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To Lynne, always and forever.
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I received a message from my agent saying that a man called Peter Carroll was trying to get in touch with me about the Gurkhas; could I help? So strange: such a brief request; so … well, so out of the blue.


I telephoned him and suddenly my life changed in a way that I could never have envisaged. For the next year the Gurkha Justice campaign took over my life, and although I was working on a thousand different projects in my professional career the campaign immediately became the most important commitment by far.


To my shame I, like many others, hadn’t known that retired Gurkhas were treated differently fromother veterans simply because Nepal has never been part of the Commonwealth. Their legendary courage and prowess in warfare was well known, and countless stories of their lethal skills combined with terrific humour have been retold by generations of soldiers. No one thought to question how they were treated when their soldiering days were done. I am the daughter of a Gurkha officer and spent all my young life following the flag and his regiment in India and the Far East. When the campaign started my father was no longer alive, nor was my mother, but I am sure they, like the rest of the armed forces, and the whole country, and the whole world, would have been outraged by the injustice, the sheer unfairness, of the fact that Gurkhas were not allowed to settle and work in the country they had defended so willingly for nearly 200 years. How didn’t we know? Well, we didn’t, and a great wrong had to be put right. Sleeves rolled up: what could I do to help?


The campaign was well under way by the time I met Peter and the lawyers of Howe and Co.; the press were mildly interested in the High Court test cases brought by four retired Gurkhas and a Gurkha widow with the help of the Legal Aid lawyers, but the campaign needed the oxygen of publicity to catch fire. In this excellent account of what actually happened you will read of our extraordinary journey, our meetings in doorways and cafés, our encounters in the corridors of power, our near despair and jubilation as the switchback ride of our search for justice began to rattle and roar through the land. Along the way those of us at the centre of the tornado became fast friends, and many a night was spent emailing each other after midnight with strategies and new contacts and proposals. All of us were working in the daytime on our ‘day jobs’ and apart from a colossally generous private donation to set up our website, we all picked up all the tabs.


There were five of us at the epicentre, which was contained within a closely supportive group, wrapped around us and buttressed by goodwill and optimism. People everywhere and from all walks of life were there when we most needed them; but as we approached the castle gates, as it were, the winds howled around us and victory seemed far away, if not actually impossible. I would not have missed one day of it – and to have been of service to these quite extraordinarily brave and constant friends, the indomitable hill men of Nepal, has made me immeasurably proud and happy. We can never repay them for the sacrifices they have made for our country, but fighting for them when they needed us has been a reward for me that I will treasure as long as I live.


We simply could not have succeeded as we did with the Gurkha Justice campaign were it not for Peter Carroll. His was the driving energy powering us through the months when the days were their darkest. His was the voice of reason that attracted the serious members of the fourth estate and got us column inches and brilliantly attended press conferences. His were the blueprints for many of the letters written and articles printed. His was the staying power to the very end and the voice that alerted me in the beginning, inviting me to join the campaign. I have worked with the press for over forty years and I have never met anyone who matched his innate skill for sensing when a story would break or when a strategy would go stale. He loves the press and, I think, is loved by them because he delivers the goods. My respect for his ability cannot be measured and my affection for him will never diminish. At the heart of this man is integrity, determination, courage, kindness and, when needed, a formidable measure of fire. He is the best: the very best.




 





Joanna Lumley
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This book tells the compelling story of the Gurkha Justice campaign.


It was a campaign that stirred and united a nation, starting from humble and stumbling origins to be the campaign sensation of recent years. It put right a historical wrong. It brought honour back to our politics. It gave justice to some of our truest friends. It was a campaign that in turn shattered and made political reputations. It was at times heartbreaking and at others hysterically funny.


This is a story that justifies faith in human nature – an extraordinary account of how a lowly local politician more used to dealing with potholes in the streets of Kent, a firm of dedicated lawyers and a much loved actress overturned the policy of Her Majesty’s Government in spectacular style. Together, Joanna Lumley, the lawyers of Howe & Co. and I were fused into a whirlwind of a campaigning force that swept into the very heart of Downing Street and Westminster.


