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Introduction

Just Boris – the only politician known so readily by his first name. Except, of course, it isn’t his first name (which is Alexander) and his family, including his wife Marina, call him Al. Two generations back, the family name was different, too – not Johnson, but Kemal. Boris, the archetypal upper-class English eccentric, is actually descended down the male line from blond-haired Turks.

We may feel we know the public Boris, but so much about this multi-layered character is not quite as it seems. Even his trademark hair owes more to nurture then nature. When presented with the Brylcreem Best Celebrity Hairstyle prize in 2008, he couldn’t help but boast: ‘It’s impossible to imitate, as it is a product of random and competing forces of nature!’ His famous dishevelled look is actually, however, the product of a brisk, artful re-arrangement with his fingers (just before the cameras roll) rather than any naturally occurring disorder.

Call him Boris (his second name) or Al, much is known but little truly understood about this highly evasive figure. He is notoriously difficult to read, harder still to predict, yet beloved by millions and recognised by all. Through sheer force of personality and sleight of hand, Boris is pure box office – drawing adoring crowds like a David Beckham photocall, only perhaps with a higher class of banter and a far deeper timbre. He is set to be a dominant figure in all our lives for the next decade and beyond. The most unconventional, yet compelling politician of the post-Blair era, he is a man who wants to be our prime minister – and could yet succeed in his aim. But just who is Boris?

Like his hair, he is the one-off product of dozens of ‘random and competing forces.’ A comic turn, yes, but also the result of a heartbreaking childhood, he is a hugely ambitious figure, yet one who occasionally surrenders to a sort of professional death wish. A manic self-promoter, he also longs to be alone. He is a man of the people but also a politician, one who seems to change views more frequently than clothes, suggesting an ideological emptiness beneath the staunch Tory exterior.

When asked in a serious interview if he had any convictions, Boris quipped straight back, ‘Only one – for speeding, but a very long time ago.’ Life with him is laced with fun and jokes, but while the bumbling is now in retreat it has not yet been replaced by clarity and consistency. Take the environment. He was once noted for scorning the global warming agenda, with caustic rants about ‘the cult of climate change.’ Since then, he has flipped sides so many times that petrol-heads and eco-warriors take turns to denounce him as a traitor. Famously, he returned fire with the amusing retort: ‘If the climate can change, I don’t see why my mind can’t!’

Like so many other Borissian handbrake turns, this was a cleverly executed move but it all leaves his audience uncertain as to where Boris’s heart truly lies. Can he really be trusted to follow something through, or will principle always give way to the main chance? But then his flaws, his contradictions, his ‘flexibility’, his refusal to be consigned to any particular ‘box’ also seem to be Just Boris’s most popular qualities. While few if any of us know what he really thinks about anything, the key to his all-conquering appeal is that he is considered so authentic.

For Boris is an original – the opposite of stereotype, the exception to the rule. Overweight and goosey-fleshed, he’s the antithesis of an airbrushed male pin-up. He resembles a ‘human laundry basket’ and has a habit of forgetting to shower. Yet women adore him – even otherwise sensible ones ask him to sign their underwear or their bared breasts. And he laps up the attention. Even on his mayoral victory night, he made a beeline for the most attractive woman at the celebratory party and once tried to take one of his mistresses on a family holiday. But while women support, nurture and organise him – and quite often much more besides – he is neither faithful nor respectful to them and on occasion, offensive. His philandering is infamous, yet he scoops up the female vote. It all forms part of his self-avowed policy on cake: that is ‘both having it and eating it.’ And yet beneath all the determined optimism, there is a hint of something far more vulnerable, more troubled, more isolated. Who else in public life has such an obsessive desire to do it all alone?

Perhaps the answer to his character lies in his background. One side of Boris is an outrageous Right-wing toff, famous for peppering his plummy vowels with obscure Latin tags. A man who claims to have been sacked by the BBC for being too posh, he attended an upmarket boarding prep school before Eton and at Oxford joined the notoriously elitist Bullingdon Club. Yet now he’s an all-conquering TV superstar in the age of ‘anti-politicians’ with mass-appeal as well as undeniable sex-appeal. Taxi drivers hail him cheerily as ‘Bozza’ and Manchester United fans chant his name to taunt their Merseyside opponents. His eye-rolling appearances on the BBC’s Have I Got News For You are judged to be pop culture classics and he has been hailed as ‘party Viagra’ by Tatler. He is a superlative vote-catcher in an age when, for most people, politics has become one big yawn or an outrage. For all his establishment upbringing, in Boris there is the appeal of the outsider.

In his early days in Westminster Michael Portillo – himself once a rising star – told the young Turk he had to make the choice between comedy and politics. But Boris does not see why he should choose. Joking, to him, is a political device for reaching the widest possible audience and one that has proved enormously successful. ‘Humour is a utensil that you can use to sugar the pill and to get important points across,’ he told the Wall Street Journal during the mayoral campaign.

It also disarms his opponents. Joking has saved Boris from sounding too Right-wing, too ambitious or too tough; as he himself knows, it is ‘essential’ for someone of his background and self-regard not to ‘appear too gritty or thrusting.’1 It is all part of the light and shade that compose his character. Few get to see these underlying contrasts behind the public persona but as his number two in the Brussels bureau of the Daily and Sunday Telegraph in the early-1990s, I was fortunate enough to witness him on those extremely rare moments when he briefly lowers his guard. The EU story we were reporting was dominating the domestic news agenda and often we worked late into the night under intense pressure. During that formative time in his life, it was already clear I was dealing with a force of nature, someone unlike anyone else I had encountered or was likely to again. I have never forgotten the experience.

In a noisy corridor at a party in Brussels late in 1992, his soon-to-be wife Marina tracked me down to ask what I really thought of Boris. No doubt she realised that I must have an insight into this extraordinary man, as no one else had worked at such close quarters with him before. Emboldened by the intimacy of a large, jolly crowd, I delivered a verdict rather more candid than careful, but one I still hold to this day: ‘I think he is the most ruthless, ambitious person I have ever met.’ In the half-light she looked rather shocked – it was not then the prevailing view. Most thought of him as a charming, if shambolic hack defined by a love of classical civilisations and a problem with detail. But working with him so closely, I had observed that under a well-cultivated veneer of disorganisation lay not so much a streak of aspiration as a torrent of almost frightening focus and drive.

My judgment has been more than borne out by Boris’s seemingly irresistible rise from mere newspaper scribe to political titan. I have watched his progress for the past two decades and it has not been achieved through bumbling or wearing his heart on his sleeve. As early as 2002, I invited readers of the Independent on Sunday to imagine him standing victorious on the steps of Downing Street with ‘his smiling, highly presentable wife and four scrubbed-up kids fresh from his election triumph. As he lifts his arm to wave to the jubilant crowds waiting in the sunshine, the shreds of his ripped jacket pocket flap gently in the early summer breeze.’

This was probably the first time that it was suggested in print that Boris might be a future prime minister. Indeed it was considered a slightly outlandish prediction by those who had not encountered him up close, though not so now. The fact is that Boris stands out from the crowd like no other public figure of his generation. There may be a touch of the Marmite factor about him – many either love or loathe him. But a man who confesses to holding a ‘Messiah complex’2 about his own abilities to win over a crowd or get things done deserves a closer look. Just what drives this person who has already scored so highly in the lottery of life?

The Boris brand has sold well and made him a wealthy man. He owns two Georgian properties, one listed, together worth millions of pounds; he and his wife Marina have between them pulled in many hundreds of thousands of pounds a year throughout most of their almost two-decade long marriage. Publishers, TV companies, newspapers and events managers searching for an after-dinner speaker are prepared to pay well over the odds for a sprinkling of Johnson fairy dust. Yet one of the more consistent facets of his personality is the pursuit of money, a trait that often gives an impression quite the opposite of jovial generosity.

It is a puzzling preoccupation considering Boris’s obvious earning power and the evident combined wealth of the greater Johnson dynasty, who together own highly valuable houses or large tracts of land in Islington, Regent’s Park, Notting Hill, Oxfordshire, Somerset and Greece. ‘The thing about the Johnsons is we don’t have any money,’ Boris’s sister Rachel is apt to say when asked why her family are always in such a hurry. ‘We have to earn our keep.’3 Someone else described the psyche as akin to ‘tramp dread’ – the feeling that if you stop making money for an instant, you will end up sleeping in a cardboard box. However, the ceaseless drive to inflate the collective Johnsonian bank balance is sometimes hard to understand. Boris frequently tells colleagues how he frets about money and how he was angry with his father Stanley for selling his old Primrose Hill home ‘on the cheap’ for £4 million in July 2007. All the riches, the power and the glory are never quite enough, it seems.

What else is clear is that Boris is merely the (current) leading light of Britain’s most powerful – and certainly our blondest – media and political dynasty. The Johnsons, who seek to dominate our national landscape, not only include sister Rachel, but also father Stanley. Collectively, they make merciless enemies and harbour long-held grudges. Rachel describes this as their ‘Sicilian’ side: cross them or criticise them – or worse still, mock them – at your peril. Accustomed to near-universal praise and affection, they ruthlessly close ranks against detractors.

In early 2010 Rachel, who assiduously maintains her links with Oxford University, nominated writer and critic Roger Lewis for the prestigious chair of poetry. He was a worthy contender and Rachel offered to recruit the Johnson ‘block vote.’ ‘But then she came back and said that Boris had gone ballistic about the idea,’ recalls Lewis. It seemed the Mayor had taken offence at a Daily Telegraph review that Lewis had written four years previously of an earlier biography of Boris by Andrew Gimson. Boris was, it appears, still seething.

Rachel emailed Lewis:


‘I asked Boris today and he erupted rather and said you’d written ungraciously about his children’s names in a newspaper and refused to sign, declaring that he would do anything in his power to prevent you from claiming the poetry chair. Can you clear this up pls?’



Rachel came back later:


‘I think I have traced it back to your Gimson review … just read it online. You’re toast, I’m afraid. He is very Sicilian when it comes to these little matters of his moral fitness for office and those who debate it publicly.’



In fact, Lewis had not written ‘ungraciously’ about Boris’s children’s names in the piece but he had questioned how Boris could risk hurting them by his persistent infidelity to Marina. After all, as a child Boris had been greatly affected by his own father Stanley’s philandering, his mother’s depression and their eventual divorce. Lewis’s answer to his own question was that Boris is ‘totally wrapped up in himself. As with Stanley, “abstinence and chastity count for nothing with Boris”. In due course, Cassia Peaches, Lara Lettice, Milo and Theodore Apollo might like to tell their father what they think of that philosophy.’4

To the point and uncomfortable, perhaps, but the overall tone of the piece was jokey – even indulgent – rather than hostile to Boris or his family.

Eventually, Lewis came a distant and unexpected fifth in the poetry chair vote to Geoffrey Hill, although it is of course impossible to say what role, if any, Boris’s eruption played in that. ‘I’d always thought that he was the nice and funny person you see in public,’ says Lewis, ‘but I guess you don’t get to be as famous as that by being nice to everyone. He won’t put up with being teased himself whereas he’s happy to dish it out. I thought as a public figure he was fair game for mockery but I was taken aback by his vindictive and rather petty streak. It was as if a sleepy old beloved labrador had turned round and bitten someone.’

For good measure, at the time of the appearance of Lewis’s Telegraph article in 2006, the commissioning editor Sam Leith received an email from Boris (then MP for Henley and shadow higher education minister). It stated simply: ‘Fuck off and die.’

While Boris avoids full-on public confrontation, he saves battles such as these for behind closed doors but those who have known him for years are aware that he makes a bad enemy and is now in a position of power. The wife of one of his Bullingdon Club cohorts at Oxford said that her husband would ‘not speak about Boris, even off the record as he is frightened of what he might do back. A lot of people are.’

There are frequently collateral casualties with the great Boris blunderbuss, the smaller characters who fall under his wheels. But maybe few enough for that not to matter, and anyway, ‘he makes us laugh, doesn’t he?’ And yet despite this coldly ruthless pursuit of his own advancement, Boris will on occasion take the opportunity to show kindness. For those he wants to keep onside, he has an instinctive feel for the gesture to a powerful person’s child, the handwritten note for a favour granted, or sympathetic word to a grieving schoolmate’s mother that prevents him from making the enemies that his actions might otherwise create.

In that, as in so much else, he resembles one of his political heroes, Benjamin Disraeli, who was also considered witty, alluring and clever, but for a long time more an amusing character than a serious player. Like Boris, ‘Dizzy’ disdained the male clubbiness of the House of Commons, preferring the company of women and, as a serious bon viveur, was on occasion touched by sexual scandal. Disraeli, who once declared: ‘I love fame, I love reputation,’ also loved the pursuit of pleasure in contrast to his great foe and rival, the pious and tormented Gladstone. Like Boris, Disraeli knew how to command affection through artful flamboyance and humour, and is consequently credited with bringing the Conservative party into the age of mass politics. Like Boris, he also enjoyed a mystique and evasiveness, but dropped followers intriguing clues about his real self in his novels. Above all, he was known for lack of political fixity, having changed sides in the key political debate of his time, the Corn Laws, thereafter and forever tarred with both the inconsistency and loose cannon brushes. As a Jew in nineteenth-century Britain, he was much more of an outsider than Boris but none of that stopped him from completing the journey to Downing Street and being remembered as one of the towering greats of British politics.

Boris also likes to invoke Winston Churchill when he talks about his own multi-faceted career – noting the great war-leader similarly combined his beloved journalism with politics. Although he might have added that Churchill – another man with a great zest for life – struggled at times to be taken seriously after a patchy early career, having twice changed sides in the House of Commons. Indeed, although considered undoubtedly brilliant, Churchill was only grudgingly offered the premiership in 1940. But, as Boris has privately told sympathetic Tories, in the manner of Churchill, he also considers it his destiny to lead his country.

