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            To my great friend Peter Warner, who was a brilliant man and a loyal friend. He passed away in 2020 – far too young.
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            PREFACE

         

         I had just finished a meeting with the Warwick University Politics Society. It was late, very dark and I was tired as I drove the ninety-minute journey home with my new apprentice, Harry. He had come with me to see what it was all about, and he was asking about my three years at Warwick studying Political Science almost forty years earlier, when a highlight was the visit by Margaret Thatcher to open the arts centre, and when a career in politics seemed so exciting. I was reflecting on the enthusiasm of the students we had met that evening and how optimistic they were, as I was all those years ago. ‘Your phone is ringing,’ said Harry. A name flashed up – Rishi Sunak. I took the call on handsfree, wondering why the Chancellor was calling me, and why so late.

         ‘Hi Andrea,’ came Rishi’s voice, always cheerful, ‘I’m just finalising the Spending Review, and wanted to give you a quick heads-up that I will be announcing a big new funding commitment for your Early Years project.’ Amazing and brilliant in equal measure!

         x‘Thank you so much, that’s fantastic news. Can I ask what the Budget figure will be?’

         ‘Yes, £300 million for the Start for Life, plus extra funding of £200 million for the Supporting Families programme.’ We spoke a little longer then hung up and I completely missed my motorway exit in my incredible joy. Harry felt it too – the extraordinary turn of events that meant I could now fulfil an ambition of more than two decades in transforming the support for babies and their families right across our country.

         I take a very non-Marxist view of the history we have all lived through: that is to say, I am convinced it is shaped not by immutable and therefore unchangeable forces but rather by the very personal, sometimes even emotional, motivations of the men and women who enter the political fray and in doing so change the course of our national story. And it seemed to me on that night that everything I had experienced over the previous twelve years in politics had brought me to this point.

         Politics can look, from the outside, like a high-stakes game of snakes and ladders, played out by alpha personalities with sharp elbows. And being in the middle of the game can be incredibly frustrating and frequently disappointing. Yet being an elected MP is also an enormous honour, bringing with it an opportunity to change the world for the better, meet some fascinating people and take part in extraordinary events first-hand – more than just a ringside seat in the making of history. The thrill of getting stuck in as life-changing decisions are made in the Commons Chamber or in Cabinet is a privilege not many xiexperience, and I would not swap places with anyone working in a less tempestuous environment.

         It is amazing to reflect on how much has been packed into the sharp end of British politics since 2010; these have been extraordinary times with some momentous events. We have seen the testing of our democratic institutions and an unprecedented degree of vitriol enter the political discourse, particularly over the hugely divisive issue of Brexit. When you consider how much has happened – four UK-wide general elections; the coalition government; the referendums on the Alternative Vote, Scottish independence and membership of the EU; and now a global pandemic – it is fair to say we have witnessed what seems like several lifetimes’ worth of politics. There could be several PhDs written on the consequences of the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act alone, never mind all the other tumultuous events that have played out during my time in the Commons so far. My own roles inside and outside government – on the Brexit issue, the leadership campaigns, the hung parliament, the run-ins as Leader of the Commons with the Speaker – inspire me to capture the story while it is still fresh in my mind, and give the reader an insight into what it is really like… the snakes as well as the ladders.

         As the chapters which follow will show, the highs of being in politics can be very high, and the lows extremely low. If at times it seems as if I am painting politicians in a poor light, or describing a world that no one in their right mind would wish to enter, I would stress that despite all the pitfalls I have xiistill loved every moment. It is an honour to serve your country in this way, and I have never regretted the effort it took to be elected to Parliament. My three children, Freddie, Harry and Cookie, and my husband Ben have not always enjoyed the personal dramas, but they have loved the journey, the intrigue and the achievements.

         If there is one message I would like every reader to take away from this account, it is that politics can be transformative. And that if you ever think you are not smart or beautiful or young or ruthless or wealthy enough to become an MP, think again. Parliament is an arena to which anyone can aspire. To the cynical who feel there is no point entering politics because a lone individual can’t achieve anything, think again. I know from first-hand experience that if you put your heart and soul into it, you can change the world.

         So my motivation in writing this book is not to settle scores or rewrite history – far from it. Instead, I am eager to pull back the curtain and allow those who must live by the rules set by Parliament and government to get something of a glimpse of what takes place behind the scenes. I hope some of my reflections may prove useful for those interested in a career in government; others are a broader critique for every reader to take away, and still more are lessons which have shaped my own thinking about myself and my approach to politics.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            PATH TO PARLIAMENT

         

         I don’t come from money or privilege and I’m not a member of a political dynasty. No one in my family had ever taken much interest in politics before me. Yet from the age of thirteen, I knew I wanted to be a Member of Parliament. Like many young people of my generation, I was truly frightened by the government’s public service information notices about how to survive a nuclear war. With a nuclear attack a serious and ever-present risk in those days, I decided – with support from the teachers at my all-girls grammar school – to become an MP and stop those politicians who it seemed to me were sleepwalking towards a nuclear holocaust. As I like to joke with children in my constituency when I visit their primary schools, so far it’s worked!