Few will realise just how small the group was and how loosely associated were the key players in the campaign. Many media commentators marvelled at the speed and dynamism of the campaign, often reporting it as ‘slick and well oiled’. In reality, the campaign was almost comically under-resourced: the planning (such as it was) was carried out usually in the dead of night by emails flying between us; most ‘formal’ meetings took place in the coffee shop of the Jewel Tower opposite the House of Commons. That said, our unlikely alliance seemed to become greater than the sum of its parts and together we orchestrated a campaign envied by many for its verve, direction and power. We worked together, cried together, laughed together, cheered together and sometimes just sat in silence as we pondered the events that we had helped unleash.


We planned, we demonstrated, we marched, we petitioned, we lobbied. Our case was heard in the courts, in the Commons and in meetings with officials and Ministers – at least one over fish and chips … and champagne.


The humour that somehow attaches itself to situations where ordinary people are doing extraordinary things runs like a golden thread through this story. I’m sure you’ll smile when I tell you that I suggested to Joanna that she should challenge the government’s failure to offer a meeting with the Prime Minister, as asked for in numerous letters, by simply phoning 10 Downing Street and requesting one – only for her to respond: ‘But darling, I’m cleaning the oven in my marigolds.’


The incredible bond between so many in Britain and the brave hill soldiers of Nepal shone through during the entire campaign. There was a truly overwhelming response from people all around the world who wrote in with signatures of support and letters with personal accounts of how the Gurkhas had saved loved ones or inspired undying admiration.


The vast majority of Gurkha heroes had been treated shabbily by successive governments. Their lawyers at Howe & Co. led the legal charge against the government. These men of law had such an emotional bond with their clients that, on occasions, one partner could not speak of them without spontaneous tears.


And when we finally made the long and emotional journey to Nepal – a trip that started off with just four people then exploded into a virtual state visit with a full media entourage – the immense emotional response from the Gurkhas and their families in Nepal, the depth of love and affection shown, was incredible.


This whole experience has reaffirmed my belief that when good-minded people do good things – good things happen as a result. For anyone disillusioned or jaded by life, this book shows that the incredible can be achieved. For those who feel that democracy and politics can’t deliver, this is at least one shining example of our country and its institutions at its best.



















ONE


FIRST FALTERING STEPS
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‘Some people say that a small group of committed citizens can change the world … in reality that’s all that ever does change the world.’ Margaret Mead





I suppose that all quotes become quotes because people see something profound in them, otherwise they’d just be a collection of words. For me, the quote above is not just true; it is fascinatingly true and is therefore in the Premier League of quotes. It’s just so piercing in its summary of how we live and how all politics and great movements get going. Think about the abolition of slavery, anti-apartheid, workers’ rights, suffrage … all these world-changing movements started somewhere, either with an individual or a small group. We live in a world where it’s easy to forget this. We think that all our great institutions – our political parties, charities and campaign groups – have always just been there. They haven’t. Somebody, somewhere, at some point in time had the burning desire to change something. It would be their efforts, almost always with the help of only a very few, that would generate the whole movement. Macmillan Cancer Support, for example, one of the UK’s leading charities, was started by just one man, Douglas Macmillan, in 1911. So it is with nearly every movement for social change.


As what became known as the Gurkha Justice campaign grew from its humble beginnings into a national campaign, overturning the policy of Her Majesty’s Government, Margaret Mead’s words continued to grow on me. Now I think that quote sums up the spirit of what we did exactly. Initially we were a very small group of people, and yet for thousands of retired Gurkha heroes what we started changed the world.


I had moved to Folkestone in 2000 to start the long process of campaigning there as the Liberal Democrat prospective parliamentary candidate for the constituency of Folkestone & Hythe. The incumbent MP was the Rt Hon. Michael Howard MP. After a very prominent career, he was now on the back benches and seen to be potentially vulnerable to ‘tactical’ voting. For those not au fait with the jargon of politics, tactical voting is where people decide on how to vote based on how best their vote can be used to beat the candidate least desirable in their eyes. Though a remarkably able and successful politician in his time, the electoral results for Folkestone & Hythe did suggest that if enough people in his constituency who would normally be classed as Labour voters could instead be persuaded to vote Liberal Democrat, then Michael Howard might be toppled.


