
Praise for George Osborne:  
The Austerity Chancellor

‘Janan Ganesh’s George Osborne: The Austerity Chancellor treads 
with skill and flair the awkward line between authorised and 
unauthorised biography. Ganesh … has an intuitive grasp of  

the Tory psyche … Revealing, penetrating, stylish and superbly 
written. Honestly, it’s a page-turner.’

– Matthew Parris

‘This timely book will be widely read by those wishing to 
understand one of  the most powerful politicians of  recent 

times. A lively account of  the Chancellor’s career … it contains 
a great deal of  fascinating new information.’

– Peter Oborne, Daily Telegraph

‘Ganesh’s dissection of  what has driven the intellectual and 
political revival of  the Tories is forensic and incisive.’

– Anne McElvoy, Mail on Sunday

‘Detailed and illuminating … an important biography.’
– The Guardian

‘Well researched, thoughtful and full of  nuggets buried into the 
smoothest of  prose … Ganesh treads deftly.’ 

– Independent on Sunday



‘This excellent biography … an insight into one of  today’s most 
important politicians is extremely valuable.’

– Sunday Express

‘Janan Ganesh has produced a book that readers of  all sorts 
will enjoy and dip into in the future. The author really knows 

his stuff.’
– Financial Times

‘Excellent biography.’ 
– John Rentoul

 ‘A pacy, well-researched book.’
– The Spectator

‘Fascinating biography.’
– Ted Jeory

‘Ganesh spills the beans as politely as possible.’
– Belfast Telegraph

‘Janan Ganesh produces a meticulously researched biography.’ 
– Oxford Today



Prologue

‘This is the unavoidable Budget.’ Summoned to speak 
at 12.34 p.m. on Tuesday 22 June 2010, the new 
Chancellor of  the Exchequer itemised the monstrosi-

ties of  his economic inheritance. In all of  Europe only neighbour-
ing, unravelling Ireland was running a deeper fiscal deficit, he told 
the House of  Commons. A quarter of  all the expenditure cascad-
ing out of  the Treasury was borrowed from financial markets. 
Those self-same creditors were questioning the liquidity, and 
sometimes the very solvency, of  governments in finer fiscal fettle 
than his. The world’s first industrial nation was flirting with ruin.

After only six weeks in office, he had not called this ‘emergency’ 
Budget to merely report on the demons menacing his country. He 
was also here to slay them, or at least keep them at bay. Britain 
was to pay its way out of  looming devastation with the great-
est fiscal retrenchment since the war. Taxes, including the Value 
Added Tax levied on ordinary purchases, would go up, while 
government departments girded themselves for cuts amounting 
to around a quarter of  their budgets over five years. The previ-
ous decade – all prosperity and profligacy – suddenly seemed a 
thousand centuries ago.

This was austerity, and here was its author. His rhetoric of  
rectitude – all ‘prudence’ and ‘virtue’ and ‘responsibility’ – came 
in a squeaky pitch emanating incongruously from a brawny frame 
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of  around six feet, two inches. Attractive in an ethereal way, he 
wore the same combination of  pale skin and dark hair favoured 
by vampires and members of  The Cure, but, on closer study, he 
actually resembled nobody so much as the Beatles’s Svengali, 
Brian Epstein. Two centuries earlier – powdered, wigged and 
pompadoured – he might have frolicked as a Regency fop. Even 
his name, George Osborne, is shared with the louchest character 
in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair.

However, nothing in the Chancellor’s words, and little in his 
cool, ambitious character, suggested frivolity. All the world’s 
a stage, but Osborne had only ever wanted to perform in the 
Mother of  Parliaments. As a prematurely political schoolboy, 
he had studied its legends and sacraments. He did not need to 
be told that he was the youngest Chancellor since Randolph 
Churchill, or that his ministerial red box was once carried by 
Gladstone, or that he was separated from his Labour opponents 
by two swords’ length. Some journeys to power only make sense 
in retrospect, but his, for the most part, had been planned and 
deliberate. As he gripped the despatch box, he was touching the 
tangible realisation of  a youthful dream.

The Budget was the culmination of  another great story of  
Osborne’s life: his mission to get his riven, radioactively unpopu-
lar Conservative Party back into government. He had recognised 
before almost anyone else – before even David Cameron, now 
the only politician in the land who outranked him – that the 
Tories had to remake themselves for the modern world. This 
stranger to personal adversity had endured the long ordeal of  
Conservatism: three election defeats, four fallen leaders, uncount-
able slights, humiliations and ignominies. Now, after fourteen 
Labour Budgets impotently cursed by the erstwhile natural party 
of  government, here was a Tory Chancellor with the power to 
decide, to act, to rule. But it was an imperfect comeback. Sitting 
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on either side of  him as he spoke were Nick Clegg and Danny 
Alexander, chieftains of  another party. Osborne was a coalition 
Chancellor, a politically bound Chancellor.

For the country, and a watching world, the Budget was more 
of  a beginning than an end. Osborne was laying a colossal bet 
on the future – that the private sector would rebound as the state 
pulled back. At stake were not only his own prospects of  leading 
the country one day, and his party’s chances of  winning an elec-
tion for the first time since he was a student, but the livelihoods of  
millions. He was always a gambling soul, a backgammon wizard at 
school whose extended family included a couple of  casino moguls. 
He had gambled by fastening himself  to a leadership hopeful 
called William Hague in 1997, by standing for the fraught constitu-
ency of  Tatton four years later, by accepting the job of  shadow 
Chancellor at the absurd age of  thirty-three, and by unveiling a 
sensational overhaul of  inheritance tax as his party toyed with 
doom in 2007. His latest punt was an economic necessity, he said. 
A reckless experiment in dogma, countered his opponents. In the 
background, a small country called Greece, and a big currency 
called the euro, rumbled portentously.

For all that he looked like a vestige of  another century, 
Osborne was a creature of  his time. In an age of  professional 
politicians, he was the most professional and the most political. 
For eighteen years, he had advised, plotted, networked, schemed, 
spun, strategised, campaigned, conspired and above all climbed, 
all within earshot of  Big Ben. The world of  Westminster insid-
ers, or the ‘guild’ as he called it, was all he had ever known. 
In an age of  secular liberalism, he was as free-wheeling as 
any politician, a son of  post-modern, post-national London, 
for whom hang-ups about race, sexuality or personal morality 
were marks of  troglodyte backwardness. In an age of  pragma-
tism, he was almost physically allergic to ideology. In an age  
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characterised by a cult of  youth – where politicians, businessmen 
and newspaper editors were getting younger as the wider popu-
lation aged – he was a Chancellor who was not yet forty. And in 
an age of  austerity, he was a flinty pioneer, perhaps the boldest 
finance minister in the West in getting to grips with his country’s  
devastated accounts.

‘Today, we have paid the debts of  a failed past,’ he said, 
returning to his seat, the shoulder pats of  his colleagues and the 
voluble scorn of  his Labour opponents. But he had his own past: 
a story of  debts owed and credit earned, of  ideals and interests, 
of  personal success in a failing party – and of  an upbringing that 
was anything but austere.