         My own childhood fears about nuclear war have a parallel with today’s teens, growing up as they are in a world dominated by fears about climate change. Just like I did four decades ago, I’m sure many lie awake worrying the world could end because of catastrophic mistakes made by adults. I urge them to consider a career in politics, to make a difference. Most of 2all, I tell them it’s never too late to get stuck in. In my own case, it would take more than thirty years before I fulfilled my childhood ambition to become an MP. And when I finally walked into Parliament for the very first time as an MP on 10 May 2010, it felt like I was coming home.

         It was an extraordinary time to join the Commons. Mine was the biggest intake since the Second World War – 227 of us – meaning more than a third of the seats in the House were now held by someone new. In lots of ways that was a good thing – while settling into life as an MP is always challenging, I had the comfort of knowing I was not alone. I had become friendly with many fellow Tories during our long slog to first get selected for a seat and then win an election, a process which had taken me almost a decade. Our class of 2010 would prove to be an interesting one, packed with talent, including several who would make it to the Cabinet and some who would become good political friends. But it was clear from day one that you had to find your feet quickly and make your mark if you wanted to stand out.

         One reason there had been so many retirements at the 2010 general election was the expenses scandal, which broke the year before and saw a number of MPs heavily criticised for their use of an expenses system that sought to boost salaries through expenses. A number were found to have abused the system at the taxpayers’ expense. New Members tried not to judge – how could we without knowing the true pressures and circumstances of an MP’s life yet? But many of us had spent years working hard in our prospective seats, so it was frustrating that for 3many newbies it was as if the sins of the fathers were being visited upon us; there was so much understandable anger about expenses and we were all tarred with the same brush, regardless of whether we had actually been in Parliament at the time. That air of bitterness hung around much of that first term like a bad smell, and it left a deep impression on my intake.

         In other ways it was an incredibly exciting time to join the Commons – for the first time since the 1940s, we were entering into a coalition, this time between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. Like every MP, and many members of the public, I spent the days after the election glued to the news channels as the coalition talks rumbled on and we waited to learn if we could form a government. By the time David Cameron and Nick Clegg held a press conference in the Downing Street rose garden to announce the coalition deal, our nerves were completely shot. But I was elated by the outcome.

         Perhaps because of my upbringing, I’ve never been a tribal politician. My mum is a natural Tory, a staunch survivor who held down two jobs to keep my sisters and me afloat after my parents split up when I was four. She taught us two life lessons: first, the world doesn’t owe you a living, and second, never become dependent on anyone, particularly not a man. Make your own way in life. My father, a successful businessman, is also a lifelong Conservative free enterprise supporter, who encouraged his three daughters to strive in whatever we do. Later on, my stepdad, Geoff, who came into our lives when I was seven, offered an alternative view of politics. He has always been something of an armchair socialist, a warm-hearted man 4who believes the state should provide, but I would argue (and often do when we get together!) is less clear about who should pay.

         My mum and stepdad worked hard in the furniture shop they set up together, and we would thrash out our different political views around the dinner table from a young age. And while I concluded early on that on a basic intellectual level Mum was right, feeling a deep resonance in her belief in the hand up over the handout, I have great admiration for Geoff’s opinions. I think this is one reason I have always had friends from different political parties and a level of respect for my political opponents. So going into government alongside the Liberal Democrats held no fear for me.

         At this stage, I’d had little contact with David Cameron or his Chancellor, George Osborne, and the rest of the Cameroons. But their project to get our economy back on its feet and to reform both the country and our party felt like a breath of fresh air. David Cameron was my kind of Conservative: socially liberal, but economically more on the right. It was an exciting time to be a Tory: we were modern, forward-looking, ready to shake the cobwebs out of our party and to govern in a way that would prove being a Conservative could be transformational.

         On a practical level, I was profoundly grateful to David for one of his early initiatives: the A-list of prospective parliamentary candidates. This was intended to be fifty men and fifty women assessed by Conservative Central Office as being of strong potential, and which local parties were encouraged to 5pick from when making selections. The scheme was designed to help constituency associations look beyond their perceived idea of what a candidate should look and sound like. It resulted in many more women, ethnic minorities and LGBT people being selected for winnable seats, and for those who made it on to the list there was the added benefit of massively truncating the expensive and exhausting process of finding a seat.