So, after a lifelong interest in politics, I finally set my mind to fighting a serious campaign to be an MP. It was my working-class background and exposure to the healthy political divide in my own family that had brought me to this point.


I was born in Stockport in 1960. Dad was a ‘fitter’ at a local engineering factory and Mum worked as a dinner lady at St George’s Church of England primary school. Like many of their generation, my parents had never had the opportunity to take advantage of a full secondary education. Mill work beckoned for Mum and Dad also had to get out and earn a living. Mum read voraciously. For years and years she would be reading four or five books at the same time. One of my earliest memories is trooping alongside her as a small boy to the local library in Gladstone Street. She read everything – autobiographies, biographies, fiction, history, the lot. As I was emerging into adolescence, Dad also started to read. His chief interest was anything to do with modern history, politics and the war. Add to this mix of background reading the fact that both Mum and Dad were very opinionated about all things political and you can see the cauldron of ideas and debate that was my family home. Mum was essentially liberal; Dad was socialist, veering slightly towards Communism and then becoming quite right wing in his later life.


This was an era when there were striking differences between the main political parties. Labour could actually be called socialist, the Liberals were liberal and the Conservatives – well, in my neck of the woods they were referred to in language not suitable for this book. There seemed to be so much more current affairs on the television. Even trade union conferences were televised on the few major national channels. There were characters like Jo Gormley of the National Union of Miners, who could be seen taking his jacket off, rolling up his sleeves and striding down the main hall to deal with a politician who had strayed off message. Nowadays, I think they’d get a text on their Blackberry.


It would be quite normal for me and Mum and Dad to be calmly watching the news with our teas on our laps, when suddenly Mum would start heckling the person on the TV. Inevitably, Dad would join in, and before you knew where you were there was a full-blown row going on. If the chairs had been green and we had painted a red line down each side of the room, we could have been in the Commons at 58 Dial Park Road.


Grammar school and university, both in Manchester, led to my first job as a research scientist for Philips. Here I grew semiconductor slices. As the name suggests, this was not exactly riveting. I remember having to wear a white coat. Having attended a number of leaving dos where people were given a gold clock for wearing a white coat for twenty-five years, I decided that I had to spread my wings, leave my home area and see the world.


I ended up convincing myself that I should join the RAF. I like aeroplanes and had a sense that RAF officer training would be a challenge. Having completed the cut-out coupon on the ‘Join the RAF’ advert in the Daily Mail, I was duly dropped off at RAF College Cranwell to start my officer training on 5 February 1984 at 5 p.m. Why is my recollection of the date and time so precise? Because within days I realised that this was the moment I had done probably the single most stupid thing I’d ever done in my life. Let’s just say that my aspiration to find RAF officer training a challenge was met in full. In fact, the mixture of sheer physical exertion, mental stress, sleep-deprivation and downright terror of the drill instructor did at times feel life-threatening. My sisters still recoil in fits of laughter when they remember my plaintive calls for help from the little red telephone box outside the guard room of RAF College Cranwell. The trials and tribulations of this period in my life would fill a book of their own. I can probably give you a flavour by recounting just one of the many exchanges between myself and my drill instructor: ‘Student Officer Carroll, you are like a lighthouse in the desert – bright but useless.’ He could have given master classes in the cutting put down.


After a brief six-year career in the RAF, specialising in radar systems that detected Russian aircraft during the Cold War, I moved on to run a technology company for the University of Durham.


Then in 1992, my brother-in-law Colin – with whom I had always got on well, to the point that I would regard him as a brother rather than an in-law – suggested that I might want to join him and build up the successful road transport business that he had run with my sister Brenda for many years. This involved a move to Kent. By now I was thirty-two and it was at this point that I felt it was time to really set out my stall and attempt to become an MP.


So why not Labour? This was the era of ‘New Labour’. The Labour Party that I had grown up following had been utterly and completely changed by the efforts of Peter Mandelson and Tony Blair. I recall that someone once quipped, ‘Old Labour was principled but unelectable; New Labour was unprincipled but electable’. As one-liners go, it’s amusing and sharp, though I’m sure it oversimplifies the situation. That said, I had sympathy with the many Labour-leaning people who felt that in its desire to become electable, the Labour Party effectively changed itself into something more akin to the Tories; a kind of Conservative Party-lite. For me, the Labour Party at that time seemed like a child in the playground trying to change its behaviour to be liked. It just didn’t work. The Liberal Democrats, meanwhile, seemed genuinely rooted in their passion for the individual. Call me idealistic, but the Lib Dems always seemed sympathetic to the underdog, with a healthy scepticism that government didn’t always know best.