The fascinating question is: does Boris have, as they did, what it takes to go all the way? Are these grand comparisons absurd or insightful?

When I embarked on this book, I wanted to answer these and many other questions about Boris, the real Boris, to unpick the man from the artfully created myth. Not from the point of view of one drawn herself from the political elite, or the same caste or tribe as Boris – or even the same sex. Nor do I, like some of those who have indulged him, wish to be him either. I don’t want to find excuses for his behaviour – as so many commentators have – but reasons. It is said to be the question he most dreads being answered, but it is time we knew: just what makes Boris tick?

Judging by the enthusiastic and generous support I have encountered from the many people I have spoken to during my research, I am not the only one who wanted to know. Whether we be rival politicians, newspaper editors, spin doctors, enthusiastic supporters, bitter opponents, Left-leaning teachers, fashionistas, cabbies, couch potatoes or conscientious voters, we all love talking about Boris, speculating about his motives and pondering his future. We want to know and understand him more. Virtually every meeting or discussion I had, with nearly 200 contributors across Britain, America and Australia, overran its allotted time. Trains have been missed, appointments delayed, families at home kept waiting because people never tire of talking and asking about Boris. His appeal reaches way beyond Westminster into the heart of the nation and overseas.

Like my interviewees, I want to find out whether Boris is the cleverest man in the world – as he is said to believe – or merely one of the most cunning. Could he be, as he seems to believe, our saviour in times of political upheaval and the ‘hackgate’ scandal – a refreshing, break-the-mould leader? Or is this unlikely sex-god merely a calculated conceit, like his famous pre-ruffled hair?



Chapter One

‘Peter Pan and Wendy’

Childhood, 1964–1977

For a boy about to be saddled with such a comically florid name, the birth of Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson in the early afternoon of 19 June 1964 was a far from grand affair. His mother Charlotte, a 22-year-old student, endured the final stages of labour alone in a low-rent hospital known as ‘the Clinic’ on New York’s Upper East Side. Her husband Stanley, 23, had been persuaded to attend only one of her antenatal classes and was not entirely sold on the idea that ‘real men bothered’ with what he later described as the ‘horrific details’.1

So, when Stanley chose to ‘step outside’2 the hospital near the East River on East 70th Street in search of a hearty lunch, his timing may not have been entirely coincidental. In any case, the pizza he enjoyed on Second Avenue must have been quite substantial. By the time he returned, the baby had entered the world and was safely wrapped in swaddling clothes and placed in a long row of other arrivals in the nursery. His heels had been carefully dipped in black ink to make footprints, a rudimentary form of post-partum identity check to avoid mix-ups in a busy public maternity ward.

The ‘lusty’ newborn, weighing in at 9lb 1oz, already sported the whip of platinum hair that would help make him a national phenomenon but there was little else to indicate these were the first hours of the most famous member of what has become Britain’s leading – and certainly its blondest – political and media clan. Or indeed, that the little scrap of humanity would later become the first Conservative Mayor of London with a bigger personal mandate than almost any other elected office holder in Europe.

Both Boris’s parents are English, but Stanley considered it vital to secure dual US/British citizenship for their son and registered him with the US authorities, as well as the British Consulate. For all his English eccentricities and mannerisms, by birth Boris is pure ‘Noo York’ and, in nationality terms at least, half-American.

Stanley was in the US on a Harkness Fellowship to study the then newfangled subject of creative writing at the State University of Iowa. Some of his fellow new graduates were perhaps surprised that he had won such a prestigious and generous prize as he had garnered only a second-class degree from Exeter College, Oxford. Charlotte, a bohemian soul from a family of liberal intellectuals, had accompanied her husband back in the autumn of 1963, but when she became pregnant with Boris, Stanley abandoned his studies. He had, in any case, grown disillusioned: his poetry – which had scooped the prestigious Newdigate Prize, back in Oxford – had not won the applause he had expected in Iowa and so he decided to change tack, and town, to a rather more Johnsonian economics degree at New York’s Columbia University. But first, he wanted to get some travelling under his belt and so the couple headed for Mexico, initially by car and then Greyhound bus.

By this time Charlotte was suffering from morning sickness, exacerbated by the altitude in Mexico City. She was dreading the 20-hour slog by bus back to the border and then on to New York, but fortune shone on the Johnsons, as it so often does: in Mexico, they met up with a kindly Russian émigré whose daughter happened to be the girlfriend of one of Stanley’s Exeter College friends. Boris Litwin showered the young couple with baby gifts and provided them with two air tickets, saving Charlotte much discomfort. In return, she gratefully promised that if the baby were a boy, he would take their benefactor’s name.

Stanley could surely have made the gesture himself by buying the tickets, but as those who have known him for decades can testify, he does not believe in unnecessary comfort nor, indeed, in sickness – the Clinic where Boris was born, for instance, was frequented by poor New Yorkers unable to afford full medical fees. It was by no means upmarket and, in a lot of locals’ eyes, not even that respectable but it is not the Johnsonian way to waste money, however elevated their social aspirations. Stanley rarely admits to illness himself, nor notices it in others. The same is true of Boris, who is also, in adulthood, seldom known to be ill. As one observer has remarked: ‘I’d never put him in charge of hospitals.’3

Naturally, while lying in hospital as a newborn, Boris would have had no idea how lucky his father had been, or would go on to be. The Harkness Fellowship – and the gift of air tickets – were just two examples of a serendipitous series of events in which freebies, jobs, holidays, houses, prizes and sponsorships have rained on Stanley, ensuring relative wealth even at university, and certainly thereafter. Such impossible good luck as he has experienced has had an effect on his mindset, which does not really register hardship or struggle. ‘I do reject this idea that life is, in any way, an effort,’ Stanley insists. ‘I have, on the whole, found things to be a piece of cake.’4 In turn, his redoubtable mother, Irène, thought his double crown demonstrated that he had simply been ‘born lucky.’5

Boris’s new home, financed by the Fellowship, was one such piece of luck. A bohemian 60ft-long single-room loft apartment, it was opposite the Chelsea Hotel, the crash pad beloved of rock stars such as Bob Dylan, Iggy Pop and Jimi Hendrix, on West 23rd Street. The bathroom was screened off by abstract paintings, the bath perched on stilts and there was a large yellow piano adorned with a ‘vive la fun’ logo. Above a lively neon-lit café called the Star Bar (where the Beatles’ ‘She Loves You’ blared out on the jukebox until 4 a.m.), it was entertaining though hardly suitable for a newborn. The appearance of an intruder (who, one hot Manhattan night, had climbed in through a window left open) would be particularly alarming for any new mother, but Stanley, typically, treated the whole episode as one tremendous joke.6

After a few months, the couple decided to return to Britain so Charlotte could finish off the English degree she had interrupted to accompany her husband to America. Stanley says only now does he appreciate ‘what a tremendous sacrifice’7 she made in leaving Oxford mid-course. It was the first time that Boris – or rather ‘Al’ as he was, and still is, known to his family – would move house but he would do so a total of 32 times over the next 14 years.8 As a whole, throughout his childhood he lived in five cities, five London boroughs, one Somerset village (in at least two different houses), three US states, three countries and two continents. During that time he attended three primary schools in two countries, one prep school and one public school.

Before they left North America in September 1964, Boris and his parents embarked on his first grand tour: of New Hampshire, Vermont and Canada. Not that he had much chance to take it all in – he slept through most of it in a carrycot placed in Stanley’s Chevrolet Bel Air Automatic (which came with the Harkness Fellowship). That summer, the new father proudly wrote to his own parents: ‘I must say, Alexander Boris is fantastically well behaved and I catch myself completely forgetting he exists. He sleeps in the back of the car as we travel hundreds of miles, and sometimes we don’t even stop while C. feeds him.’9

Charlotte also remembers Boris as being an ‘incredibly good baby’10 who rarely cried. In the new home, a modern flat in Summertown, Oxford, he would amuse himself with a saucepan or cardboard box while she continued with her studies. And just as well because she was already seven months pregnant with her second child (Rachel) when she took her Finals in the summer of 1965. At the time, she was bemused when in apparent denial of her marital status and patently obvious condition, her Oxford college, Lady Margaret Hall, continued to address her as Miss Fawcett, her maiden name. She went on to secure a respectable second-class degree.

Boris’s self-containment may be due in part to quite severe deafness until he was about eight, leading to a series of operations to insert grommets. No doubt feeling detached from the world because of his poor hearing during those early years, it was some time before he became the rumbustious character he appears today. ‘Glue Ear’ can give rise to prolonged and painful infections, and Boris occasionally makes reference to how illness confined him to bed as a child. Even now, he attributes ‘evasiveness’ in his character to not being able to hear what people were saying when he was very young and therefore fearing he might say the wrong thing himself.11 He was indeed a subdued, reflective small child and it was not until his teens when he could hear perfectly well that his present character emerged. Old friends of the Johnson family still marvel at his adult persona, barely recognisable from the young Boris they knew 40 years previously.

‘As a child he was a quiet, studious chap, who worked very hard,’ recalls Oliver Tickell, who knew Boris from family skiing holidays in Courchevel. ‘He was rather modest about his ambitions then, or at least showing them. The flamboyant personality, big impression and self-projection came later.’ ‘He was very quiet, always with his nose in a book,’ confirms Brian Johnson (no relation, but one of Stanley’s closest friends), ‘but he already had a sardonic sense of humour.’ Photos during this period regularly show Boris as a serious, even solemn young boy, not the cheeky little rogue one might expect.

The transformation can probably be timed to his Eton years when he chose to morph from ‘Al’ (or Alex) into the more distinctive Boris. Even in adulthood, though, there are moments when he appears to retreat into an inner Al, far away from the commotion and distractions of life around him. Sometimes only a forceful and repeated direct question can pull him back from this private world, his re-entry into reality accompanied by much eye-rolling, hair-ruffling and frequent ‘aaarhs’ and ‘grrrrs’. This detachment can be a somewhat disarming trait in such a physically large man with an even bigger personality, but it’s a characteristic he shares with others who have suffered hearing difficulties and subsequently created their own internal worlds.

Boris’s placid nature was doubtless a blessing for his mother, though, as she led a taxing, itinerant life. Stanley and Charlotte left Oxford in July 1965, this time moving to Crouch End in north London, while he struggled to launch a career that would put food on the table for his new family. He had tried his hand unsuccessfully at teaching and studying for a Masters in Agricultural Economics before apparently being recruited as a spy and offered, according to his own account, ‘the most intensive training in clandestine techniques known to man.’12

Finally, in October 1965, Stanley was offered a plausible job – at the World Bank. He was due to start four months later in Washington DC, but the couple decided not to stay put until it was time to emigrate. Instead they decamped to a rented cottage high up on the snowy slopes of Exmoor for a long, hard winter with two small children and a wood-burner for heat. It suited Stanley as he could use the time to write his first novel, Gold Drain. Such a remote, rustic life was a far cry from Charlotte’s urbane upbringing in a large house in Cavendish Avenue, St John’s Wood. It was also one of several episodes in Boris’s early years where he and his sister Rachel led a rather isolated existence, rarely seeing anyone outside the family.

When the time came for Stanley to take up his contract at the World Bank, in February 1966, cases were packed for the fourth time in 20 months in preparation for the move back to the land of Boris’s birth. Such a nomadic lifestyle was not only testing for the children, however: with a busy husband rarely at home, Charlotte was forced to cope with the practicalities of shipping around two youngsters under the age of two, mostly on her own. Throughout their marriage, it was not uncommon for Stanley to be away for up to six months at a time: Charlotte once claimed he was absent for a whole year writing one of his books, although he himself disputes this.

Only after camping out in the Dupont Plaza Hotel in Washington DC for a month and staying at other temporary accommodation did the family finally acquire their first real home for the price of $25,000. A white clapboard house on Morrison Street, just off Connecticut Avenue in the northwest of the city, it came complete with a garden, front and back, where the children could play (Boris says his earliest memory is his beloved Washington tree-house). For the Johnsons, life seemed to be settling down at last. Charlotte was helped by a string of young au pairs – even though, mysteriously, they tended not to stay very long – and was finding happiness in her burgeoning painting career. By now, she also had three children, having given birth to Leo in London on home leave in September 1967. ‘They were quite a handful,’ she admits.13

Soon the family had made a large circle of friends, many of them members of the British press corps. Perhaps best known were Charles Wheeler, the distinguished BBC correspondent, and his Indian wife, Dip. It was at this very early stage in his life that Boris met their younger daughter, Marina.

But in April 1968, Stanley brought this golden, more rooted existence to an abrupt end. As an April Fool’s joke he submitted what appeared to be a serious application to his employers at the World Bank for a $100 million loan to build three new pyramids and a sphinx to promote tourism in Egypt. Alas, the former US Defence Secretary Robert McNamara, who headed up the loan committee, was not amused. Stanley was forced to seek alternative employment, which with his ever-present serendipity he quickly found. But the new job – as project director to a national policy panel on population control chaired by the philanthropist John D. Rockefeller III – meant moving his family back to New York.

