times: ‘Liz was always a social liberal and an economic liberal. I think that has been consistent throughout.’ Mark Littlewood says that while Truss is no longer a republican, she kept her anti-establishment streak. He told the BBC: ‘I don’t think there was a kind of road-to-Damascus experience, where she suddenly changed her mind’; instead it was ‘more a judgement about what was the best, most successful, most likely vehicle to succeed in politics’.11 At Oxford in the 1990s economic issues simply ‘weren’t the meat and drink of political debate’. Political identity centred more on ‘matters of social freedom or civil liberties and the Conservatives were broadly on the illiberal side of these debates’.12

			Truss certainly has kept consistent in these areas; though never a raver or smoker herself, she supports the right to be so and raised eyebrows when she voted against the plain packaging of cigarettes in 2015. She says she loathed the posturing and social conservatism of John Major’s government, later describing the ‘back to basics’ agenda as a ‘suicidal set of public announcements’.13 Branding the party she would one day lead as ‘really homophobic, old-fashioned’, she would tell friends she had to ‘hold her nose’ for much of the 1990s. Truss herself believes the Tory Party has changed out of recognition. ‘The Tory Party came to her, not the other way round,’ an ally insists.

			Principle was one thing; ambition was quite another and Truss certainly had that in spades. According to friends, spending a lifetime in opposition as one of a handful of Lib Dems simply did not appeal. In the mid-1990s, life in the Liberal Democrats in Oxford University ‘wasn’t the sort of place where you found ambitious students who expected to be ministers one day,’ one contemporary admits. Truss confessed more frankly to friends that she thought the party was simply ‘shit’ and that she had ‘outgrown them’ having enjoyed the fun of the protesting, student activism and drinking in her salad days. Still, at least it gave her a good line to use for years thereafter: ‘Some people had sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll – I joined the Lib Dems.’

			Forward-thinking, ambitious and a social liberal: with her left-wing background, why didn’t Truss join Tony Blair’s rebranded party? ‘I just thought they were a bunch of automatons,’ she told the Spectator in 2018. ‘People having more freedom, people having control of their own money – the Labour Party seemed to want to junk those ideas.’ In private she described her Oxford contemporaries in Blair’s new model army as simply ‘awful people’. Her fundamental rejection of the left has been described as being ‘deeply held and almost personal … she has no friends on the Labour benches’.14

			Instead, the teenage radical became a Tory in her final months at Oxford. As her university contemporary Rafael Behr wrote: ‘It wasn’t a choice any twentysomething of our generation made to be cool.’ But, as he added in the New Statesman: ‘maybe it was a shrewd political investment, buying shares in a blue chip institution at the bottom of the market on the bet that they will eventually rebound’. John Major may have been certain to lose the next Election but Truss was perfectly placed to rise with the party’s fortunes when they returned, as they always did. She left Oxford with a 2:1 in PPE and a job at oil giant Shell. A satirical Lib Dem society newsletter called The Focush lacerated her choice of employer, suggesting she would end up working ‘as an executioner for the Nigerian government’.15 The reality was somewhat more prosaic …

		

		
			1996

			The Greasy Pole

			The newly blonde graduate that arrived at Shell PLC’s imposing HQ in 1996 was unrecognisable from the grungy ‘greenie’ of a few years earlier. The card-carrying Conservative joined the oil giant’s finance department ready to climb the corporate ladder. And she might have gone far. Each recruit took a ‘Current Estimated Potential’ survey that pinpointed where you might reach in the firm by the age of 55: Liz Truss had been ranked a ‘B+’.

			On that high-flying trajectory, Truss took her accountancy qualifications and moved into the spare room of a fellow Shell graduate’s boyfriend’s flat in Lewisham, before settling in nearby Greenwich. Despite this area of London being rock-solid Labour territory, Truss quickly sought out some local kindred spirits. Friend Jackie Doyle-Price, a future colleague in the Commons, is credited with introducing Truss to the local Lewisham Deptford Conservatives. It was not long before Truss was effectively running things, and within two years she was chairing the branch at the age of just 23. Truss enjoyed the day job at Shell but those who knew her then could see that her real love was for politics. As the rest of the country debated Oasis or Blur, she was more likely to be found arguing the intricacies of mortgage interest tax relief with fellow Tories like Robbie Gibb and other members of the National Association of Conservative Graduates. Cutting their teeth there were Dan Hannan, Mark Reckless and David Gauke; all would later sit as Conservatives in Parliament. Truss remembers begging her bosses for time off to attend the Tory Party Conference. In 1997, she and her fellow Lewisham activists attended that year’s event: her abiding memory was how much better the food was than at the Liberal Democrat equivalent. She also gave a short speech on the case against raising National Insurance.