It all goes back to those childhood memories: the realisation that for a great many people life is really tough, the deep understanding that there is an inherent unfairness when people like Mum and Dad were denied the chances they should have had. Even for me, going to grammar school left a curious mark on my personality. There was a feeling that somehow I was an outsider coming from the working class, an unstated undercurrent that somehow the opportunities were for the sons and daughters of doctors, dentists, the ‘professional’ classes.


At that time, and indeed for most of my time actively fighting to become an MP as a Lib Dem, I genuinely saw my party as the one that understood that standing up for the ‘have nots’ is a good thing. That fighting for fairness and equality of opportunity for people of all backgrounds was the right way forward. It may sound naive, but every time I saw young people from the east side of Folkestone, I saw myself.


Having polled a respectable 15,000 votes to gain a strong second place against Michael Howard’s 20,000 in the 2001 general election, I was using all my spare time to build up a campaign to take him on again in the election of 2005.


I had always taken the view that the best MPs were the ones who ‘worked their patch’ as candidates. These would be the ones who immersed themselves in their local area and actually fought to change things that were causing people problems. So many MPs go a different route. There is an almost cynical analysis of where the ‘safest’ seat is and many, many MPs win their seat more because of the party that they stand for than because they have won the hearts and minds of local people. With that in mind, I was always trying to help people with problems, be they benefit issues, planning matters or a multitude of other issues.


In 2004 I received a call from Brian Staley, a hard-working Lib Dem activist in Canterbury. Brian, who I did not then know well, said something about Gurkha soldiers and immigration and how ‘it all seemed wrong’. I couldn’t quite absorb his central point, but agreed that he should send over the four retired Gurkhas who had approached him and on whose behalf he had called.


The Gurkhas arrived at my Folkestone home on a Sunday afternoon. They were very smart and polite. As is their custom, they removed their shoes upon entering the house. They sat in the lounge and slowly and deliberately explained the situation in which they found themselves. Before me were Gopal Giri, Bhim, Bidur Pakhrin and Prem Limbu.


Living in the Folkestone area you are very aware of the Gurkha presence. The Gurkhas moved to Folkestone in 2000 and it is now their main base. There are approximately 3,500 Gurkhas serving in the British Army, with several hundred at their main Folkestone base at any time. They are a common sight running and training in the local area. A number of businesses have emerged locally to supply their particular wants and a local shop has been turned into a little bit of the Himalayas – Gurkha Hill on Risborough Lane. You will often drive down Cheriton High Street and suddenly, amongst the grey Western dress of the locals, see a blaze of luminous green and bright red as the Gurkha mothers take their children to school or go shopping.


Apart from just knowing that the Gurkhas were around, the only knowledge I had of them was handed down to me by my father. He had explained something of their history and how it was defined by the most exceptional loyalty, devotion and valour.


My four visitors started to explain their predicament. Essentially, it was this: under the rules applied by successive British governments, retired Gurkhas were always discharged from the British Army back in Nepal and were not allowed a right of settlement in the UK. The government traced this ruling back to the controversial 1947 Tripartite Agreement between India, the UK and Nepal. This ruling meant that even the Gurkhas talking to me now technically had no right to stay in Britain. The 1947 agreement had been drawn up when India gained independence, prior to which many Gurkhas had served in the British Indian Army. The British government was keen to maintain a Gurkha contingent in the British Army and many Gurkhas would continue to serve in India as part of the Indian Army; therefore, the three nations involved in the situation needed to formalise the arrangements under which Gurkhas could be recruited. The key provisions of the 1947 agreement were that Gurkhas would be recruited in Nepal and discharged in Nepal. As a result of the rigid application of this agreement, Gurkha soldiers were sent back to Nepal to be discharged. And since there was no right of entry to the UK, they could normally only get back to Britain under tightly controlled visitor visa arrangements. It was this point of ‘discharge’ that was to be used by the British government as a means of blocking our campaign.