         In my case, this journey had proved something of a mission. I had never given up on the teenage dream of becoming an MP, but it wasn’t until I had my two sons in the 1990s that I began to turn my ambition into reality. Before then, politics seemed like a distant and daunting prospect. I had joined the Young Conservatives at the freshers’ fair at Warwick University (where the stand was manned by a young Tim Loughton, the future Children’s Minister, great friend and fellow early years advocate) – but after graduating in Political Science I craved the financial security many people with my early background seek. My sisters and I would always have a fear of poverty, a hangover from the years after my parents’ divorce when my mother made our clothes and we ate a lot of tinned pilchards on toast. Those early years contained a great deal of love and plenty of laughs, but now as a new graduate it was important to me to have security, and it seemed the City was the place to start. I never quite abandoned my political ambitions, but they would have to go on the backburner while I held down a series of fascinating and rewarding jobs in banking and finance.

         I was working at Barclays when I met Ben, and we married in 1993. He knew of my interest in politics from the start, but 6in those first years I was very caught up in my banking career, and in starting a family. I had been telling my family for years that I wanted to be the first female Chancellor of the Exchequer, but it seemed unlikely (looking at all those Old Etonians and public school boys in government) that someone like me would ever get there.

         I had gone through a difficult time after the birth of my first son, Freddie, with postnatal depression and then two miscarriages. My wellbeing wasn’t improved by my then employer’s decision to ‘persuade’ me to return to work when Fred was just nine weeks old, and then to refuse to consider my request to work part-time or in a job share. I like to think things would be very different now, but in 1996 it wasn’t clear where I stood legally. I was now the youngest senior executive in Barclays and one of only eight women; our contracts were different to those of other bank staff and didn’t specify working hours. My boss insisted my job could not be done other than full-time, and it was only after taking legal advice that I found I had a case for both constructive dismissal and sex discrimination, but, now expecting my second child, I opted to accept a financial settlement via voluntary redundancy. I moved on to pastures new, first as MD of a new start-up hedge fund, and then two years later as part-time senior investment officer of Invesco Perpetual in Henley – at last a fulfilling role that also allowed me time to be a parent.

         It was after I had my second son, Harry, that I started to properly plan to become an MP – I just thought: I’m bloody well going to make a difference for my own kids. By now I 7felt quite zealous about improving the experience of working mums, to ensure other new mothers were spared my ordeal. During the late ’90s, I also became chairman of the early years charity Oxford Parent–Infant Project, the start of what would prove to be my most rewarding work and greatest passion in politics.

         And so it was that in 2001, when the boys were six and four, I took the first steps in my political career by putting my name down on the Conservative Party’s candidates list. I also stood for election as a local councillor in our home of south Oxfordshire to get some practical experience of politics. By the time I fought and won the council seat in 2003, I was five months pregnant with my third child, yet the desire to enter politics stayed with me. Before the 2005 general election, I applied to more than a hundred seats, had my CV shortlisted for interview in about seventeen, got down to the second-round interview in eleven and made the final round in five. For some colleagues, getting selected was easy; for others, like me, it was a huge undertaking and the many rejections were tough.

         Before the A-list, there were 500+ people on the candidates list and a minority of them were women. Travelling to interviews and doing my homework on the constituency while juggling work and small children proved an exhausting and expensive process.

         I came pretty close to winning Reading West in 2003, just up the road from where we were living – it would have been ideal. However, I was six months pregnant when I applied and eight and a half months by the time I got through to the second 8round. The night before the final round, I felt the now rather familiar sensation telling me the baby was on the way. As I put the boys to bed that night, I told them: ‘Your sister’s going to be here in the morning.’ And she was: Charlotte (Cookie, as we call her) was born at home at 2.30 a.m. with just a midwife, my husband and my mum (herself a qualified midwife) present.

         As I basked in the glow of welcoming our baby girl, Ben offered to take her from me while I got some sleep, and to call Reading West to pull out of the final. We all pondered for a moment.

         ‘Well, is there any real reason not to go ahead with it?’ I asked.

         My mum laughed. When my youngest brother was born at home, she came downstairs soon after and made us all a curry for supper. We have form for this.

         So after a fabulous first day with the growing family, and a few hours’ rest, we all set off together for Cookie’s first political outing. Looking back, I can’t quite believe I did it – but as many mothers will agree, on the day you have a baby you’re so elated you could fly, while twenty-four hours later you feel as if you’ve been knocked over by a bus.

         When I stood before the association membership, I proudly announced I had given birth that morning. The looks on their faces! Some of the more elderly among them were clearly wondering if they had misheard, while others were worrying for my sanity. Suffice to say, I was not chosen, and on this occasion I was highly relieved to get back home to the good work–life 9balance I had established between family, politics, part-time job and charity work.