With three small children, Charlotte was packing up again just two years after landing in Washington and only four years after leaving New York the last time. Moreover, she had been keen to make any future upheaval a return to England as she was badly shaken by the growing turmoil in the US. The assassination of Martin Luther King in April 1968 had been followed by that of Robert Kennedy, the late President Kennedy’s brother, two months later; there had also been increasingly violent riots over race and the Vietnam War. With an enormous sense of longing for her young family to be safe back at home in England, Charlotte told Stanley she had, ‘had enough. Why don’t we go back to England?’14

In June, however, the Johnsons duly moved north to New York, although Stanley did promise his long-suffering wife that they would all be heading back to England within a year. In the meantime, they rented a house on Harbor Island, Norwalk, Connecticut, with its own jetty looking out over Long Island Sound. Although helped by Vreni, a Swiss au pair, Charlotte was once again left alone for long periods of time with the children while Stanley travelled a total of 35,000 miles with his glamorous new job. After 12 months, and with the panel’s report on population complete – which resulted in the formation of the United Nations Population Agency and acclaim from President Nixon – Stanley was at last able to keep his promise about returning to England. In the summer of 1969, the Johnsons packed up their belongings yet again and headed for JFK for a flight ‘home’.

But where was home? For now it was to be Nethercote, the Exmoor river valley where Stanley’s parents lived and where he and Charlotte had bought a cottage while still in the United States. As the eldest, Boris was given a small box-room of his own, where his early doodles (‘Boo to grown-ups!’ among them) may still be seen pinned to the wall. His aunt Birdie – a shy figure compared to her brother and his brood, as well as one of the few Johnson brunettes – still lives in the cottage today.

The main farmhouse, West Nethercote, was where Stanley’s parents, Johnny and Irène, had lived since 1951, when they bought the farm for £4,500 with financial assistance from her wealthy father. This comprised a ramshackle series of buildings, with no proper bathrooms or electric power – a real-life version of Cold Comfort Farm. It also came with 250 acres of hill land, much of it rough grazing. Irène’s father (also Stanley) had paid for his namesake grandson’s school fees too as the farm was struggling and money was tight. When the younger Stanley later won a scholarship to Sherborne, the £150 saved was not given to the boy, as his grandfather suggested, but invested in three much-needed new cows.

The young Stanley’s home life was shaped by Johnny’s drinking, his sudden explosions of temper; also a lack of cash. Irène, meanwhile, was both an incurable optimist with a strong sense of humour and a font of uncomplaining support and tolerance in the face of adversity. Fortitude and loyalty, it seems, are requisite in Johnson women if they want to stay the course. Boris has undoubtedly inherited his grandfather’s temper in moments of frustration or pressure but not his bibulous habits or opinion of politicians. ‘All scoundrels,’ was Johnny’s decisive view.15

When Stanley and Charlotte first returned from America, his sister Hilary and her family inhabited the middle house, East Nethercote. The overall effect was of a rather ramshackle Johnson family compound, hemmed in by the steep sides of the valley and down a couple of miles of bumpy track. Irène regarded the place as something of a prison. It does seem rather cut off and basic – no doubt Charlotte, with her troop of small children and a frequently absent husband, often felt isolated here. Sometimes damp, often cold, even now Nethercote is an acquired taste (a ‘bad case of self-conscious Londoners and over-done rustic,’ complains one visitor). Back then, the ever-changing cast of au pairs accompanying Johnsonian family life would complain of bats in the bedrooms (they would swoop about at night, even get tangled up in their hair). Boris’s grandmother would advise the young women to sleep with saucepans over their heads but this counsel was rarely sufficient to encourage them to stay.

One day when Boris was still very young, a hunt came chasing a stag beside the river below Nethercote and the creature was brought to bay by the hounds. After it had been shot, its heart was cut out by the hunters and given to one of his little brothers. ‘We’ve got the heart! We’ve got the heart!’ he excitedly chanted, carrying the still-beating organ up to the house. ‘So, we cooked it up with a bit of flour,’ Boris recalls, ‘and the German au pair girl left the next day.’16 Within a few months, Hilary, her husband, Peter Heanly, and their four sons emigrated to Australia, where they have lived ever since. (The boys have grown up true Aussies and in another departure seem to have been by-passed by the Johnson blond gene as they are all dark-haired.)

Despite, or perhaps because of Nethercote’s testing geography, Stanley adores the place and has now bought the valley in which it sits to add to the sense of fiefdom. Even when they were living abroad, he took his children back to Nethercote every summer holiday and today still spends much of his time there. He exults in hurtling down the narrow, winding Somerset lanes, free from the restrictions of urban life. ‘He and his car were well-known to the police,’ reveals a close family friend. ‘He used to revel in the number of times he had been stopped and let off – it was a badge of pride in a Johnson japes’ kind of way.’

However Nethercote is emphatically not the classic country seat. Despite appearances, on a mathematical calculation Stanley is only three-eighths English. His father (half-Turkish and a quarter Swiss) scraped together every penny he had to buy the place because it represented the first chance to put down roots in his adopted country, as well as being a safe haven from the bloodshed and bitter disappointment that had hitherto blighted his family. Johnny was desperately trying to put behind him events that have shaped today’s Johnsons, and arguably Boris, in particular. Embedded within the Johnsonian psyche is a surprising sense of insecurity: there is a very real, if well-disguised fear of being ‘rumbled’ and a concern that financial ruin, no matter how healthy the bank balances, is never far away. Deep down, the family still worry that all they have achieved might be taken from them. So, why is this?

Stanley’s grandfather Ali Kemal was an Anglophile Turkish polemicist in the dying years of the Ottoman Empire, before and just after the First World War. Ali’s father – Boris’s great-great-grandfather – was from the blond-haired Turkish village of Kalfat in Anatolia and his mother was a fair blue-eyed Circassian whom, at least according to Johnson family legend, was of slave origin. The story goes that Hanife Fered bought her freedom by becoming Ali’s father’s second wife. Between them, these two ancestors are responsible for Boris’s astonishing white-blond hair.

In a lifetime of trouble with the authorities, the devoutly Muslim Ali – who could recite the Koran off by heart from the age of six – was first arrested, aged 19, in 1888 for setting up a students’ society. Following this, he spent many years in exile. Returning after the First World War, he left journalism for politics and aligned himself with the British and other victorious allies against the Nationalist movement then emerging under the leadership of Kemal Atatürk. Appointed interior minister in the Sultan’s last government in May 1919, he was, as one contemporaneous commentator put it, ‘the puppet of a puppet.’17 Ali effectively outlawed Atatürk by instructing government outposts not to provide him with supplies or support. The subsequent row led to Ali’s resignation, although he continued his opposition in print.

But he had chosen his enemies unwisely: Atatürk led the Nationalists to power in 1922, became father of modern Turkey and wasted no time in eliminating his enemies. Ali was then kidnapped by a Nationalist gang during his morning shave at Istanbul’s elite Cercle d’Orient club, denounced as a traitor and attacked with sticks, stones and knives before finally being hanged and, allegedly, his body parts stuffed into a tree. For Boris, this untimely end to a proud man’s life – recounted to all Johnsons from an early age – has proved a powerful lesson as to the dangers of full-frontal confrontation and inflexible principles. Generally, he avoids open defiance, preferring subtler, yet still effective ways of undermining enemies and rivals. From family history, he knows how ‘sticking to your guns’ can lead to disaster. Even his greatest fans concede that unlike his great-grandfather, he is unencumbered by ideological fixity, a characteristic that has thus far served him well: Boris prefers being liked to being consistent.

Back in 1909, Ali’s half-English, half-Swiss first wife Winifred had given birth to their son Osman (Stanley’s father) in Bournemouth because it was believed she would be safer there than in Turkey. Shortly after childbirth, she died of puerperal fever without having the chance to bid farewell to her husband. Following her death, Ali did not return to collect his son and so little Osman and his elder sister Celma were brought up by their English grandmother, Margaret Brun, and eventually took her maiden name (Johnson). Stanley believes that Osman had no recollection of meeting his father. Certainly, Ali was not much of a parent, paying little towards his children’s upkeep and then leaving them in hardship after his death.

For the next 70 years, Osman effectively suppressed his Turkish roots. Early on in his life, his grandmother dropped the obviously Turkish name and he became Wilfred (his middle name) Johnson in honour of his mother. Bitter at being abandoned, Wilfred forbade any mention of Ali Kemal – but he was still an unspoken background presence throughout Boris’s childhood. Boris’s mother Charlotte once raised the subject with her parents-in-law, but was quickly hushed; she never tried again.

Wilfred, Boris’s grandfather, became increasingly enchanted with the idea of Englishness and the ensuing security, and soon decided he wanted to blend in even more by becoming known as ‘Johnny’. From Osman to Johnny in two jumps, he thus completed the progression from son of a Turkish Man of Letters to English public schoolboy (Boris was to continue the Johnsonian habit of elective changes of name and identity to suit circumstances in his own life). A taciturn man of little outward emotion, Johnny kept his Turkish ancestry extremely quiet, not least because the Turks had fought on the ‘wrong’ side in the war. Perhaps more importantly, casual racism, particularly among his peers at school, was then the norm. As Stanley puts it: ‘Turks were basically wogs so if you were the son of a Turk, you were the son of a wog.’18 When all maintenance ceased upon the death of Ali, Johnny had to leave school at 13 and ended up working on a farm in the Nile Delta belonging to a Swiss uncle. Here, with great good fortune, he met Boris’s grandmother Irène Williams and married her in 1936. The match was to change his life and prospects.

Half-English, half-French Irène could (and often did) claim a little grandeur. She was born in 1907 in the grand Pavillion du Barry in Versailles belonging to Baron Hubert de Pfeffel, father of her rather stern-looking mother, Marie-Louise. In 2008 the BBC programme Who Do You Think You Are? established Irène was the great-granddaughter of an actress and her German lover, one Prince Paul von Württemberg, a direct descendant of George II. This royal connection makes Boris an eighth cousin of Prime Minister David Cameron.

Known to Boris as ‘Granny Butter’, Irène may have been unaware of her royal German blood because of the illegitimacy but she certainly used to amuse her grandchildren with frequent claims to an aristocratic French lineage. At the time, this seemed somewhat implausible, even comic, as Boris and his siblings knew her as someone who worked hard with little fuss or glamour, often laboriously skimming cream off milk, which is presumably how she earned her family nickname. Clearly, Irène yearned for more and viewed rustic Nethercote as something of a prison. Her royal antecedence now proven, Boris no longer laughs at her pretensions. Instead he casts his mind back to the savage contrast between her affluent, early life and the ‘extreme struggle against the elements on Exmoor where everything was covered in lichen. We were wrong to snigger.’19

Certainly, Irène was anxious for the tongue-twisting de Pfeffel (silent ‘P’) to remain in the family, which is why Boris still bears this as his third name today, and she urged her son Stanley (born August 1940 in Cornwall and one of two boys and two girls) to explore the possibility of claiming a French barony through her ancestry. After all, she had grown up with chauffeurs, housekeepers and a smart red Daimler called Poppy and it was her family money that helped keep the Johnsons afloat and ensured Stanley was educated as an English gentleman with a classical syllabus largely composed of Latin and Greek (Science did not feature, while Maths was a definite weak point – a foretaste of Boris’s own academic inclinations).

Perhaps Irène recognised Stanley, though not the eldest son, was the most likely (and certainly the most driven) to restore her family to its rightful place in society. Those who have known him for most of his adult life remark how it has been his single-handed (and single-minded) ambition to create a new political and journalistic dynasty. He does not talk about his siblings. Indeed, former political commentator Anthony Howard (whose widow is godmother to Leo) once remarked: ‘I’ve known Stanley for 50 years, but I didn’t know that his brothers and sisters even existed – he must be a total egotist.’

Having been toughened up by his hard-knocks, 1950s public-school education, Stanley frowns on public displays of emotion and expects his children to show equal resilience. He admits to being unemotional and his manner can make him seem cold, retreating ‘turtle-like’ as one observer put it, when any kind of emotional topic is raised. He recalls his first night away at boarding school at the age of eight, listening with evident disgust to the ‘snivelling’ of a boy in the next bed – ‘Well, I’m sure I missed my mummy too, but that didn’t seem to me to be the point.’20 And he also refers to the victim of prefects’ repeated beatings as ‘some poor snivelling sod.’21

For Stanley, a joke is the easy answer to any sensitive situation, however inappropriate. Some years ago at a New Year’s Day lunch he bumped into a contemporary from his old Devonian prep school he hadn’t seen in decades. The former school pal revealed how being abused sexually by the co-headmaster almost destroyed his life. In his autobiography Stanley tells how he decided it was best to respond with a flippant quip. “‘He never made a pass at me!” I protested.’ Unsurprisingly, the joke fell flat, his childhood friend retorting: “‘Then you were one of the lucky ones”’.22 It is unlikely Boris would have misread the situation so badly.

Stanley is not renowned for his tact – as he once observed: ‘Human relationships remain a mystery to me.’23 However, like all the Johnsons, he can also be charming and has got better at holding an audience over the years. The former foreign secretary Douglas Hurd describes him as ‘good value’ and ‘impossible to dislike.’ But as with his son, the act serves to conceal a steely, highly competitive core evident from his earliest time at school. Like many public schoolboys, Stanley seems to look back on his days in full-time education with unlimited affection and pride. A chunk of his memoirs, Stanley I Presume?, is taken up with recitations of school and university triumphs, prizes won, scholarships bagged, high marks scored, rugby tack les delivered. As he himself admits, in one of those appealing Johnsonian moments of self-knowledge, after all the glory at Sherborne, ‘it took me quite some time to recover from a swollen head.’24 In perhaps his first sweet taste of stardom, he was also head boy. ‘Whenever I walked through the school, 660 boys stood to attention and took their hands out of their pockets,’ he recalls.25

In stark contrast to his peripatetic adulthood as a boy Stanley led a restricted life, rarely straying off the farm apart from journeys to and from two private boarding schools, where he mixed with boys usually much wealthier than himself and of a certain class. Indeed, he claims that he had never even encountered a grammar school boy before he went up to Oxford in October 1959 at the age of 19 and found himself sharing a set of rooms with one. He appears to have been bewildered by the exoticism of his roommate’s background: ‘Mike told me how his father had once sought work during the Depression,’ he recalls with amazement before adding, rather sweetly: ‘I’m surprised Mike put up with me.’26 Fortunately, the fascination seems to have been mutual. Stanley’s physical and social isolation as a child may well explain the way he brought up his own family, though.