Some who did return under the provision of visitor visas ‘overstayed’ and then applied to enter Britain. Those that did were forced to live in a ‘grey area’, fearful of negative comparisons with ‘illegal immigrants’. Almost all wanted to work in the UK, but were not allowed to by law. Nor were they allowed any access to public funds or benefits, not that they wanted them – work was the preferred option.


Gopal Giri, Bhim, Bidur Pakhrin and Prem Limbu told me that their colleague, Tej Limbu, a retired Gurkha with thirteen years’ service, had been arrested and taken to Dover deportation centre to be forcibly deported back to Nepal on a flight from Heathrow.


As they explained the issue I recall the immense feeling of shock, not at hearing that all retired Gurkhas were expected to go back to Nepal, but that they would then not be able to return to the UK to settle. Then I remember my shock giving way to incredulity – to the point where I felt the need to double-check that they had actually got their facts right. Indeed they had: no retired Gurkha had the automatic right to live in Britain.


The four men told me that they were part of the Brigade of Gurkha Welfare Society (BGWS), a charity established by retired Gurkhas to help the retired Gurkha community. They explained that they had been to see their local MP, my adversary Michael Howard, and that he had been unsympathetic to their plea that they should have the right to stay in Britain. Rather outrageously, in my view, he had suggested that they apply for asylum if they really wanted to stay. This they took as more of an insult than an offer of help: they wanted the right to remain as a direct consequence of their service, not as the result of an expedient asylum claim. Michael Howard subsequently issued a press release explaining that retired Gurkhas should go back to Nepal – only to hastily recall it and explain it away as a mistake when challenged on the local BBC Radio Kent.


I spent many hours pondering how best to help. By now I had the experience of building up my own election campaign and, whilst trying to help local people, I had run several small campaigns on local matters such as the closure of local post offices. This issue was different. It had a national, indeed international, dimension. It would be relatively easy to express outrage at this situation and perhaps get a few column inches in the local newspaper. But it would be much more difficult to put together what would be needed to actually change this situation. How would I even start? Where would I start? 


Lying in the bath, I spent many hours thinking this through. Was it even remotely achievable? Could the country’s Lib Dems help? Should I go to the national press? There was a problem with that: I didn’t know how to even go about it.


I’m not a great football fan. However, the one tournament that catches my imagination is the FA Cup. I find the matches where you see Crawley Town taking on Manchester United captivating. Right now I was feeling like Crawley Town taking on Barcelona!


I researched the subject extensively on the internet. The Gurkhas were not without friends. A number of MPs had spoken up for them in Parliament, most notably Ann Widdecombe, the MP for Maidstone & The Weald. She had participated in several debates on the issue and pressed ministers for action. I admired her for taking stand.


I now became aware that the Gurkhas had formed a number of separate, very separate, campaigning groups. There was the Gurkha Army Ex-Serviceman’s Organisation (GAESO), the United British Gurkhas Ex-Army (UBGEA) and the BGWS, to name but three. Over the ensuing years, I was to discover just how fractured the retired Gurkha community really was. Speaking and working with one group could easily lead to another group no longer speaking or communicating with you. There were constant accusations from each group about every other group. Any attempt to really try and understand these myriad inter-group conflicts would end in complete befuddlement. The situation became a little clearer when it was explained to me by some of my Gurkha friends that back in Nepal there are 200 political parties, not the handful that we are used to dealing with in the UK, and that, as a consequence, unity is sometimes a victim in the Nepali culture. Part of the problem was the underlying divisions between different clans back in Nepal. Another was the fact that some groups very definitely reflected different ranks within the Gurkhas. I found that every group seemed totally sincere. All my early campaigning work on this issue was alongside the BGWS. At one point, I spoke with the GEASO. They had approached me and said that they wanted advice on how to campaign and I freely gave it. Immediately all contact with the BGWS ceased. Gurkha members of the BGWS with whom I had spent many, many hours cut me dead. This felt extraordinary. Faced with this, I took refuge in the view that Gurkhas were Gurkhas and that I would help any and all that approached me. Repeatedly I explained that in British public life, campaigns that have a united front have a greater chance of success and at one point I urged each of the main groups to forge an alliance. This they attempted by forming an ‘umbrella group’. I attended a couple of pretty feisty meetings during this period.