         When I did finally get selected, in February 2005, it was for Knowsley South, the successor to Harold Wilson’s old constituency and in the top five safest Labour seats in England. In other words, it was what is known in the jargon as a ‘no-hoper’. I was determined to give it my all. That campaign was also a real family affair. I would drive from Oxfordshire to Knowsley on a Thursday and stay until Monday, while Ben picked the older kids up from school and followed with Cookie on the Friday. My association chairman, Gary, was a local bus driver and steward at the nearby Conservative club.

         Every Friday we would turn up at Gary’s house, where Gary’s wife Gill and their two kids would have a takeaway Chinese with Ben and our three while Gary and I went to the Conservative club. The first time I went, I remember being so impressed that Gary had managed to get around 200 people all seated at tables to hear from me (or so I thought). I soon realised that the club was always full of local people and they often had great bands playing live at the weekends – almost a Beatles-style music scene – but most of them were definitely not Conservative supporters. Gary insisted, though, that as it was a Conservative club, I should be allowed to speak to the Friday night customers. As I started my speech that first evening, a woman’s voice piped up from the back of the room: ‘Will this take long, love? We want to start the bingo.’ Those who think politics is about being put on a pedestal, think again!

         10The campaign in Knowsley was a great learning experience, and it was here that I met a number of Conservative candidates, including Amber Rudd, my political mate right up until the EU referendum – but more on that later.

         Gary owned part shares in a vintage double-decker bus, so near to election day we organised a number of the local Conservative candidates in Merseyside to take part in a tour of the area with him driving his bus, decked out in Vote Conservative posters for the occasion. I let Fred and Harry, then eight and six, sit in the luggage racks with megaphones, periodically shouting ‘Vote Conservative’ out of the window. It was all pretty good-natured, and we got some friendly abuse, until we found ourselves driving past Goodison Park, home to Everton Football Club, just as the crowd was leaving after a home team loss. Gary had to put his foot down.

         A Conservative was not about to win Knowsley South, but I got a good swing and some valuable campaigning credentials. With time as a district councillor also under my belt, I now had the experience to make it on to the A-list once it was introduced. Even better, in June 2006 I was selected early for South Northamptonshire, where my family has roots going back generations. It would be four years before I finally fought the campaign to win this new seat – a chance to learn the ropes from the much-loved retiring local MP, Tim Boswell, move into a new home in the heart of the constituency, and get the kids into a local school. I kept working part-time at Invesco Perpetual in Henley and concentrated on doing everything I could locally to win as many votes as possible.

         11Over the following months, I saw many talented people from the candidate circuit successfully land seats. There was Priti Patel, smart and punchy; Amber, a friend from Merseyside; Liz Truss, whom I would work closely with in Theresa May’s Cabinet; and Thérèse Coffey, to become famed for her karaoke nights in Parliament. My family got to know Chris Heaton-Harris’s family when he won the neighbouring Daventry constituency; he would become a close friend in politics, and our eldest kids later became flatmates after university. It was an exciting time, as one by one these good people were picked for winnable seats.

         Moving to South Northamptonshire really was coming home. My father came from a local farming family, my mum grew up in a village in my constituency and my parents married in a nearby church. Perhaps what finally won over the local members to select me, however, was the story of my great-uncle Ron, who worked at Haynes & Cann (the now closed big military boot factory in Northampton) during the war and helped design the famous Second World War Escape Boot. It was a pilot’s leather boot with sheepskin leggings containing silk maps; you could remove the leggings to reveal an Oxford brogue with a compass in the heel, and the laces concealed a flexible saw. Pilots shot down behind enemy lines would have a chance of finding their way home thanks to those RAF flying boots. Today, one of these memorable pieces of footwear is on display in the Northampton Museum and Art Gallery.

         I recount this tale of the journey to becoming an MP because all too often great candidates fall by the wayside – it takes 12too long, it’s too expensive and exhausting, it takes too great a toll on families. All valid reasons and particularly, I’m sorry to say, for women – but take heart. Those who really want to do it, in my experience, will make it despite the hurdles that still exist. Frankly, I would like to see a return to the A-list, but there are also some tactical ways to secure a safe seat. By chance I stood first for a seat where there was no likelihood of winning, yet that put me in a good place for selection in a winnable seat. In hindsight this turned out incredibly well from a family and work perspective, because the first seat was only a four-month time commitment, with no need to relocate, and then the second seat was somewhere Ben and I wanted to make our permanent home and we could do so in the belief that I had a good chance of winning the election whenever it came.

         From day one I have loved representing South Northants. From marching against unwelcome development outside Northampton to fighting against the proposed HS2 project, to campaigning for a relief road around Towcester, a new medical centre in Brackley and a whole raft of other issues. Visiting schools and businesses, promoting the Silverstone Circuit and our own high-tech engineering sector, holding advice surgeries to directly help individuals and families. The job of constituency MP has proved constantly varied, fascinating and rewarding. And when it comes to helping individual constituents at the regular advice surgery, MPs apparently have almost magical powers. So many times I have picked up a problem – health, benefits, visas, mental health, planning, you name it – and my polite letter on my constituent’s behalf written on a House of 13Commons letterhead has worked like waving a magic wand. Suddenly the problem is given proper attention and is miraculously resolved. This must surely be the best bit of an MP’s job – literally making the world a better place for those who come seeking your help.