He had gone up to Oxford on a Stapledon Scholarship in Classics despite the fact that in one paper he wrote a short story, whereas he had actually been asked to write an essay. That he not only got away with it but was celebrated for doing so is pure Johnsonia – an illuminating insight into the family philosophy that somehow they are exempt from the restrictions applied to others. ‘What on earth had possessed me, except possibly some kind of adolescent arrogance that had led me to think it was alright to break the rules as long as you did so in style?’ Stanley asks rhetorically.27

As part of a life-plan he set himself three goals for his time in Oxford: 1) to win a Blue by playing rugby for the University; 2) to become President of the Union and 3) to bag a first in Greats, the Oxford name for Classics. None of these greater goals fell into his lap as he might have expected. He managed captain of the college rugby team, but never membership of the University XV. In the Union, he got no further than the Library Committee. Surprisingly, given the Johnsonian adulation of the ancient world, Stanley gave up the four-year slog of Classics – and had, in any case, notched up only a second in the first set of exams (known at Oxford as ‘Mods’) before he switched to English. ‘Deep down, I knew I had taken the easy way out,’ he says.28

But success and glory eventually arrived in the shape of the University’s top poetry prize, the Newdigate – once won by Oscar Wilde. With this came other trophies. On 27 June 1962 he met the tawny-haired Charlotte Fawcett at the Encaenia, an Oxford ceremony, where he had been invited to read an extract from his winning work, ‘May Morning’. Stanley, whose love life at Oxford by his own admission took a while to get going, could not have failed to notice the Newdigate Prize bestowed not just academic stardust but also a certain sexual glamour (this is a lesson in prizes begetting prizes that has also served Boris well). After a while, Charlotte – who wore a rabbit-fur waistcoat – invited Stanley to her room at Lady Margaret Hall for tea. Eight months later, in summer 1963, they were married in the Register Office in Marylebone Road, London (Stanley was just 22). As a honeymoon, they went potato picking on a friend’s farm in Kent.

Boris’s brains certainly did not come from Stanley alone. On Charlotte’s side, he draws on an inheritance from a family who can justifiably claim to be genuine intellectuals, as well as leading lights in the Women’s Suffrage Movement. Known to be unassuming, even shy, and imbued with an impeccable left-wing pedigree, the Fawcetts have long taken a lead in championing human rights, such as for unmarried mothers and their children. At the same time they have fought against judicial corporal punishment and racism. Charlotte’s brother Edmund – Boris’s uncle – started his career with the publishers New Left Books before joining the Economist, where his elegant prose meant that his Leftist views were tolerated. According to Rachel Johnson, Charlotte was the only Labour voter in the Exmoor village of Winsford, the nearest to Nethercote. In her youth she went on CND marches and anti-apartheid rallies, and before Stanley (a staunch Conservative since school), dated left-wing boyfriends. Unsurprisingly, her parents were somewhat shocked when she married a Tory with traditional shire-ish views. And although Boris has followed his father’s party loyalties, it is also clear that he has absorbed much of the Fawcett liberal agenda, including a genuine abhorrence of racial discrimination.

Charlotte’s father, Sir James Fawcett, served as bursar at All Souls College, Oxford in the 1960s but was previously a prominent barrister and member of the European Commission of Human Rights, where he did much to promote the cause of equal citizenship, and the first legal counsel to the International Monetary Fund. Her mother Beatrice was a Catholic convert of partly Jewish extraction. First to translate Thomas Mann, she was the daughter of a distinguished American palaeographer, Professor Elias Lowe. The distinguished Fawcett Society, which campaigns for women’s equality, is named after a nineteenth-century forebear, Millicent Garrett Fawcett (her daughter – Philippa Fawcett – gave her name to the teacher training college where future London Mayor Ken Livingstone would study in 1970). A leading suffragist, Millicent was married to the Radical MP Henry Fawcett, Postmaster General under Gladstone.

Charlotte’s parents were also connected to many of the great liberal intellectuals of their generation. They were close friends, for instance, with the campaigners Lord and Lady Longford, whose novelist daughter Rachel Billington is godmother to Boris, Charlotte’s closest friend and yet another Left-ish member of his extensive kith and kin.

Although Charlotte is much less frequently mentioned than Stanley, family friends acknowledge her enormous input into the children’s development. They insist it is her warmth, creativity and wit that in large part account for Boris’s subtleties and psychological insights, qualities that have marked him out from the crowd, as well as his own father. ‘She is the genius,’ remarks the writer and doctor James Le Fanu, a family friend married to Rachel’s publisher. ‘Boris is not the carbon copy of Stanley that many people believe, there is a great deal of his mother in him. She is the more interesting character, the ironist – like Boris.’

It is true that so much of Stanley’s early life has contributed to the Boris the world knows today that many describe him as a ‘chip off the old block’ and it is possible, though not certain that Stanley invented the ever-popular Johnson bumbling old buffer schtick. Even if he did, he has never perfected it with the panache and Fawcett subtlety of Boris. Probably the more accurate assessment of father and son is that Stanley is the early factory prototype to Boris’s refined, and more advanced, road model. As Douglas Hurd, who knows them both, puts it: ‘Stanley and Boris are quite similar, but Boris has a sharper edge – both in his intelligence and his ambition.’ Boris has learned, perhaps through Charlotte, how to conceal his ruthlessness – using bumbling, self-deprecation or humour, as needed. He is funnier, and more discerning than his father. Perhaps Charlotte rounded off some of his squarer edges by reminding her exceptional brood: ‘It’s nice to be important, but it’s more important to be nice.’

Raised a Roman Catholic, she did not enjoy her own strict convent education, but is said to be both a moral and a spiritual person, if not overtly religious. When she had a knee operation, she came round from the anaesthetic to see a vision of her late mother standing over her at the side of the bed. ‘She saw her clearly and talked about it afterwards in a matter-of-fact way,’ says Le Fanu. ‘It’s just one way she’s very special.’

When Stanley returned to Nethercote with Charlotte and the kids in 1969, his single-minded social and intellectual ambitions for their children were already clear. From an early age, the family atmosphere was decidedly highbrow and literary: children’s arts programme Vision On, story slot Jackanory and Blue Peter were the only TV programmes permitted. The Johnsons were BBC, rather than ITV children, and Irène expected Rachel to read out leaders from The Times from the age of four. Always, the need to achieve was thrust home.

Later, on trips up to London to stay with her parents in Cavendish Avenue, Charlotte would educate her eldest three. Each child had an exercise book and would be taught a variety of different subjects. It was here that Boris displayed an early talent for painting, which he still enjoys today. (He loves painting cows. Indeed, he once vowed to do to the cow what Stubbs did for the horse, but confesses to being artistically challenged by the animal’s ‘odd, square bum.’29). Inside Cavendish Avenue was a cosy, yet inspiring education and one few children are privileged enough to enjoy; sadly, it could not last. Charlotte cherished it as much as her pupils, describing those days as ‘one of the happiest times.’30

With his father’s dynastic hopes resting on him, Boris soon scooped up academic prizes like rosettes at a gymkhana but he himself admits probably the single most galvanising event of his life – and the incident to install the formidable driving ambition we know today – was when Rachel, his younger sister by 15 months, learned to read before him. To this day, he can still feel the agony of her triumph. And the siblings acknowledge how much they spur each other on. ‘At my 40th, he made a speech saying something like unless I had been born a year after him, he would never have done anything because by nature he is quite slug-like and contented,’ says Rachel.31 ‘The pushiness, the forwardness, the cheekiness, Rachel just wanted to get on,’ recalls her long-term boyfriend at Oxford, Sebastian Shakespeare. ‘And always, always, she is competitive with Boris.’

With Stanley, the emphasis during those early years was placed on encouraging such competitive activity, whether it be running, jumping, eating the hottest mince pies at Christmas or possessing the blondest hair. If Boris, as the eldest, did not secure his rightful place by winning, he would erupt in anger. He once took his frustration out on a wall after losing a point to Rachel at table tennis, kicking it and breaking a toe in the process. To this day, he will invest an almost indecent ruthlessness into what is supposed to be an enjoyable game of what he calls ‘whiff whaff’ and frequently seeks to assert his superiority over employees or visitors by thrashing them in games of ping-pong over the Mayoral desk at City Hall. Of course this was a boy whose earliest recorded ambition was to be ‘world king.’32 His ferocious passion for supremacy in any contest has never waned, but appreciating the dangers of appearing over-ambitious in a self-deprecating country like Britain, he has become better at concealing it.

‘Boris has always been very competitive, but that’s what they teach you when you go to a very good school – to be the best,’ explains Stanley. ‘The children were competitive with each other – good, healthy sibling rivalry is what I would call it.’33 Others might deem this ceaseless struggle for domination, which makes the Johnsons not exactly relaxing company, more of a blood sport. Coming second would never do, it was emphatically not about merely taking part. ‘There were always high expectations of all the kids,’ explains a close friend. ‘They are a family where you definitely felt there was a culture, not put into words maybe, but an awareness of themselves as interesting people going to do big things.’ Indeed, like a bunch of hyper-active boy scouts, the Johnsons are inveterate badge wearers, prize-baggers and point scorers. Sebastian Shakespeare recalls visiting Nethercote in the holidays: ‘Mealtimes usually meant Stanley holding forth and him and Boris powering against each other. It was alpha males constantly sparring, with everyone else looking on. The other younger siblings would join in only occasionally from the sidelines – the hierarchy was clear.’

This rivalry sometimes gave rise to ‘really violent fighting’, which once saw younger brother Leo accidentally shooting Boris in the stomach with an air gun. Leo was supposed to have been shooting tin cans but had seen: ‘… a richer target nearby. Fortunately [Boris] survived [although] since it happened, he has always been very wary of me,’ he says.34 The incident is treated with the same hilarity as other Johnsonian ‘antics’, even though Boris had to be rushed to hospital for emergency treatment. Later, he even came to blows with Rachel after an argument over the identity of the lead singer of the Clash got out of hand.

But to interpret such behaviour as a sign of hostility between Boris and his siblings is to misunderstand the Johnsons. There is tension, yes, but little division among them. Constantly moving house meant it was nigh on impossible to form meaningful relationships with anyone else their own age, had they been urged to do so. In fact, seeking playmates outside the family who might not strive for such peaks of achievement was not encouraged. Throughout much of their childhood, bar the odd holiday with another suitably high-flying family, they were largely left to amuse themselves for they did not talk to other children. ‘I remember Al had one friend, Carl, and he once went to Carl’s house but I think that was it,’ Rachel remembers. ‘We never, ever, went to play with other children. We didn’t need friends.’35 Location and local chums could not provide a sense of being rooted and so close family filled the gap, which serves to explain two key facets of Boris’s life. The first is the extraordinary clannishness of the Johnsons, very much an ‘all for one, one for all’ institution. Cross one of them and the others will close ranks. Marrying into the clan, like hitching up with a Royal, is not for the faint-hearted. Only the strongest and most independent survive, as Boris’s first wife Allegra might testify.

Second, Boris has a habit of keeping other men, even those keen to become close friends, at arm’s length. Neither a clubbable man, nor one who has bosom pals, he largely prefers female company. Only rarely in his life has he let down his guard. Men who have, for years, seen him socially say he is impossible to get to know: no real intimacy is ever shared, no male bonding reinforced over a pint. Offers of a companionable trip to the pub are frequently rejected with, ‘I’m just off for a run, dear boy’ – alone, naturally.



Despite Stanley’s love of Nethercote, he did not stay there long after the family’s return from America: ambition would not allow it. The autumn of 1969 saw more packing cases and a move to London, to an upmarket address in Maida Vale: 41 Blomfield Road, close to Paddington Station. They rented the house from friends of Charlotte’s parents, thanks to another stroke of good fortune in the shape of a generous Ford Foundation grant for Stanley to do post-graduate research at the London School of Economics. He admits, however, that he ‘didn’t do as much studying as I should have done.’36

Politics, and the Conservative party in particular, now seized his attention. Stanley claims Douglas Hurd was instrumental in setting him up as the party’s first-ever desk officer for the environment, although Hurd claims no such recollection. However Stanley secured it, the position was one of a portfolio of jobs held at the time – a multiple employment pattern, replicated later of course by Boris and Rachel. Among many other useful contacts in the Conservative Research Department, Stanley met Chris Patten, who recalls him as ‘absurd, but harmless.’37

Expecting the Tories to lose the 1970 election, Stanley did not stay long and instead embarked on yet another extended globetrotting mission with the aim of researching a new book. Boris and his siblings moved back to Nethercote with Charlotte, where they attended Winsford Village School, a white building next to the church. Once again, she was left to cope alone. On his return, however, Stanley decided it was time to buy a ‘permanent’ base in town and the result was a ‘neat modern’ house in Princess Road, just off Primrose Hill, London NW1 and near to London Zoo.

The children downed pencils in Somerset and enrolled at Primrose Hill Primary School, a late-Victorian board school, bang next-door. It was the same establishment attended by the future Labour leader Ed Miliband (who, being five years his junior, says he has no recollection of Boris) and his elder brother David (a year younger and so doubtless aware of Boris as a playground presence, but unwilling to discuss his memories). Astonishingly, Boris has managed to attend the same schools as both major party leaders in place in 2011. It is also remarkable that one state primary should have produced three prominent politicians in such a short space of time.