My only option was to stay above any conflict of this kind. When faced with a powerful foe, in this case the Ministry of Defence (MoD), the Home Office and pretty much every other part of the British establishment, such in-fighting on our side was a huge distraction and it damaged our overall ability to campaign. We even had situations at some of the rallies and demonstrations outside Parliament and in Whitehall where groups that had decided not to take part would suddenly appear and we almost had fights. And that’s after the police responsible for public order in Whitehall had expressed their joy at having Gurkha events because there was never any chance of trouble – little did they know.


I knew that the media would be a crucial component of any campaign with any hope of changing this situation. The very next day I decided to take my first steps to try and get the Gurkha issue into the public arena. But how to do it?


I used Directory Enquiries to get the number for the BBC and fought their internal switchboard to get through to their newsroom. Eventually, having been passed from pillar to post, I received a call from Nick, one of the production team on the Jeremy Vine Show.


Within days, I was on BBC Radio 2 with one of the four retired Gurkhas, Bidur Pakhrin. We did the show down an ISDN line – a special phone line that makes you sound as if you are actually in the London studio with the presenter – from our local BBC studio in Tunbridge Wells. Bidur and I were huddled in the tiny telephone kiosk of a studio wearing headphones the size of ear defenders. Suddenly, the line came alive and a powerful calm voice said: ‘This is BBC Control at the centre – can you hear us?’ It sounded like a line out of Star Trek. 


I’d done Radio Kent many times during my local campaigning work in and around Folkestone, but this was my first experience of the BBC on a national scale. For some reason I asked, nervously, ‘How many people will be listening?’


BBC Central Control came back: ‘Hard to say but around six million.’


This enormous number made me gulp, but I thought it was going to make Bidur faint.


Jeremy Vine was gentle with us. I now know that the BBC received huge positive feedback on the issue and the Daily Express took the issue straight to its front page, with James Slack covering the story.


Powerful as it is, the media on its own doesn’t change things. This issue needed a political component if it was to succeed. But for now, our media campaign had begun. 


 







BIDUR PAKHRIN 


Bidur was one of the four retired Gurkhas who had come to my home to ask for my help, and since he lived in Cheriton, about one mile away from me, it made logistical sense for him to be my main point of contact as I grappled with how we should best embark on this campaign. In so many ways, Bidur encapsulated the issue. He had left the Gurkhas and settled a few miles from the barracks in Cheriton. He had managed to do this even though he had no ‘right’ to stay in Britain. He had succeeded in getting a job driving an HGV for a transport company in a village called Lypmne, not far from Folkestone, and he and his family were supporting themselves. But they lived in constant fear of the ‘knock on the door’ from the immigration authorities. It was desperately sad that he couldn’t ever risk leaving the country for fear of not being able to re-enter at the airport. Tragically, during this period one of his parents became ill and Bidur, despite having an immaculate service record with the Gurkhas, could not go and support his family back in Nepal – if he had, he might never again have been able to come back to Britain. Such were the terrible stresses we inflicted on the people who had worn our uniform.






















TWO


LIVERPOOL AND BOURNEMOUTH
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Liverpool is not the most obvious choice for a major demonstration. However, before my involvement, the BGWS had decided that 1 September 2004 would see the city play host to the first in what was to become a long line of lobbies, marches and petitions. I understood the logic that had led to this decision: a number of Home Office departments that were looking into Gurkha settlement issues were located there. The national press, however, are not. My advice, if I’d been involved earlier, would have been to stage this demonstration in central London – in Whitehall, outside Parliament or even outside the Home Office. The media work to a frenetic schedule: changes to their priorities and plans come thick and fast, and even for the big players such as the BBC, ITV and Sky there is a finite number of crews and cameras. As most political events are centred on the capital, it is inevitable that London-based events get more coverage. But by this stage plans were too far advanced to be changed – Liverpool it would have to be.