         My first election night, in 2010, was superb. My campaign team and almost the entire extended family spent the day visiting polling stations and driving around the constituency with megaphones shouting Vote Conservative. It has become our thing; we love a bit of megaphoning on election day. The count took place from 10 p.m. in the gym at the local leisure centre, and (as is always the case for some inexplicable reason) mine was among the last results to come in, at around 6 a.m. Each candidate is permitted a number of guests at the count, whose formal role is to watch all those who are emptying ballot boxes and counting out the votes. Piles of votes for each candidate form very quickly, and the watchers get quite intensely involved making sure votes are not being accidentally added to the wrong pile.

         After a few hours, we moved to the leisure centre café to watch the results coming in on the television. My boys, then aged twelve and fourteen, had come with their sleeping bags. They were allowed strong coffee with sugar and several Mars Bars each to keep them awake – true decadence.

         By the time I took to the stage to learn my own fate, it was clear that the Conservatives would be the biggest party, but also that we would not have a majority – Labour’s seemingly endless government was defeated, but what would happen now 14was very unclear. Although this new seat had a predicted majority of about 10,000, no candidate ever feels confident, and I was beyond nervous. So the size of my majority – 20,478 – was quite an incredible moment, an amazing feeling. The prospect of entering Parliament had been theoretical for so long; now it was time to stop the chat and get on with the action. Ben and the kids were just as excited as me. My husband is definitely up for adventure, and we all felt this was a new chapter. It was going to be a blast.

         Standing on the stage with Ben and the boys grinning, I had no idea what I was getting into – and nor did they. As I would find out a few days later when I arrived at Parliament, becoming an MP is like no other job. For starters, I went from the two days a week I was by now working in the private sector to earning less than half the salary but working the extraordinarily long hours of a backbencher. For the first few weeks, the whats and the wheres and the hows fill your days: what’s a delegated legislation committee? Where’s the Grand Committee Room? How do you table an amendment? The experience was equal parts fascinating and pressurised, and I soon felt the reality of the whips’ joke that MPs spend years fighting to win a seat to get into the House of Commons – and then expend huge energy trying to get ‘slipped’ to get away from Parliament for the day. Whether for a constituency event, a family crisis or an overseas delegation, every minute away from Parliament has to be approved.

         We new MPs were stationed in shared committee rooms on the top floor of the old Palace, because MPs who have retired 15or lost their seats are given a few weeks to move out of their offices. So I was allocated a hot desk in Committee Room 17, sharing two printers and a workspace with eight other newbies. We each had a locker outside the room that was soon stuffed full with hundreds of letters from constituents – long-running disputes, congratulations, invitations. All needed an answer and the buck stopped with us. Those were long and tiring days, but incredibly exhilarating.

         If becoming an MP was a shock to the system for me, it was perhaps even more so for the kids. We moved into the flat we had bought in Westminster, and Cookie (then aged six) started at day school in London while the boys went to boarding school. Our Northants nanny Philippa (Filo, as we call her) stayed at the flat with us Monday to Wednesday to look after Cookie. We soon developed a routine. Ben or I would take Charlotte to school, Filo would pick her up, and some days would bring her in to Parliament, where we could meet for a quick hot chocolate after school in the Pugin Room, the grand tea room for MPs and peers. The staff there took a shine to Cookie, and there was one particular waitress from Northern Ireland with whom she would love to chat.

         Another friend Cookie made in the House of Commons was a very different Northern Ireland character, the Reverend Ian Paisley, feisty one-time leader of the Democratic Unionist Party. There is a strange, rather dismal room in Parliament near Central Lobby called the Family Room. It’s not exactly kid-friendly, decked out as it is, like the rest of the Palace of Westminster, in grand wallpaper and heavy curtains. But it has 16a TV and a rocking chair up one end, and toys and building blocks and dolls houses and books for the kids at the other. Cookie would run into the Family Room, switch all the lights on, and often the Rev. Ian Paisley would be sat in the rocking chair snoozing with the TV on. He never minded – they would sit together and chat. By the time of his death in 2014 they had a great little friendship.

         The boys found those first years tough, particularly Harry. While Fred was already at boarding school, Harry had to switch from day school to weekly boarding, which he disliked. Soon Ben, while still meeting the full-on demands of a growing fintech business in London, began to commute from Northamptonshire from the middle of each week to take him out of school because he was homesick.