Primrose Hill also saw the start of a frustrating lifetime of musical endeavour, a rare activity in which Boris has been forced to accept almost abject failure. Soon Rachel was producing identifiable tunes from her descant recorder but her brother’s output was annoyingly confined to shrill peeps and a quantity of warm spit. After dismissing the recorder as ‘girly’ at the age of 11, in an effort to ‘express my musical personality,’ as he puts it, he tack led the trombone.38 His considerable wind power went in one end, but out of the other came only parps and what he refers to as a ‘soft, windy afflatus.’ There followed an embarrassing eviction from a rock band – ‘on the not unreasonable grounds that I was the only would-be bass guitarist in history who could not play the opening bars of “Smoke on the Water.”’ Finally, at 17 he took up the piano and fell at the first fence, failing his Grade 1 despite ‘months of brow-beading effort.’39 It is not often that he is obliged to run up the white flag, but the musical challenge does seem to have defeated him.

In November 1972, the Johnson tribe (now numbering four with the addition of another brother, Jo, in late 1971) moved 500 yards away to 174 Regents Park Road. A substantial residence with a decent-sized garden in an elegant street, it marked a considerable rise in the Johnsons’ social and financial standing. A delighted Charlotte was finally able to spread her wings and give each child his or her own bedroom, with rooms to spare. Stanley’s career was beginning to bear financial fruit – boosted by an unexpected $10,000 cheque from Mr Rockefeller, with unintended irony, for ‘continuing good work’ on population control. As Stanley himself puts it, he has been ‘dogged’ by good luck all his life.

For once, he had wisely turned down another position in the US – although he initially accepted before recoiling from the prospect of subjecting Charlotte to yet another trans-Atlantic domestic wrench. But only a few weeks after moving to Regents Park Road, the young family were in any case uprooted once again, this time to a location that would help define Boris’s life and provide him with some of his clearest, if not fondest, childhood memories. They were leaving their new home for another country, but this time it was not the US (and at least somewhat closer to home).

Stanley had tired of the ‘ribbing’ received from some in the population control sector. Now widely known as the father of a brood of four, it was clearly time to seek out new pastures where his own birth control techniques, or lack of them, would attract less comment. Of course, by the time he finished siring children, Stanley had raised his tally to six.

As usual on Planet Johnson, something turned up. This time it was a job in the environment sub-directorate at the European Commission in Brussels, something of a pioneering role as Stanley was one of the first British officials to be appointed following Britain’s accession to the European Community in January 1973. While Charlotte was clearly not enthused, Stanley took her silence to indicate assent, or at least, in his words, an amber rather than red light. In April 1973, la famille Johnson set off across the Channel to Brussels. The Belgian and European capital, cowering below what often feel like the greyest skies in Europe, has a peculiar hold on Boris and his family. Such is the poor quality of light in this corner of Belgium that the late Roy Jenkins, when president of the Commission, regularly railed at what he deemed the ‘Brabant gloom.’ In those days, the bi-lingual city (French/Flemish) lacked the romance and glamour of Paris or the arty edginess of Amsterdam. Ranks of stolid bourgeois, early twentieth-century houses were deliberately left scruffy to avoid attracting the attentions of the ever-vigilant Belgian taxman and the modern European Community buildings near the Rond Point Schuman were indeed exercises in slap-sided ugliness.

Despite the weather and the drabness, not to mention the fact that it became the setting for a great deal of childhood pain and loneliness, the Johnsons seem curiously drawn to Brussels, returning time and again for work or study. For Boris, this was to be where he was first really singled out academically, where his mother suffered a nervous breakdown and his parents split up; where he made his name in journalism, where he lived with both his wives, divorced one and his first child was born. On his first visit, the family would stay for six formative years (the longest he himself had lived anywhere).

Home was initially a rented home in the leafy suburb of Uccle, although this was soon exchanged for a larger house the Johnsons bought nearby. For the grown-ups (working ones, anyway), Brussels’ life was dazzlingly Continental. Lunch was sacrosanct and began at 12.45, and no one scheduled afternoon meetings until 3.15. A fine Belgian lunch was washed down with equally fine wine, everyone conversed in French and no one worked that hard, especially in the afternoon.

Meanwhile, Boris spent two years at school in Brussels, learning to be a ‘good European’ and rapidly becoming fluent in accent-less French. Although as an adult he has frequently played down his gift for foreign languages – adopting when it suits the classic ‘Brit abroad’ ‘peter pan and wendy’ assault on French vowels and syntax – he is virtually bi-lingual and proficient in three more languages.

As luck would have it, the Wheelers were also in Brussels, having moved over from Washington. Boris was able to revive his friendship with the quiet, but forthright Marina, who attended the same school. It is fair to say she was not much impressed by the clever young blond and his increasingly flamboyant attempts to attract her attention. Indeed, he was ‘generally to be avoided,’ she decided.

While Stanley enjoyed his new job and social life enormously, life was less fun for Charlotte and the children. Brussels in those days was a dull, stuffy place with little to offer those not involved in the stimulating business of European integration. For children especially, it lacked excitement. The environmentalist Oliver Tickell recalls: ‘My father [Sir Crispin Tickell, chef de cabinet to Roy Jenkins when commission president from 1977] and Stanley made friends in Brussels, but we knew the Johnson children less as we as a family deliberately chose not to spend too much time there. It was then a desperately dull place and we avoided it.’

Rachel has even bleaker memories, detached as they were from the comparative liveliness of central Brussels by the gloomy shadows of the Bois de la Cambre. She has told friends how the Johnson children, ‘had to be close to survive. Brussels was a very strange place in the early days, with people feeling they were away from home and so maybe the ordinary rules didn’t apply. People didn’t work that hard like they do now, so they had other distractions, but that meant that stuck out on the outskirts of town where we were, it had the feel of that Hollywood movie Ice Storm [set in a New York commuter suburb, also cut off by woods]. There was the same bleakness, the disconnection’. She has described it as a time when ‘our parents were breaking up – and breaking down. It was very hard, and Boris and I became very close as a way of dealing with it.’

Though now financially comfortable, for the Johnsons home life had become desperate. These were troubled and tortuous times, particularly for Boris as the eldest and his confidante, Rachel. As a result, they formed an unusually close bond, one that persists to this day. Stanley embarked on a series of affairs and after years of coping with his long absences, the constant moves and his infidelity, Charlotte was in a state of collapse. There were many names in the frame, including the wife of the editor of a major British newspaper. ‘She is a very, very nice woman, but the number of people he had affairs with, Charlotte found it very hard to put up with,’ recalled Anthony Howard. She told friends that her husband was ‘one amazing womaniser.’40 Even her growing reputation as a painter, with an exhibition in a gallery in the smart Sablon district of central Brussels, failed to rescue her from despair.

In 1974, a year after moving to Brussels when her youngest child Jo was not yet three and Boris just 10, Charlotte had a nervous breakdown. She was admitted to the Maudsley Hospital in London for nine months, suffering from depression. As she herself says: ‘It was terrible because I’d had before this all that time when I was so, so close to the children and then I disappeared.’41 To this day, just talking about those times brings tears to her eyes – particularly the thought of Boris and his siblings leaving her in hospital to return to Brussels after a brief visit. Friends say she used to worry terribly about her children’s safety. ‘I went to see her in hospital when she was painting these haunting pictures,’ Howard recalled. ‘She painted children climbing up trees – mad, very powerful pictures. In the background there was an idea of evil spirits.’

Until she and Stanley were divorced, Charlotte was often in and out of hospital. The depths of her depressions were undoubtedly frightening for everyone. Boris’s life, which had revolved around the arty, sensitive, warm and cerebral mother known as ‘Mama’, would never be the same again. Her absence may account for much of the flamboyance, deliberate cheerfulness and resilience now associated with him and his siblings. ‘If you’re fearful when you’re young, or you’re growing up in a gloomy environment, you may well just decide to tap dance your way out of it,’ says Sarah Sands, the journalist who knows both Rachel and Boris well. Maybe, as an adult, you try to over-compensate for the gaps in your childhood by almost obsessively seeking public acclaim in what Rachel’s husband Ivo Dawnay only half-jokingly refers to as the Johnsons’ ‘severe case of Attention Deficit Disorder.’ ‘It was grim, there’s no doubt about it,’ confirms Rachel. ‘We had a succession of deeply unpleasant Aunt Sponge and Aunt Spiker au pairs, who would gang up against us.’42 Charlotte returned, but was not ‘entirely well’ for another two or three years.

Stanley, who had been absent during so much of their lives, was now sole parent in charge. However, this was not a role to which ‘Dada’ was accustomed and a solution was quickly found, at least for the eldest pair. ‘My line on parenting has been very straightforward throughout,’ he explains. ‘It’s too important to be left to parents.’43 So in September 1975, when Boris was 11 (and Rachel merely 10), they were packed off to Ashdown House, a preparatory boarding school in Forest Row, East Sussex and known as a feeder for the great public schools. Charlotte hints it was Stanley’s decision to send them away, rather than hers, largely absent as she was. ‘It was kind of what my husband wanted and my grip on things was not great,’ she says.44 What’s more, they were expected to make the cross-Channel journey to school by themselves, an experience that perhaps goes some way towards explaining their intolerance of weakness or hesitancy in others.

‘My parents used to leave me and my 11-year-old brother at the Gare du Nord in Brussels with a packed lunch and a few francs to buy chips on the cross-Channel ferry,’ chirps Rachel. ‘We would take the train to Ostend, then the ferry to Dover and the train to Victoria; and after a brief pit stop at the paedophile-packed Cartoon Cinema, we would shovel ourselves and our trunks onto the train to East Grinstead. It took a whole day.’45 Typically, the unusually resourceful pair made the trip without major incident but there was one hair-raising occasion when, returning at the end of a term, they managed to board the train to Moscow rather than Brussels. True to form, Rachel likes to recount the story with hoots of laughter, but she and Boris were certainly forced to face the misadventures of life from a very early age.

The family are all too aware of how difficult it must have been for Stanley to pick up the pieces after Charlotte’s sudden departure. ‘They’re very loyal to their dad and protective of him. I suppose he had to do more than he expected because of Charlotte’s illness,’ says a close friend. Indeed, Rachel dedicated her novel Shire Hell to: ‘My father, for everything’. But the same friend also believes the children inevitably suffered from the absence of their beloved Mama. What is certain is that Rachel took on an early cosseting role beyond her years, playing ‘Wendy’ to Boris’s ‘Peter Pan’ and her younger brothers’ ‘Lost Boys’. ‘There is something of the child-carer in both Boris and Rachel,’ observes the journalist and friend Sarah Sands. Another close friend adds, ‘they all seem slightly in need of mothering, a bit vulnerable underneath the bluster. They became unusually close, all of them. Jo, for instance, became very attached to Rachel. When she had her first baby, he didn’t seem to know how to react. He certainly behaved very oddly – I think he was jealous.’

Charlotte and Stanley separated just before the Christmas of 1978. On a grey December’s afternoon, he drove her to Zaventem airport, on a desolate plain outside Brussels, returning alone to the former family home in Uccle. Afterwards, he wrote a poem about the split – it says much about the Johnsonian approach to life:


So even though I smile and smile

And pretend not to mind

When I think of the good times

I shall miss you.46



During reflective moments, Stanley has said he blames himself entirely for the breakdown of the marriage: ‘I do not in any way wish to minimise the distress that can be caused to a family by separation and divorce. I felt desperately sorry for the children. Happily, Charlotte and I have tried to keep our relationship on the friendliest footing possible.’47 It is to the credit of both that they are complimentary of each other as parents but friends of Charlotte, such as James Le Fanu, say she has never forgiven Stanley, rarely sees him by choice and was angry that she ‘barely featured’ in his autobiography. Boris has sought to avoid taking sides: it is instructive that he dedicates his novel, Seventy-Two Virgins, to both parents, with the Latin phrase ‘optimus parentibus’.

At times, his father can sound astonishingly flippant about an event that ruptured Boris and his siblings’ remaining childhood. ‘I suppose Charlotte and I grew apart – it is very hard to say, I never tried to analyse what happened in my first marriage. Look, I have no idea how much the children did or did not suffer, because I never asked them,’ is vintage Stanley.48 Four years later, when asked again why he separated from Charlotte, his stance was even more light-hearted: ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’49 And when pressed on whether he had strayed: ‘These questions are not good – I was wholly faithful to Charlotte in all important respects.’50

Such quips could easily drop from Boris’s own lips: seemingly, father and son share the same refusal to take conventional morals seriously or to abide by the same rules as anyone else. Both are fond of laddish banter and crude sexual references. At a book signing, Stanley once boasted to a woman about the frequency with which he had sex. His early novels offered numerous steamy encounters and a favourite game among the young Johnsons was to scour their father’s books for the ‘dirty bits.’ But it wouldn’t take long: ‘You just open one of Stanley’s novels at a random page, and there is inevitably something about sex. Good stuff !’ chuckles Douglas Hurd. ‘We needed only to snigger the words “rubbery nipples” to collapse in merriment,’ recalls Rachel.51

Sex, sexual organs and sexual conquests are Johnsonian mainstays of conversation. Later, Boris infamously told a girlfriend that such was the number of his sexual partners that he hadn’t had ‘to have a wank for twenty years.’52 Pretty much anything must be treated as a Johnson joke; once laughed about, however, it can be forgotten. The surprise must be that the son continues in the same vein after witnessing and being horrified by the intense suffering his father’s philandering caused his mother.

Stanley’s family certainly believe him to have been a serial adulterer. One of Rachel’s close friends relates how she ‘has moaned that Stanley was lecherous towards the au pairs, who were only a few years older than her.’ Indeed, her father has expressed some disquieting enthusiasm for the constant supply of young girls in the house, particularly during the hot days of summer 1976. ‘Our au pairs wore nothing – I do remember them certainly parading down by the river. Oliver Walston [a friend] says they wore nothing in the house, too – he sent a card afterwards, saying, “Thanks for the mammaries.”’53 The Johnsons frequently took the precaution of hiring two au pairs in the hope both would not leave at once, although they sometimes did.