The organisational force behind the Liverpool event was Tikendra Dewan, the leader of the BGWS. Our relationship was to deteriorate dramatically as the campaign developed, but in the early days he and his team worked very closely with me. Tikendra and the BGWS are based over in Hampshire, a natural consequence of the many Gurkhas serving and then settling there. It is an impressive organisation. They operate from a building in Farnborough and have set up a number of community support projects to help with legal and social matters of which I feel they should be justifiably proud. Tikendra is articulate, with a complete grasp of the issues and the organisational skills to be effective. He achieved high rank in the Gurkhas and managed to get the right to settle in Britain. This was exceptional. He was now working as a civil servant for a division of the Ministry of Defence.


Tikendra and his team had arranged for about 400 retired Gurkhas to travel by coach to Liverpool. I decided to make my own way there by car. I had so much to do back in Folkestone & Hythe that I planned to drive all the way up, attend the event, and then drive straight back.


Now these were the days before Sat Nav was so widely available. I drove straight into the heart of Liverpool and tried to find the government offices amongst that morass of ring roads and one-way streets that makes all city centres a nightmare for infrequent visitors. I had travelled up with my constituency organiser, Miranda, who had helped make us some placards, and I was stopped at a set of lights when she spotted exactly where we needed to be – right behind us. The lights went green and though there were plenty of signs prohibiting the manoeuvre, I shouted out, ‘We’re doing a U-ey!’ My passengers shrieked and held on for dear life as I flung the car around and finally got us to where we needed to be.


As it happened, we arrived ahead of the Gurkhas and were able to position ourselves, slightly self-consciously, outside the government buildings. There we awaited the main infantry.


They arrived in a fleet of coaches. As the months and years would unfold, I was to attend many such gatherings, but this was the first time that I had seen a mass gathering of retired Gurkhas. They were wearing what was effectively their ‘retired’ uniform – a green blazer, beige trousers and the iconic Gurkha hat. As they emerged from their coaches and began to mill about outside the building, I was struck by their demeanour. The Gurkhas have a warmth about them that just attracts good feeling and support. The fine people of Liverpool were now stopping to talk. Passing motorists tooted in support. Some locals even asked if they could hold one of our placards and stand with us. The Gurkhas were just incredibly polite and gentle. All we had done was to start helping them to discover the power of the media and the need to organise and fight their cause as if it were a battle, but even at this early stage everyone had a smile and good wishes for us.


Tikendra was to head a small delegation which would meet senior Home Office officials. It hadn’t been arranged for me to attend but I offered to go in, an offer that Tikendra accepted.


The meeting took place in a grand, imposing room. High ceilings and majestic windows. The centre piece of the room was the sort of expansive dark wooden table around which you could imagine the great city merchants deliberating over maritime charts as they planned world domination. There were no politicians present – these were senior civil servants.


The atmosphere was tense. The officials made their contributions to the discussion in carefully measured language that called to mind a chess player moving pieces across the board. Classic civil service speak: each word and phrase deliberated over and precisely delivered. They outlined the current position – polite, but giving nothing away. We were informed that the government was currently ‘reviewing’ the situation relating to Gurkha settlement and that some kind of announcement might be imminent.


Tikendra set out his case extremely well and the meeting ended with polite handshakes all round, but I was left feeling slightly awkward, frustrated that my lack of an in-depth understanding of the situation prevented me from contributing to the discussion with confidence. Every fibre of my being told me that this state of affairs was patently and totally unfair, but at this stage in the campaign I was not yet familiar with all the nuances of law that made it so.


The immaculately turned out Gurkhas waiting outside were full of expectancy. Tikendra reported what had been said. Then I offered to say a few words. And there, on the streets of Liverpool, I made my first real old fashioned political speech, as I imagine might have happened in the past. If I had had a soap box I would have used it. I found myself telling the listening crowd just how bad this situation made me feel as a British citizen. That we needed to fight this ‘tooth and nail’. That this would be a mammoth struggle with setbacks all the way and that we would have to use every public, legal and political weapon that we could find.


But, for me, it was not what I said. It was how it made me feel looking out at that sea of faces. They were standing politely and attentively, yet looking back on it that was the moment that I really felt their pain and suffering – the look on their faces was almost haunting.
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With Liverpool behind us, it was time to press on.