         Being a mum and an MP is not an easy balance, but it is manageable. I got adept at reading Charlotte a bedtime story with my trainers on and BlackBerry in hand, so if a vote was called, I would see the ‘Division’ text from the whips, then leg it down several flights of stairs (the ancient lift was far too slow) and run up the street and into the Lobby in time to vote. With practice, I got it down to six and a half minutes (you get eight minutes before the Lobby doors are slammed in your face) and I always made it in time – sometimes by the skin of my teeth.

         While the kids have complained at times that the years have been orientated around their mum, they also say they have loved the experience. They’ve taken part in some amazing events and been very much part of the journey. And for 17all the sacrifices, I never once doubted that becoming an MP was the right thing for both me and my family. For anyone considering this job, it does give you the chance to be a good role model, to your own children as well as those you meet in the constituency. And it is never too late to follow your calling. While I dreamt of being an MP at thirteen, I waited until I was forty-six to get there. So I tell school pupils I meet: if you want something hard enough, it doesn’t matter if life gets in the way for a time, you can get there in the end – your dreams are not just dreams, they can become reality, and there are many people along the way who can help you achieve them.

      

   


   
      
         
19
            CHAPTER TWO

            BABIES, BANKS AND BRUSSELS

         

         The message was passed to me as I prepared to speak in a debate on a topic dear to my heart: a backbench motion calling for a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union, which I was keen on but which the coalition government at this point opposed. The Chancellor wanted to talk to me. This was not a common occurrence for an MP who at this point had been in Parliament for just eighteen months. Feeling slightly nervous, I left the main Chamber and went behind the Speaker’s Chair to take the call in the library corridor. George Osborne began with flattery: ‘Well, Andrea. I just wanted to let you know we think very highly of you, we’re very pleased with how you’ve been getting on, and we really want you to support the government on this vote.’

         Time was not on my side. ‘I’m really sorry, Chancellor,’ I said with huge embarrassment, and some urgency, eager to get back to the debate before I was called to speak. ‘I can’t. I simply can’t. I came into politics determined to give people a say over our membership of the EU. And also, I’m really sorry, but I’m 20going to have to go now because I am about to be called to speak.’ And with that I rang off.

         I returned to my seat in the second row of green benches and one of my colleagues leaned over to ask what Osborne and I had discussed. ‘I just told him that I couldn’t support the government,’ I replied.

         That was the first time I rebelled against a three-line whip. The whipping system is designed to make sure the government (or opposition) can keep their MPs supporting their party agenda. A three-line whip means you MUST vote with your party – going against it means being sacked if you are a minister or hold a job as a trade envoy or other prime ministerial appointment. So it isn’t something to be done lightly.

         Back in my parliamentary office, I was later told, calls began coming in from journalists requesting interviews. Luke Graystone, my assistant, was at first chuffed for me; my speech must have made a real impression. Then he checked Twitter. Somehow my polite conversation with Osborne was being written up as Leadsom tells the Chancellor to ‘fuck off’. For the record, I would not tell anyone, let alone the Chancellor, to do that – and I did not say it to George!

         But while George knew the truth of that encounter, it didn’t help matters when we had a second brush the following year. I was now a member of the Treasury Select Committee, where I had made something of a splash during a grilling of Bob Diamond, who had just resigned as chief executive of Barclays Bank over the Libor-rigging scandal. This had led to numerous interview requests, including one from Radio 4’s The World 21Tonight. As I rushed between studios, Amber Rudd, herself pretty media-savvy, warned: ‘Don’t do too much. Be careful.’ I should have heeded the advice. When the Radio 4 presenter asked whether Osborne should apologise for suggesting Ed Balls (then shadow Chancellor) had encouraged the Bank of England to invite the banks to fabricate their daily Libor submissions – something which had been shown not to be true – I found myself agreeing. I failed to recognise the bear trap for what it was and generated some appalling headlines the next day as a result. I went to see him in his office and apologised to him profusely.

         As he rightly told me, ‘This should have been a story about the last Labour government’s failure to regulate the banking system ahead of the 2008 financial crisis, but you’ve made it into a soap opera about me.’ I had to agree. Not my finest hour, and for any student of politics it’s a lesson in how alert you have to be whether live on air, on social media or on a careless pre-record. So much political damage can occur from a few careless words.

         George was right to be annoyed but was gracious enough in accepting my apology. Unfortunately, however, as a result of these two incidents, a rumour gained currency that the Chancellor couldn’t stand me and had vowed never to let me near the Treasury. The following year, I rebelled for a second time, on a Paving Bill to approve HS2, the high-speed railway connecting London to the north of England, which I had always implacably opposed on value for money grounds – but also because the line was due to go right through South Northamptonshire. By 22now, while I was of course ambitious for a role in government, I was realistic about how far I was likely to go.