Even today, at parties Stanley’s eyes constantly rove the room. Fellow guests often notice this unusual flirtatiousness in a man entering his eighth decade. Although there is no suggestion of infidelity to his current wife, Rachel’s close friends – perhaps those with the greatest insight into this generally secretive family – have heard harrowing tales of the effect of his past affairs on Charlotte. Rachel herself has spoken a good deal about it over the years. ‘She is very conscious of the damage Stanley had caused Charlotte through philandering,’ says one of Rachel’s former boyfriends. ‘I don’t think it made Rachel feel insecure, but it has made her feel more appreciative of her mother. She is also very fond of her father. I think he has indulged her and so she has come to terms with it. Maybe all the Johnson jesting is the way they all come to terms with it.’

Boris has told girlfriends that his way of coping was to make himself invulnerable so that he would never experience such pain again. True to form, however, he speaks less of it outside the family than Rachel. He once admitted to an interviewer that he had been ‘upset’ by the split, then immediately tried to close the open door by spluttering, ‘No, it had some effect. They handled it brilliantly.’54 Most acquaintances, even those who have known him for years, would have no inkling of the pain in his childhood: he has the hard outer shell of a child from a broken home, who has also had to deal with grave family illness.

Stanley told the children of the divorce when they were all at Nethercote for the holidays, prompting 14-year-old Boris to ask: ‘Why did you have us?’55 Charlotte, now 36, returned to London with her four children and moved into a top-floor maisonette on Elgin Crescent and Colville Terrace, Notting Hill paid for with the proceeds of the sale of the Regents Park Road house. A bohemian home stuffed with oil paintings, exotic rugs, a doll’s house and flowers, it was close to the fashionable markets and bars of Portobello Road and Westbourne Grove.

At last in her natural milieu, she found herself recovering mentally and able to live on the sales of her portraits of prominent characters such as Jilly Cooper and Joanna Lumley, worth thousands of pounds each. Compared to what she and the children were used to, however, money was tight as she refused to accept financial support from Stanley. Indeed, the roof leaked for a while and she also recalls, ‘Once I sent the boys to the market to buy a turkey for Christmas and they came back with a capon because turkey was too expensive. So, Christmas dinner was rather small that year. It was like something out of Dickens. So, it’s not true when people say Boris is cut off from reality.’56

Boris and his brothers were banned from playing ball games in the communal gardens but instead made do with cricket and darts in the hallways. They would also hide behind the roof parapet to drop water bombs onto unsuspecting passers-by on the pavement below. Such childish fun notwithstanding, Boris now assumed a key role in the family, acting as confidant and emotional support to his mother. His position as alpha male was thus unassailable, as was his growing aptitude as an emotionally literate companion to women, one who would listen and strike the right note, even if he could not be faithful.

Charlotte makes it clear the marriage had been doomed, whatever her efforts. ‘I couldn’t stay with [Stanley]. He was so inaccessible, not to say completely unfaithful. I couldn’t live with him never allowing anything to be serious. That’s the essential difference between Boris and his father. I can talk to Boris about anything.’57

When her children’s friends meet Charlotte for the first time, usually they are surprised at how different she is from them – and also from Stanley. ‘I thought if there is one woman in this room who is least likely to be Boris’s mother, then it is her,’ recalls one. She is calm, whereas Stanley is excitable; gentle where he is boisterous; quiet where he is noisy; retiring while he likes to be the centre of orbit. ‘She takes the Ma Rothschild view of publicity – that your name should appear in the newspapers no more than three times,’ remarks Le Fanu. And then of course she is genuinely upper class in contrast to Stanley’s more rackety family history.

Charlotte eventually found happiness in 1988 when she married an American academic, Nicholas (Nick) Wahl, a man several years her senior but with whom she had so much more in common than Stanley. She left for New York again, this time to live with him in an apartment in Washington Square. He, meanwhile, worked as a professor at New York University and toiled away on what he hoped would be the definitive biography of Charles de Gaulle although sadly, this was never finished.

Nick had no children of his own but doted on hers and the affection was mutual. ‘They were all very fond of their step-dad, Nick Wahl,’ says a close observer. ‘He was gentle, and nice – totally different from Stanley, who is a show-off.’ ‘Nick was good to Charlotte,’ recalls Brian Johnson.

The couple spent eight happy years together in New York before Nick’s death from cancer in 1996. Once again Charlotte returned to Notting Hill, alone. Although still painting whenever she can, she has had to contend with Parkinson’s disease for nearly 30 years. When visiting his mother, Boris is a loving son and talks up her painting talents with commendable filial loyalty. However, Rachel’s friends say as Charlotte’s only daughter, the responsibility of caring for an ailing mother has fallen unevenly on her. She will – and does – drop everything whenever there is another medical crisis, although she never reveals the pain and anguish this sometimes causes. In addition, she has also had to deal with her husband’s chronic health problems that necessitated a liver transplant. Illness has stalked her family, it seems. ‘I have never seen Rachel break down,’ reveals one of her closest friends, ‘whatever life throws at her – it is not the Johnsonian way. She doesn’t want sympathy, but she does crave recognition.’

While home life leading up to the split was painful for Boris, school was not that much better. All four siblings attended Ashdown House, which Stanley describes in the following way: ‘… as far as I could tell – a very happy ship.’ Boris’s own recollections of his time there seem rather different and are a subject on which he becomes unusually emotional. Now a happy, highly successful establishment, the school has indeed played a large part in creating the Boris we know today.

Rachel was the first girl boarder, but was later joined by another. However, used to mixing with boys – and sometimes even requesting to be called ‘Richard’ – she completely ignored the other girl. Perhaps she may have decided she was the ‘wrong sort’ after learning her father drove a Rolls and lived in a mock Tudor house in Surrey. Rachel also believes her presence there finally persuaded the headmaster to give up beating pupils. Stanley is insouciant – supportive even – of corporal punishment as a means to impart a valuable lesson in how not to ‘blub’, but it deeply troubled Boris. In fact, his contempt for the beatings and the masters who administered them is very revealing of the hidden, softer side of his personality frequently lost in the heat and noise of everyday existence.

This concern impressed his future proprietor Conrad Black, who noted that Boris’s schooldays were one of the few subjects on which he became serious, and a believable and passionate opponent of corporal punishment. He also told Black how he would hear the younger boys crying, in terrible pain, and just how distressing it was. ‘He was outraged at the physical cruelty inflicted by the faculty. He never gave me the impression that he had often been the victim of such treatment, but I would not doubt the depth of his revulsion at the thought of small boys being terrorised and battered.’ Lord Black also observes Boris’s haunted, angry tone on the school beatings in contrast to the typically joking one with which he is more associated.

Boris has also written of his experiences, using the word ‘idyllic’ below in his characteristically ironic manner. ‘It seems amazing that in our lifetimes otherwise humane teachers would roll up their sleeves, flex the Malacca and – with or without a pervy Terry-Thomas glint in the eye – administer violent corporal punishment to the children they were supposed to be instructing. My memory of an otherwise idyllic 1970s English prep school is that masters used virtually any weapon of discipline they could lay their hands on.’ He goes on to reveal an uncharacteristically heartfelt conviction: ‘I remember being so enraged at being whacked for talking at the wrong moment that it has probably given me a lifelong distrust of authority.’58

Away from home, his mother ill, the family’s future uncertain and now confronted with the misery of beatings (and possibly worse), it was at this point that Boris came up with a formidable method of self-protection. It may not be irrelevant that he – and his siblings – had already read a great deal of PG Wodehouse at home. In any case, family observers detected a startling change in him not long after he began attending Ashdown House. One noted: ‘I heard he had hard times at school for his Turkish lineage, coming under fire for being a foreigner and coming over the Channel from Brussels. So he created a dishevelled look and persona, this 1930s-style English eccentric who appears to be bumbling, but is actually fantastically well read. It was a survival tactic and it worked brilliantly.’ The experience also equipped him with another of his most endearing qualities: a genuine empathy for outsiders of whatever national or racial origin that he has demonstrated throughout his life. Indeed, it’s an important element of his popular appeal.

Whatever antipathy he might still harbour against some of his former masters, it was at this ‘idyllic’ prep school that Boris won a King’s Scholarship to Eton, reinforcing his position as Johnson top dog. Then headmaster Clive Williams rated all the Johnson children very highly, but added Rachel, ‘was not as brilliant as Boris.’ Leo later became head boy at Ashdown, but narrowly missed out on an Eton scholarship. For all his distractions, Boris excelled in Greek and Latin, quickly outclassing boys who had studied the subjects far longer. He was also an enthusiastic, if not brilliant rugby player. By now, he was physically, intellectually and emotionally tough – and an impressive figure of remarkable assurance.

There was, though, another challenge for the four children, who had already endured so much. A year after his divorce came through (and following his election in 1979 as Conservative MEP for Wight and Hampshire East), Stanley met his future wife, Jenny. He married her on 27 February 1981 when Boris was 16. Doubtless happy that their father had found new contentment so quickly, nonetheless it is never easy for the children of a first marriage to deal with subsequent nuptials, particularly when they lead to further siblings.

Jenny, nine years Stanley’s junior and the young widow of the theatre director Robert Kidd, is widely hailed as a charming, poised and intelligent woman. Before meeting him, she worked as editor at the publisher Weidenfeld and is considered a good hostess but she is also known for being reserved, someone who ‘doesn’t give much away.’ (She is also said to lean to the Left of Stanley, leading Rachel to observe: ‘My father tends to marry socialists.’) Inheriting a large, cohesive troupe of wilful children cannot have been smooth sailing for her either. A year later, she gave birth to her own daughter Julia, followed three years on by a son, Max. Both share the Johnson blond trademark, as well as drive and confidence but observers say there have been tensions. A friend of the older Johnson offspring remarks: ‘It was very difficult for them when Stanley had more children – they felt Jenny didn’t want anything to do with them. They felt she treated them like visitors to her house rather than making it another home for them.’ Even today there is competition between the two sets. At one of Stanley’s book-signings in 2010 – attended by both his daughters – friends of Rachel recall her distress that Julia had a more prominent seat. Later on, she was sitting in the chair closest to Stanley and defiantly placed at right angles to Julia and Jenny.

No wonder Boris has sought security, both financial and emotional, ever since. As someone who has known both him and Rachel for years says: ‘I feel genuinely sorry for the Johnsons, whatever their successes in life.’ But surely they rarely feel sorry for themselves? Indeed, they collectively feel almost a duty to be determinedly funny, brave and entertaining. Stanley and his first brood of children in particular benefit from each other’s pre-eminence and talent for self-promotion. Their father never ceases to trumpet their achievements, even ostentatiously counting the number of times his family appears in one day’s papers in the public arena of his local newsagent. He himself admits one of his greatest pleasures is that he managed to send all his offspring to top-ranking public schools. And for Boris that could not mean his own mid-table alma mater Sherborne, it had to be Eton.



Chapter Two

‘Hey, Hey, ABJ’

Eton, 1977–1982

A well-worn gag about the great old schools of England goes:


A lady enters the room where there are three public schoolboys.

The Harrovian (motto: Stet Fortuna Domus/Let Fortune of the House Stand) orders someone to get her a chair.

The Wykehamist (Manners Makyth Man) fetches it.

The Etonian (Floreat Etona/Let Eton Flourish) sits in it!



‘That’s pure Boris!’ cries a childhood acquaintance. ‘I was brought up with generations of arrogant Etonian boys but Boris’s arrogance transcends any I’ve ever met. He is the ultimate Etonian product, an opportunist to the core.’

In fact, dig deeper and the story is more complicated. Boris Johnson shares the overwhelming sense of entitlement of many Old Etonians, as his friend says, but there also remain traces of the insecurities of the outsider. Even an Etonian education did not completely dispel them and in some ways reinforced his empathy with other lone wolves.

In the autumn term of 1977, Boris entered Eton as a King’s Scholar, one of a group of thirteen or fourteen boys a year who pass a gruelling entrance exam. He was by no means at the top of this list of dauntingly clever 13-year-olds, having scraped in at thirteenth, but it confirmed him as a member of the intellectual elite. In the 1970s, when Boris was at School (as every Etonian must call it), King’s Scholars were excused all or most of their fees. This meant several of the Scholars were of relatively modest means compared to the scions of landed and commercial dynasties making up the ranks of the other boys, known as Oppidans. But Stanley gets quite snippy if anyone mistakes this for an attempt on his part to save money rather than a natural demonstration of his son’s superiority. ‘Winning a scholarship is a matter of honour,’ he insists. ‘It wasn’t because we couldn’t afford the fees.’1

‘We were intellectually superior, the Oppidans socially superior,’ explains a fellow Scholar, who knows Boris and his family well. ‘Traditionally, scholars were seen as swotty and downmarket, but it didn’t matter to us – we revelled in it. Actually, we felt protected. There was still fagging in the other houses, for instance, when we were there, but not in College [the name for the Scholars’ House].’

College also had a more liberal bent than other houses in what was an overwhelmingly Conservative-supporting school. ‘There were lots of rabid Tories amongst the Oppidans, who all read the Daily Mail. College was much more cultured and diverse and in our view at least quite left wing,’ the Labour-voting Scholar recalls. Often reared on a diet of ‘breezy anti-intellectualism,’ the brasher Oppidans viewed Scholars as nerdy and even had a pejorative name for them: ‘Tugs’. The name is derived from the gowns or togas worn by Scholars at all times, thus distinguishing them from the Oppidans. Surprising as it may seem to more meritocratic minds, it’s not unknown for those who win Scholarships to turn them down in favour of a fee-paying place to avoid any hint of social stigma. Those who narrowly missed a Scholarship then, including the journalist Marcus Warren (Boris’s junior by two years), talk of being ‘spared.’