Charles Kennedy was then the leader of the Liberal Democrats. I did not know him well but he had visited me in Folkestone & Hythe in the final days before the 2001 General Election, so I made contact with his office and he very kindly agreed to meet with the retired Gurkhas and hear what they had to say. After the meeting, Kennedy took the matter to the floor of the House of Commons at Prime Minister’s Questions and then, when I decided that I needed to raise the issue at the Liberal Democrat Federal Conference in Bournemouth in September 2004, I found that I had his full support. Without doubt, Charles Kennedy was the first party leader to take the issue seriously.


In years gone by, party conferences were truly events of national importance. During the Labour and Conservative (and subsequently the Liberal Democrat) conferences there were often fierce debates that could really influence policy. However, in more modern times all the main party conferences tend to be strictly stage-managed by the party administration. That said, party conferences are still important for other reasons. It is the one time that the party physically comes together and the activists and workers meet and mingle with the MPs. So the media watch proceedings very carefully, on the lookout for any whiff of a split, scandal or a significant change in direction. Getting the Gurkha issue on the party conference agenda would give the campaign a shot at further media coverage.


With that in mind, I began the fraught process of talking with the conference organisers to get clearance for an ‘emergency motion’ calling for Gurkhas to have the right of settlement. Party managers spend a great deal of time making sure that the conference agenda is as free of pitfalls as possible: there is always the risk that a motion could make it through to the floor of the conference that a hostile media could then pounce on and trash. For the Lib Dems the danger always seems to lie in debates titled ‘Abolish the Monarchy’ or ‘Legalise Drugs’. Now, these issues are undoubtedly serious matters. There are people – not just in political parties – who have strong views on either side of both issues. In a rational world, this should make them suitable subjects for debate. However, we don’t live in a rational world – certainly not when it comes to the media. Any discussion on topics like these would lead to rabid headlines in the popular press. And so, whilst they may not admit it publicly, all the main parties invest considerable bureaucratic energy in thwarting any group that tries to get these issues debated at conference.


I spent the morning trying to track down the various committee members who might be able to help me get the Gurkha issue allowed as an emergency motion. Unbelievably, some questioned whether it was really an ‘emergency’. I was getting frustrated: ‘If you’re a Gurkha veteran with fifteen years’ service and you’re living on a settee in Ruislip barred from working and fearing deportation – you might find that a bit of an emergency,’ was my retort.


I suffered a whole morning of trying to remain calm with people who seemed not to understand how important this issue was. I knew that to appear too forceful and critical of them would put their backs up and make my job harder. I argued that this was an issue with which the general public would have a great deal of sympathy. Compared to some of the no doubt worthy but dry as dust debate that goes on at conference, here was something that might be popular in the eyes of the nation. This was the first time that I detected a strange mental condition that seems to affect many politicians – they fight all their lives for popularity in order to get elected, but then, when a golden opportunity arises which will make them popular, they find ten reasons why they can’t do it!


Finally, the carpet in the Bournemouth International Conference Centre completely worn out, I succeeded in securing the inclusion of the Gurkha issue as an emergency motion. The slot allocated for the debate was in the early afternoon.


Bidur Pakhrin, my co-star on the Jeremy Vine Show, had been tasked with bringing down a group of Gurkha veterans to attend the debate, but as the scheduled time grew nearer, still the Gurkhas had not appeared. By now I was making increasingly anxious mobile phone calls – the first of innumerable experiences of having to do the lobbying, organise the waiting media and generally keep the show on the road. When at last they arrived, the rules were waived to allow Tikendra Dewan to address the conference and his fellow Gurkhas. The hall was packed.


Tikendra spoke brilliantly, as he had in Liverpool, and Paul Keetch, the party’s spokesman on defence, also took to the floor to champion the cause. Incredibly, the motion was carried with total support.


Conference is, by its nature, a predominantly sedate affair. For large parts of the sessions it murmurs along, punctuated occasionally by the mass movements of people in and out as the topic for debate changes. But when the Gurkha motion was passed, conference reacted with an almost literal wave of emotion. As the Gurkhas stood up to leave, the hall rose as one to salute them. Some were moved to tears. The veterans left the hall to the stirring sound of Gurkha pipes and a swelling chorus of applause.


A very moving day, and the second of our first two steps on a long political road.
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