         
            * * *

         

         Promotion to the ministerial ranks is the carrot by which so much is achieved in politics. The promise of it, or the threat of never attaining it, is a devastatingly powerful tool for the whips and the Prime Minister of the day. Sadly, the tantalising prospect of promotion also creates jealousy and a strong sense that there is no meritocracy in politics: your preferment or otherwise is viewed too often as a result of voting as you are told to, or because you’re part of the right clique. In some ways, real contentment as an MP is found more often by those who have built a satisfying role for themselves outside government. Those who make it to the Cabinet face the spectre of being sacked at the peak of their performance, and those in the ranks of junior ministers are rarely satisfied with their lot, longing to reach the next rung on the ladder.

         For now, I was personally content with forging my career on the back benches. On entering Parliament, I had three priorities, on which I was totally focused. They were what I called my ‘three Bs’: babies, banks and Brussels. In those early days, as I did my best to navigate Parliament’s twisting corridors which always reminded me of Hogwarts (how come the top of this staircase ends in a broom cupboard? I could swear yesterday it was the door to the committee corridor), I thought hard about how I could make my mark in all three areas. Today, my 23strongest piece of advice to any new backbencher is to take a focused approach. Don’t get distracted by the hundreds of different campaigns and lobbyists, but instead focus on achieving the real change for which you came here.

         Even the focus on just three Bs was a challenge because there are so many ways to advance a specific interest. My first B, ‘babies’, reflected my passion for ensuring every baby has the best start for life. So I chaired the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Sure Start Children’s Centres, set up an APPG for Conception to Age Two, created the cross-party manifesto for the 1,001 Critical Days, and launched a national charity to help new families. Pretty much a full-time job in itself!

         I devoted part of my maiden speech to my second ‘B’ – banks. After the customary tribute to my new constituency, I spoke about what I saw as the continuing threat to the global economy of unfinished regulatory reform of banks. That speech was the first and thankfully only time in the Chamber that I felt my legs shaking. After that, the Commons always felt like home, but there was something about the magnitude of being in that incredible place and delivering my first ever speech that brought home the huge honour of being elected an MP.

         One way I knew would help me influence bank reform was winning election to the Treasury Select Committee. Committee elections were one of David Cameron’s excellent yet underappreciated innovations. In the past, appointments to select committees were determined by party whips as a reward for those in favour. That meant that until 2010 it was barely heard 24of for an unknown backbencher to serve on a select committee, particularly a high-profile one such as the Treasury Committee. But there was a benefit to coming in with such a large intake. Not only were there gaps in the committees’ membership, but the class of 2010 worked together to make sure some of us were able to fill some of the empty chairs, holding hustings and then voting en bloc once we had our shortlist (I noted with interest that the 2019 intake, also large, did the same). With over twenty-five years in finance, I sought membership of the Treasury Select Committee, and I was thrilled to get a place.

         Chaired by the Chichester MP Andrew Tyrie, the Treasury Committee was fascinating from the start. I enjoyed sparring with fellow Tories Jesse Norman and Mark Garnier and also appreciated getting to know opposition MPs on the committee, particularly Stewart Hosie of the SNP and Labour’s Pat McFadden. Early on, we had a ten-day trip to China to look at international money flows. It turned out to be one of the most interesting trips I’ve done, because it helped us to understand the way national and local finance work in China, the extremes of wealth in the country, and the vast scale of it. I remember when we visited the biggest indoor market in the world, selling an extraordinary range of ultra-cheap goods. I set off with Pat to try to find his toddler a toy car, except we found you could only buy them in hundreds.

         From uncovering abuse of the public finance initiative under the last Labour government to saving the paper cheque 25book from being scrapped by the banks, we held some great inquiries.

         And then there was Libor. The scandal had been bubbling under for a while, with rumours that the banks had been rigging Libor – the London Inter-Bank Offered Rate. During the financial crisis, it emerged that some banks were putting in false submissions to the Bank of England on the level at which they could borrow/lend overnight. Traders were making millions, if not multiple millions, at the expense of the taxpayer and the Bank of England. It was despicable behaviour by banks whose recklessness had already brought the world into a deep recession.

         Having spent my first year in banking in the treasury department of BZW, Barclays’ investment arm, I knew how Libor worked, with people calling out across their desks, all shouting what their position was and what their book looked like. I knew how easy it would be to manipulate Libor. Bob Diamond, Barclays CEO, was appearing before the committee to face questions, and listening to him argue that it was just a few isolated incidents, all I could think was: That’s utter rubbish.