Such thoughts were no doubt far from Boris’s mind on his first glorious day at Eton that Michaelmas Half (term), back in September 977. Even if his apparent bumbling fooled his soon-to-be friend Viscount Althorp (later Earl Spencer) into believing at least there was ‘one boy at school thicker than me,’2 it was, of course, an act. Resplendent in gown, white tie and tails, he would have been fully aware of his status as a direct heir to King Henry VI’s Foundation, which set up the school in 1440. Scholars go to get ‘gowned’ – a formal investiture exclusive to them in a ceremony dating back to the school’s medieval origins. It’s an inspiring occasion; participants recall tingling with a certain excitement and awe.

‘The Provost presided over it all,’ recalls a fellow Scholar from Boris’s time. ‘He told us we were the future leaders, that we had a responsibility and a destiny that was not to be taken lightly. We were privileged, but we were also duty-bound to give back to society and contribute to it. There was an expectation of us, and also a feeling that nothing was too big a stage. You found yourself thinking of someone like Pitt the Elder and asking yourself, am I really potentially that great?’

Over the years, Boris has observed to friends how such exhortations affected his outlook and that he believes those lucky enough to be educated at the great public schools are indeed being groomed to ‘rule’ over others. He was, in any case, accustomed to being around ‘great’ men – including Lord Charteris, who became Provost shortly after Boris started, whom he had known since a young boy as a friend of his mother’s family.

The 70 Scholars are not only treated differently, and look different, they also have their own accommodation in the most historic buildings in the school. Lower School, dating from the Middle Ages and with desks eaten away by centuries-old boys’ carvings, is exclusively for Scholars and used for prayers in Latin on Sundays. As one former Scholar puts it: ‘You do feel you need to live up to these grand old buildings.’ Until relatively modern times, Oppidans would reside with private landladies, whose lodgings evolved into the houses where the majority of Etonians now live. Even in Boris’s day, while many College bedrooms would look out over the sweeping central courtyard in the heart of the school, the other 1,180 boys would have rooms in less-exalted buildings dotted further away all round Eton. The sleeping arrangements serve to this day to reinforce the College versus Oppidan distinction.

However, A.B. Johnson, KS, as he was formally known, was not immediately admitted to the hallowed College rooms and for the first term had to muck in with the Oppidans. His low ranking in the Scholar league meant that he had to wait until sixth formers staying on for their seventh term Oxbridge exams finally left and vacated their rooms in College.

David Guilford was Boris’s housemaster for that first term and taught him Classics until O-Levels, as the first set of formal school examinations were called before they were renamed GCSEs, with a new syllabus starting in the autumn of 1986. Now retired, he was a housemaster for 16 years and taught hundreds of clever Etonians, but Boris Johnson still sticks out in his memory. ‘I had him in Private Business [an Etonian tradition similar to tutorial time when reports and extra-mural subjects of interest are discussed among a small group of boys with a master], and he always wanted to do something more advanced,’ he recalls. ‘He was streets ahead of other boys who were not Scholars. He was certainly not at the top of the Scholarship list and not always in the highest divisions [subject sets] either, but he was a very fine chap, quite remarkable really and a much better scholar than he made out. But at school, he didn’t come on top of the list or in the top 10: he was instead an all-rounder, very good at rugby and the Wall Game, but perhaps less at cricket. He was a School figure – unusual for a Scholar.’

This crystal-clear recollection more than three decades on is all the more striking considering some of the other students Guilford encountered in his time. ‘I also taught David Cameron, but I don’t remember him at all – he must just have done what he was told.’ Another master – Tim Connor – actually denied having taught Cameron, having no recollection of him. Presented with concrete evidence that he had indeed taken the future Prime Minister in the Upper Sixth, a dumbfounded Connor admitted it was still a ‘complete blank.’ With generations of upper middle-class heritage and financial security, Cameron of course did not have so much to prove. ‘Cameron was posh, even by the standards of Eton,’ says Marcus Warren, an exact contemporary.

The fact that Boris, in contrast to most Scholars, became such a prominent School figure is instructive as Tugs traditionally found security in separation. Arriving as ‘Al’ or Alex Johnson, he gradually became known as Boris – chosen for its greater distinctiveness – and so did he incrementally perfect the eccentric English persona so just boris popular today. In an establishment of real toffs, Boris’s confected version outshone them all for humour and bravado: here was a Scholar who was certainly not nerdy or weird, whose intelligence and chutzpah marked him out over time as something special across School. He seems determined not to have played the role of the outsider (indeed, at Eton he abandoned his mother’s Catholicism in favour of the Church of England). His success in blending in was a remarkable achievement, as Marcus Warren explains: ‘College was more of a hothouse than other houses, with a reputation for eccentric and bookish boys in a school of 1,250 teenagers, where such attributes were out of the ordinary. So, Boris was unusual in that his strength of character allowed him to survive and thrive outside College’s protective environment. Unlike most other Scholars, he appealed to the rest of the school. He was a figure of fun but we weren’t laughing at him, but with him. He had this gruff delivery, but great comic timing. He was a star! He was a figure much like he is now – I really don’t recognise any great change at all.’

Boris joined Eton at a time of considerable change under the headmastership of Michael McCrum, when brains began to matter more than mere privileged birth, or at least take equal billing. Fagging (the custom of using younger boys as personal servants) was on the wane and beatings administered by boys had finally been banned, while learning was on the up. ‘McCrum was very austere, but in the bigger historical context was responsible for a big improvement in the academic success of the school,’ explains Warren. ‘He recognised that Eton could no longer rely on its social cachet, that it would need galvanising academically so from the 1970s onwards, it became this academic hothouse.’

Boris started off his Eton career modestly. His academic and humorous abilities were quickly evident and at 13, he was already a formidable debater. He was also adept at deflecting questions with the deftest of non-committal answers. ‘He could block hostile or difficult questions from masters even then,’ recalls one contemporary. ‘Great training for dealing with the media later on.’ But news of his parents’ divorce temporarily dampened the flamboyance of the young  Boris. Although his flaxen hair and undoubted intelligence marked him out, his place in school mythology would not come for another couple of years. For now, traces of his old shyness still remained. ‘As a kid I was extremely spotty, extremely nerdy and horribly swotty,’ he admits. ‘My idea of a really good time was to travel across London on the tube to visit the British Museum.’3

Although popular, initially he was not seen to be particularly close to anyone. And academically, he was not always in the top sets or divisions, which are typically dominated by Scholars. In his second year, known in baffling Eton parlance as ‘E Block’, he was in the second division for English when almost all other Scholars were in ‘Div One’. In Science, he mustered a lowly Div Five and even Div Six in maths, neither subject ever being his forte (his fellow Collegers were mainly in the top group for virtually all subjects). He quickly shone at Classics, though – which stood him in good stead in a school where they were revered.

Only in his third year, or ‘D-Block’, in the 1979 Michaelmas term was he promoted to Div One for English. His genius for the verbal pirouettes that would later help make him famous was finally recognised in the Lower Sixth, when he won the English prize in the summer of 1981 at the age of 17. He was also writing for the school magazine, The Chronicle, in a style not dissimilar to the one his public knows today. On 10 October 1980, he produced a description of Sir Edward Heath on a visit to the Political Society: ‘Edward Heath was lit up from behind, his face in shade and a halo of silver light extending from his temples, like some prophet of old.’

By this time he had become a fully-fledged school celebrity, known to everyone simply as Boris for the first time in his life. Here was the near-perfect prototype of the seemingly bumbling, shambolic persona wrapped round the rapier intellect that we know today. Already he had learned to conceal his ambition with humour and self-deprecation, but it took time and effort to hone the act and this apparently could only be completed at the expense of his schoolwork. His innate brilliance could get him only so far, particularly in those subjects where he was less of a natural. The masters were fond of, and exasperated with Boris in virtually equal measure, but towards the end of his Etonian career there are signs that their patience was beginning to wear thin.

Martin Hammond, who became a popular Master in College in 1980, came to know Boris well. A richly cultured, but grounded man with liberal sympathies, he wrote to Stanley in December that year saying that his son was ‘a delightful person, a real life-enhancer. I like his open friendliness of manner, and his ready wit.’4

But the next report, dated 3 April 1981, expressed concerns that Boris had ‘a finger in a wide variety of pies.’5 Soon there are grumbles about lateness, non-appearance of work and a lack of organisation, plus a doubtful ‘commitment to the real business of scholarship’.6 Nevertheless he managed to scoop up some considerable trophies, such as the Newcastle Classical Prize, albeit by a ‘narrow’ margin.

On 10 April 1982, just weeks before his A-Levels, there follows another letter from Hammond, which, while still containing words of affection and praise for Boris, also gives some really quite alarming observations. It’s the sort of mixed assessment frequently delivered by his associates today: so many start off by saying how fond they are of Boris before embarking on lengthy descriptions of his failings and the letter from Hammond follows precisely the same pattern. After praising the fact that Boris had achieved ‘some success’ in a divinity scholarship, he goes on to describe the tone of an assessment from personal tutor Andrew Hobson (a mentor chosen by Boris himself) as ‘pretty damning.’ He then rails about his protégé’s ‘disgracefully cavalier attitude’ which he believes is in danger of evolving into ‘sheer fecklessness’ and continues in similarly hostile vein: ‘Boris seems affronted when criticised for what amounts to a gross failure of esponsibility and surprised at the same time that he was not appointed Captain of School [Head Boy] for next half. I think he honestly believes that it is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one who should be free of the network of obligation which binds everyone else. I am enormously fond of Boris and saddened that he should have brought upon himself this sort of report.’7

And then in July 1982, Hammond writes again to Stanley: ‘Boris is pretty impressive when success can be achieved by pure intelligence unaccompanied by hard work. He is, in fact, pretty idle about it all. Boris has something of a tendency to assume that success and honours will drop into his lap: not so, he must work for them. Efficiency and organisation have been constant problems (there was trouble this half with his running of the Political Society, and an unprecedented rebuke from the Provost).’8

Boris himself recalls the rebuke was prompted by his arriving 45 minutes late for a meeting with Lord Charteris, in what must have been seen as a breathtaking display of rudeness. And yet, in what can only be an indication of the power of his charm, Hammond writes in the very next sentence: ‘It was perhaps a bit of a risk to make Boris Captain of the School but he clearly has the personality and the respect necessary for the job, and it’s my hope that the imposition of a public responsibility will energise all else. It’s a particularly important job in the Michaelmas and involves a number of administrative tasks which simply must be done well.’ Indeed, the key to his redemption in Hammond’s eyes comes in the next line: ‘Certainly I look forward to working with him – he’s excellent company, and has a mature understanding of people and things.’9

Boris may have been infuriating, but he already recognised the power of charm and energy, as well as the futility of being a rebel when you want to get on. Enthusiastically and cheerfully, he embraced all the Etonian traditions – House, hymns, the Wall Game, Latin prayers, rugby and searing competitiveness. (Indeed, unlike his sister Rachel – who became a punk and acquired a Mohican-styled boyfriend partial to black nail varnish – he never underwent a teenage rebellion stage.) He also revealed none of the complacent laziness of which Etonians were widely accused in newspapers of the time, being intent, as he himself puts it, on ‘greedily filling himself up to the gills with the finest education that England could offer’.

Other Old Etonians from those years remember a number of boys simply ‘gave up and did nothing’ when they could no longer cope with the merciless and relentless ranking of their academic position. (Each term, every boy would be given a rank between one and 250, according to his exam results. The Scholars would expect to dominate the top slots, and inevitably did, while everyone knew the names of those falling behind.) Following the refusal of some ‘lazy’ boys to go on a theatre trip, Boris’s contemporary, the celebrity chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, even wrote a poem – Whither Apathy – about the extent of the ‘Eton problem’ and it is worth repeating here as an insight into the Eton of the early-1980s.


Eton’s problem nowadays

Is no-one wants to go to plays

Those chaps we thought heraldic snobs

Are just a bunch of lazy slobs!

So speaks our friend, the national press

“It’s APATHY, no more, no less!”

The word instills a sordid fear

What must I do with my career?10



This was also when the great public schools were often under attack for being unworthy bastions of an elitist class system. Boris’s future rival for Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, then leader of the soon-to-be abolished Greater London Council, summed up the view of many in an interview in the Etonian school magazine, the Chronicle, on 4 June 1983 – shortly after Boris left.

‘I think your school should be integrated into the state system, because I don’t think you should have the right [through] what your parents can buy [to] a privileged start over the rest of society. I look at the people who have emerged from Eton and Harrow, Oxford and Cambridge and I think you’re a load of bloody wallies.’