			Attending a drinks reception one evening, Truss was introduced to members of the neighbouring Greenwich Tories. Among them was Hugh O’Leary, a former London School of Economics (LSE) graduate embarking on a career in accountancy. Truss has told friends it was ‘not love at first sight’, though, unlike many Tory boys at the time, O’Leary was not wearing one of the blazers she despised. Like Truss, O’Leary was raised in the north, in the affluent Liverpool suburb of Allerton before a move to Heswall on the Wirral. His father, John, was a lecturer and solicitor who married Susan, a nurse, in 1972. Hugh was born in 1974, the oldest of three. A former neighbour of the family told how ‘Hugh was much more serious’ than his siblings. They told The Times: ‘He was very studious and whenever I saw him he would have his face in a book. He was very earnest and very quiet but a lovely boy.’

			While Truss was campaigning as a Lib Dem at Oxford, O’Leary was a staunch Tory at the LSE. Like his future wife, he was a fixture in various student elections between 1992 and 1995, running against the Tories’ future bête noire, the self-styled ‘money saving expert’ Martin Lewis. Lewis, a frequent critic of the Tory government during the 2022 cost-of-living crisis, was a left-wing rival to O’Leary three decades earlier as they slugged it out in the National Union of Students elections of spring 1993. O’Leary triumphed against Lewis – a candidate of the ‘Democratic Socialist Group’ faction – though both attended the NUS Conference that autumn.

			Like Truss at Oxford, O’Leary regularly appeared in his student newspaper, replete with endless political manoeuvrings. He was cruelly mocked as a ‘Tony Blair grin-a-like … however hard he tries, Hugh is unfortunate in that he still looks like a Care in the Community case emitting a sad, desperate whine as he is exposed to the ridicule of the masses.’ He also had a run-in with miners’ leader Arthur Scargill after the latter likened Tory attacks on pits to the persecution of the Jews by the Nazis; O’Leary called the remarks ‘offensive’. Standing for Financial and Services Officer in March 1993, he bemoaned in the Beaver how ‘the LSE Student’s Union has been dominated by special interest groups which are very vocal but very small’. And he blasted ‘left-wing heroes’ on campus for the ‘personal abuse targeted at anyone who dares to offer a dissenting opinion’.

			In February 1994 O’Leary, standing for the LSE union’s post of Welfare and Equal Opportunities Officer, issued this eyebrow-raising statement to his fellow undergraduates: ‘For too long, we have been told that “Equal Opportunities” means sacrificing our individuality to whichever left-wing clique chooses to speak for us. We have allowed scrounging work-shy communists to set the agenda. We have sat idle as their “centrist” fellow travellers kow-towed to their ridiculous demands in the name of political correctness. Well, enough is enough. It’s time for a system that allows each individual to prosper on their own merits. That rewards the true virtues: charity, courage, decency, honesty and good old-fashioned hard work. That’s equal opportunities and that is what I stand for. P.S. Socialist Workers Party? More like Socialist Shirkers Party. P.P.S. Anti-Nazi League? Take out the “anti” and the “league” and you have got a fair description of the sort of people who beat up black police officers for being “traitors”.’ With such outspoken views, it’s hardly a surprise that O’Leary and Truss clicked so quickly.

			After that initial Party Conference encounter, Truss was invited to stand in the upcoming council elections, attending a meeting of the West Greenwich Ward Conservatives at O’Leary’s flat, where the pair signed each other’s nomination papers. Graeme Coombes, who was the deputy leader of Greenwich Conservatives, was on the panel that selected Truss to run for councillor. ‘She was very intelligent and articulate. She said at the time she was hoping to stand for Parliament,’ he said. ‘It was clear that the council was probably a small pond for her and actually she was destined
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