         When it was my turn to question him, I challenged him to explain the numbers. We had clear evidence that Libor manipulation had happened not once or twice by one or two people but hundreds of times. It wasn’t isolated cases. He had nothing credible to say and resigned soon after. The upshot of that inquiry was that the overnight benchmark was radically changed, but the one big regret over the Libor-rigging scandal 26is that more people were not held personally accountable. Not long afterwards, when I was City Minister, we made sure that fines imposed on banks for rigging Libor went to good causes, including Armed Forces charities, which was a bit of a silver lining.

         My first few years in Parliament, however, were dominated by my third ‘B’: Brussels. At that time, I was far from a dyed-in-the-wool Leaver. I was much more interested in reforming the EU than quitting it, and I was optimistic we would be able to do so. I even gave a speech around that time to the Hansard Society in which my central theme was that the EU was behaving like the Roman Empire at the end of its days, believing it would always lead the world, in spite of over-regulation, slowness to agree free trade and a declining share of global prosperity. Fundamental reform rather than leaving the EU was the answer.

         Given my strength of feeling, I teamed up with two other Eurosceptic MPs, George Eustice and Chris Heaton-Harris, to found the Fresh Start Project, with the aim of reforming the EU while remaining a member. For the launch, we invited all our Conservative colleagues to a meeting; an astonishingly high number turned up, with several ministers saying they would have come along too had they been permitted. The Fresh Start Project produced a comprehensive body of work, culminating in a document we called Options for Change, which offered a traffic light system for reform: green for light-touch change, amber for change which involved some effort on the part of 27the UK and the EU, and red for initiatives requiring changes in EU directives.

         Throughout, we worked with the Open Europe think tank to ensure our proposals were sound and comprehensive. As momentum built, I co-founded the All-Party Parliamentary Group on EU Reform, which engaged in a series of visits to EU states, finding that right across Europe there were politicians of different persuasions who were interested in making the EU more responsive to its citizens.

         It was clear to me that getting stuck into those issues and making some real, tangible progress in each of them was the right way to enjoy being a backbencher. It felt like I had thrown a six on the dice and was properly starting to play the game. But that’s not to say life in the Commons was always plain sailing.

         
            * * *

         

         The trickiest, and in many ways most pressured, votes an MP is required to take part in are those around military action and around matters of conscience. In 2013, I found myself in one of the more difficult dilemmas of my time in politics when David Cameron recalled Parliament from the summer recess asking us to authorise a military attack on the Syrian regime, following the clear evidence that President Bashar al-Assad had used chemical weapons on his own people. What to do? If we voted against, Syrians could be subjected to further agonising 28deaths at the hands of their own government; if we voted in favour, innocent people could die. For me, the imperative of preventing future attacks on innocent men, women and children was the priority, so I supported military action that would be limited to targeting military assets. Although the vote was whipped, the government lost on that occasion. There are those who argue that it was this failure to act that encouraged some of the more recent aggression we have seen from dictators and terrorists.

         In 2015, the House was asked to vote to allow assisted dying for the terminally ill. This vote, like most votes on matters of conscience, was not whipped. Such votes can be the hardest to resolve because there are strong arguments on all sides. As politicians, many of us prioritise national interest followed by constituency interest followed by party interest – in that order. Usually for me, following the party whip, with the notable exceptions of HS2 and the early EU referendum debate, has been in line with that prioritisation. This vote to permit assisted dying was defeated by a huge majority. My personal view on this was clearly informed by a constituent with motor neurone disease who told me that, in spite of having only a tiny bit of movement left to her, she loved reading and had no desire to die until her time was up. Her fear was that assisted dying could give some in her extended family an opportunity to put pressure on her to consider her life effectively over, and that in her love for them, she might feel somehow obliged to end her own life because by doing so she would be taking away their ongoing responsibilities to her and she would also 29enable them to inherit her considerable wealth. I think the current legislation, whereby assisted dying is illegal but the law will always take account of the particular circumstances (and whether prosecution would be in the public interest), offers the right balance, so I have always voted against the legalisation of assisted dying.

         And in 2013, legislation to legalise same-sex marriage was introduced. Another whipped vote, and this one was passed with a huge majority, but not without a great deal of concern from many of my constituents. My view is that the love of same-sex couples is every bit as important as the love of opposite-sex couples. What we were being asked to vote on, however, were the matters of legal and religious marriage ceremonies. The issues were complicated by the fact that civil partnership was already available for same-sex but not for opposite-sex couples. Many constituents wrote expressing their concern that religious marriage was being undermined, and others expressed the view that it was unfair that civil partnerships were not being equalised at the same time. Given my view on the wider principle, I decided to vote both Aye (for the sake of equality) and No (to object to what I felt was poorly crafted legislation). This is the only time I have ever voted both Aye and No, not wishing to abstain but trying to represent the deeply held views on all sides. Now, almost a decade later, it is clear that allowing same-sex couples to express their love in an equal way was the right thing to do – but it also illustrates the complexity of some of the choices facing Members of Parliament. 30
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