Boris, who confesses to having become conscious of Tory ‘feelings’ at around this time, wrote a spirited, if pompous defence of Eton and its privileged pupils in the same journal. Whatever his populist appeal may be now, he is nothing if not an elitist. The confident tone – astonishingly similar to his adult writing style – belies his 16 years: ‘I tell you this. The Civilised World can ignore, must ignore entirely these idiots who tell us that by their very existence the public schools demolish all hopes most cherished for the Comprehensive System. Clearly, this is twaddle, utter bunkum, balderdash, tommyrot, piffle and fiddlesticks of the most insidious kind. So strain every nerve, parents of Britain, to send your son to this educational establishment (forget this socialist gibberish about the destruction of the State System). Exercise your freedom of choice because in this way you will imbue your son with the most important thing, a sense of his own importance.’11

Boris was certainly imbued with a sense of his own importance – and a near divine, or rather Etonian, sense of a right to rule. Such a feeling of superiority was no doubt reinforced by his starring role in the Wall Game, a sport unique to Eton and one, masters claim, that brings out leadership qualities although another Old Etonian view is that it’s just a ‘mindless scrum, but fun because of its history and uniqueness.’ The game, which sets Scholars against Oppidans in an opaque test of cunning and brute force, was the perfect exhibitionist sport for Boris and in time, he came to captain the College team. The object is to drive an under-size football over a line and then attempt to score. Winning not only requires serious muscle, but also stealth and an ability to inflict and endure pain. The Chronicle ran a spoof of the 1960s Vietnam peace chant (the original was written in protest at the escalation of the war by President Lyndon B. Johnson, known simply as ‘LBJ’) in celebration of the legendary aggression of A.B. Johnson when pitted against the Oppidans. They were in no doubt, it seems, when it came to his ruthless purpose on (and off) the field.


Hey, Hey, ABJ

How many Oppidans did you kill today?



The Chronicle exhorted boys to ‘watch the Blond Behemoth crud relentlessly through the steaming pile of purple-and-orange [Oppidan] heavyweights, until he’s knocking on the Lower Master’s Door.’12 Playing rugby, Boris took a similarly reck less approach to his own safety and that of others – it is remarkable that they all emerged intact, although his nose took a bit of a beating.

He also showed an early interest in journalism and the attention that went with it. Here, too, he sought – and duly won – the top job: the editor’s chair. In his sixth-form years, he was determined to bag the most prestigious positions to bulk out an already impressive CV. By the summer term of 1981, he was one of two editors of the Chronicle, along with another boy – Roger Clarke. As he would later do at the Spectator, he brought in many of his illustrious friends to pen the journal, including Charlie Spencer (Viscount Althorp and brother of Diana, Princess of Wales) on the arts pages, with features by Andrew Gilmour (son of the Conservative minister, Sir Ian Gilmour). Darius Guppy, an exuberant half-Iranian boy whose ancestors on his father’s side included the naturalist who gave his name to the fish and Sir Francis Dashwood, founder of the eighteenth-century ‘Hellfire Club’ notorious for its pagan orgies, was also involved. By now Boris’s cleverness and above all, humour had catapulted him into a tight-knit trio with Spencer and Guppy, two of the best-connected boys in the school.

Although Boris was Charlie Spencer’s editor, this was a reversal of the original hierarchy. A close friend of Spencer’s in his youth recalls: ‘Charles and Darius were the leaders of the pack and Boris was very low down in the pecking order in the early days. I used to go to parties at Althorp [the Spencer family seat] and Boris was relatively invisible. Charles was the richest, Darius the wildest – and Boris the cleverest. But they were all clever, and Charles and Darius were very handsome and Boris was thinner and better-looking then, too – he quickly rose up the ranks.’

As if to the manor born, Boris was by now mixing with the upper echelons of society. The Spencers ranked as one of the leading aristocratic families in Britain and of course married into royalty during Boris’s schooldays. Spencer and Guppy were among Boris’s first close male friends as opposed to the dozens of friendly acquaintances he had previously cultivated and their support and loyalty would no doubt have meant a great deal to him.

In the autumn term of 1981, Boris entered ‘Pop’, the self-perpetuating group of the grandest Etonians and the definition of social success at the school. ‘Pop was a self-selecting society of popular boys, like a private club,’ explains another Scholar, who did not share such ambitions to be tribal chief. ‘Teachers are not supposed to have influence on its conduct or composition and generally it is the coolest boys, the best at sport, the richest and most talented that get in. They then mark themselves apart with different, checked trousers, lavish waistcoats and the Pop swagger. I suppose it is much like the Bullingdon Club at Oxford, but with official blessing. They are supposed to administer discipline in the school, but in practice they don’t.’

Pop had a private room, where members could go to watch videos on a Saturday night – still a fashionable novelty in the 1980s; Pop could also stay at Tap, Eton’s school bar, later than the other boys. Such privileges marked out the elite of the elite and so in turn, Boris’s arrival as a considerable force. To assume he mixed solely with the possessors of stately homes and ancient lineage, however, would be wrong: one of his most admirable qualities also came to the fore at Eton, which had only a smattering of black pupils in the 1970s. It was not easy to be other than white in the world’s most famous school at this time, but Boris did his best to be friendly to everyone. With that gift of including the outsider without being patronising, one black contemporary speaks of how Boris conversed with boys from ethnic minorities while many of his contemporaries ignored them.

He extended his popular appeal – and fame – by taking on the secretary’s position at the Debating Society, which among its attractions had the prospect of trips to girls’ public schools for competitions. The experience allowed him a wider stage and he never lost an opportunity to exploit it. Emma Jenks remembers vividly the time he first came to her school, Wycombe Abbey: ‘We were very excited about debating with Eton and spent ages preparing our speeches. Boris was the head of the Eton debating society – although I am not sure why as he was absolutely useless at organising it. But he was a fabulous debater. We had done all this work beforehand, and he turned up and said: “Ah! Yes, a speech.” He wrote it there and then, resting a piece of paper on the back of a tree. We couldn’t believe it – and it was a fantastic speech. I couldn’t work out whether this show of disorganisation was genuine or a veneer.’ After a pause, she continues: ‘I think probably a veneer as I later saw him running for President of the Union at Oxford and he was very organised then.’

Boris’s observation that Wycombe Abbey resembled a gothic horror movie set on a golf course won him roars of laughter and a great many female fans, but not every girl was impressed. ‘Boris really quite polarised people. Some of the girls found him very attractive – one girl talked about him for days,’ remembers Jenks. Contemporaries recognise the tones of the Eton Debating Society in his writing and speech-making to this day. ‘It was probably the most influential forum of his life,’ says one, who knows the Johnson family well. ‘It was a place where stars could really shine and have a whale of a time. The debates were lively and funny – it was all the perfect stage for Boris and he has never really escaped it.’

Jenks’ brother attended Eton and she saw Boris again at the annual Fourth of June festivities (celebrating the birthday of Eton’s greatest patron, George III), where his platinum hair made him stand out. He certainly made an impression on her father – the late Sir Brian Jenks, Bt. – despite numerous clever young men at Eton at the time. ‘My father saw him at school from time to time, including once speaking in a debate and right back then, he said, “He’ll be PM.” He just had this charisma and style,’ she recalls.

Those qualities helped to propel Boris and his friend Hugo Dixon, now a dotcom businessman, to ‘steamroller’ their way to the final of the 1981 House Debating Competition on 28 November that year. Against the background of a Thatcherite recession laying waste to much of Britain’s industrial heartland and sparking riots in major cities, the motion was: ‘This House would Emigrate’.

Boris spoke in favour of the motion that night, urging his audience to seek out a new life in space, away from what he chose to refer to as ‘the ghastly dregs’ living on Earth. His side lost the competition as the judges decided that they ‘preferred to be cajoled rather than berated.’ Boris’s anger at this result is reputedly still keenly felt today but at least the audience of boys divided 26–21 in favour of his team, sealing his reputation as a formidable populist. Tim Connor, a highly regarded history master who was one of the two judges, remembers: ‘Boris could always speak readily and wittily but we would judge on the actual quality of debate. Boris did berate people then and I can imagine he does now.’

Sir Eric Anderson, formerly Tony Blair’s housemaster at Fettes in Scotland, became headmaster of Eton in 1980 and once a week taught Boris in Sixth Form Select – a handpicked group of the brightest boys. A favourite memory of Boris’s wit was when Anderson once wrote ‘Business, Industry, Commerce’ up on the board and gave his pupils ten minutes to write down what these words suggested to them. If you want to know how Boris ‘gets away with it’, look no further than his brilliant answer: ‘These three words suggest to me that the headmaster dined in London last night.’ Of course, he was right and Anderson – who thinks the story sums up his former pupil’s special brand of wit – could give only an indulgent smile in response. But Boris had made his mark. Anthony Howard remembers going to speak at Eton after Boris had left and asking Anderson: ‘Who is the most interesting – rather than the cleverest – pupil you’ve ever had?’ He replied: ‘Without a doubt, Boris Johnson.’ And according to Anderson: ‘He’s a very memorable person. Anyone who’s spent an hour with Boris never forgets it. All I have to say to you about him is all good.’ Privately, a different message sometimes emerges from the Etonian ranks, with grumbles that despite his undoubted cleverness and panache, Boris was too much of a ‘showman’ to tackle anything really serious.

In common with Blair, being interesting at school often came at the price of a lack of attention to detail: Boris’s dislike of preparation undoubtedly annoyed his headmaster. When playing the lead in Richard III, he omitted to learn the lines so he had them pasted behind various pillars. It was funny for boys in the audience, but somewhat annoying for those who had invested a good deal of time and energy in the production. Since then, Boris has confined his acting performances to occasions when he can deliver his own lines.

David Guilford remembers that Boris was invited to join the Essay Society, a select group of clever boys convened by the head. ‘He delivered a paper once off-the-cuff – he was clever enough to half get away with it. The headmaster thought it was only half thought-out, but Boris was always so busy with so many things. He was popular, got on with people, so he got away with it.’

Despite his masters’ misgivings, Boris won a scholarship to Balliol College, Oxford, to read Classics. Hammond’s final report, written on 2 January 1983, predicted that he would be ‘easier prey than some to the temptations of Oxford life.’ Displaying a weakness for upmarket laddish banter, Boris wrote under a photograph of himself toting a machine gun in the College Leaving Book of his determination to achieve, ‘more notches on my phallocratic phallus.’ Having stayed on to take his Oxbridge exam the previous autumn, he now set off on a gap year abroad.



He spent the year teaching English and Latin at Geelong Grammar School, Australia’s answer to Eton – and now with annual fees of A$27,700 (around £18,000), the country’s most exclusive school. This choice was another demonstration of the Johnsonian fondness for the wealthiest and best (no sign of building latrines for starving Africans). All four Johnson sons attended Eton. Five out of six of Stanley’s children were to go to Oxford – it is what he says makes him proudest of his offspring. Only Julia, the younger, more rebellious daughter, broke out and went to Cambridge before giving up after less than a month and fleeing to University College London. This cannot have been an easy move and it’s rarely alluded to by the family. ‘Oh, it’s alright,’ her mother Jenny reassured a close friend afterwards, ‘Julia got her First.’

In Australia, Boris was set to work on Geelong’s famous Timbertop campus – a year-long outward bound course for its Year Nine boys and girls, once attended by HRH Prince Charles and set in the wilderness of the foothills of the Great Dividing Range. Not only was he expected to teach the scions of Australia’s and New Zealand’s wealthiest and most eminent families, but also to help maintain its 325-hectare site of bush and farming land, 2km from the nearest road. In return, he received pocket money, plus board and lodging. Most of the 25 teachers and 40 assistants of various sorts lived on campus, where no television was allowed, access to phones limited and alcohol strictly forbidden. The teenage students in their care were expected to confront, ‘the challenges of something like a man’s life under conditions they have to conquer’.13 Heating came from wood-burning boilers – and if not enough wood was collected, the residents (including the students themselves) went cold. It was a fairly tough regime designed to put backbone into the Antipodean ruling classes.

As ever, Boris – who happened to be the only non-Aussie assistant in his time – made an impact. An extract from the Corian, the school magazine, calls him both Boris and Alexander, and notes, ‘he will, in particular, be remembered for his inimitably stolid style of tractor-driving. How such a rustic character could also have such a ready wit and such facility with Latin always remained a mystery.’14 Master and Chaplain of Treetops was the Australian Anglican priest, Peter Thomson – a powerful and charismatic preacher, whom Tony Blair had met at Oxford and found to be ‘spellbinding’ (it was under Thomson’s influence that Blair developed his faith in Christianity). Back in Australia, he also impressed Boris with his Aussie directness and charm, although he in turn remembered the Etonian on his team as being a ‘bit wild.’15

During his gap year – although presumably not at Timbertop – Boris claims to have dabbled with a few illegal substances, such as the odd joint. Throughout adult life, he has always treated the subject of his drug taking – like most other serious matters – as a bit of a joke, with variations depending on the audience. In an interview with a women’s magazine he claimed that yes, he did try drugs, but no, not all seriously, and anyway the illegal substances around in his youth were ‘not the same as what the kids are having now. My drug-taking past is pathetic.’16 However, in a more laddish encounter with Piers Morgan in GQ in 2007, he was more boastful of taking cocaine at the age of 19 at Oxford: ‘I remember it vividly. And it achieved no pharmacological, psychotropic or any other effect on me whatsoever.’17 And for comic effect on the BBC quiz show, Have I Got News for You in 2005, the story was, ‘I think I was once given cocaine, but I sneezed and so it did not go up my nose. In fact, I may have been doing icing sugar.’18

Is this Boris’s way of quashing any suggestion that he has not experienced ‘real life’ while managing to dodge the outrage of Middle England? As with his rival OE David Cameron, contemporaries question whether Boris ever really indulged. Since President Clinton admitted that he had tried, but ‘not inhaled’ marijuana, a confession of a minor drugs ‘experience’ in youth has become almost de rigueur for any ambitious politician. Both Boris and Cameron are highly self-disciplined characters, who grew up at a time when it was considered dull or odd not to at least give drugs a try. Both desire the appearance of being normal, but being iron-disciplined and self-focused, neither was anything of the sort.

Boris is strangely reticent about his gap year but it gave him the time and the distance to practise and perfect the Boris persona – with the ‘ready wit’ and ‘facility with Latin’ that made such an impact at Geelong. At the end of it, ‘Al’ was left 10,000 miles away in the Australian Outback and ‘Boris’ was to come to the fore at Oxford and thereafter.
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