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            PREFACE

         

         This book is the second in what I hope will be a long-running series of interviews with MPs as they hover on the cusp of standing down from Parliament. Thanks to the Fixed Term Parliament Act introduced by the coalition government in 2010, the MPs I spoke to for the first volume had five years to contemplate their departure, and I had six leisurely months to interview them. This time around, things were very different. Every one of the thirteen MPs I spoke to had expected, like most of us, to serve for another three years, taking them to 2020. Instead, when Theresa May decided to go to the country early, they had just days to make up their minds if they wanted to bow out ahead of schedule or stay until 2022.

         By virtue of their appearance in this book, all the MPs here decided it was time to go. Their reasons for leaving, however, are as varied as their radically different careers and journeys through the House of Commons. I hope you enjoy their stories as much as I did.

         The much shorter time scale involved in producing these interviews means that they were conducted far closer to polling day than was customary last time, with one or two taking place after the election. Lacking the benefit of hindsight, many made predictions for the outcome that turned out to be strikingly far from the mark – though in their defence, they were far from alone in anticipating a Conservative landslide.

         I am very grateful for those who gave up their time to relive their Commons experiences with me during this busy and inevitably stressful time, and would like to wish them all the best for their future lives. Thanks too as always to my publishers, Biteback, and agents, AM Heath, as well as to my lovely family.

         I look forward to bringing you the memories of the next graduating class of MPs in 2022 – or, perhaps, somewhat sooner.

         
             

         

         Rosa Prince

London, July 2017

      

   


   
      
         

            MICHAEL DUGHER

         

         Michael Dugher, 42, was Labour MP for Barnsley East 2010–17.

         How did you end up in Parliament?

         ‘It was an ambition I’d had for a long time, but, I think sensibly, I blew hot and cold on it.’

         How did you feel on first becoming an MP?

         ‘Thousands of people, most of them I’d never met, had bothered to come out to vote for me and put their trust in me. I knew it wasn’t about me, they were voting for the Labour Party, but as well as being very humbled by the personal support I felt a very strong sense of responsibility on me to be an effective Labour Member of Parliament.’ 

         Best of times:

         ‘I led an opposition day debate once in the last parliament on justice for coalfields. I’d really fought to have this debate, and my grandmother was at our house in Barnsley watching it on TV. I mentioned her father, my great-grandfather, who had been a miner at the pit that I grew up by and died at forty-six of a condition that had the NHS existed would have been easy to have identified and treated. To mention his name at the despatch box, it brought into sharp focus where I came from, and why I was in it.’

         Worst of times:

         ‘I knew that it would end in tears at some point, but I committed to serving in the shadow Cabinet. I had a different view of the world in so many ways to Jeremy [Corbyn]. I just felt like a collaborator in a state that was only heading in one direction. I thought I would get fired after the local elections in May [2016]. In the end he decided to pre-empt that, with the revenge reshuffle; I got canned in the January.’

         Why are you leaving?

         ‘I like to get things done, I like to make a difference, I like to achieve things, and I feel, and it may be with some sadness I say this, that I can do this more effectively outside politics than I can in the Labour Party at the moment.’ 

         What are your thoughts for future MPs?

         ‘Treat the job and the building with due respect, remember that it’s a huge privilege to be there, remember who put you there. Take the job seriously, take the responsibility incredibly seriously, but don’t take yourself too seriously. Don’t forget it’s a job of work like anything else. You’re there to get things done. You’re not there to stand up and sound off.’

         Do you have any regrets about leaving the Commons? And what are you going to do next?

         ‘It is tinged with some sadness that I’m standing down now. It was never Plan A that I would come out after seven years, but it was definitely the right decision, I don’t doubt that for a single second. I’m lucky that the thing I’m going to is a great new job. It’s a big job and something I’m really excited about. I’m going to be chief executive of UK Music, which is the body that represents all of the music industry.’

         MICHAEL DUGHER: THE FULL STORY

         Michael Dugher grew up in a mining village in South Yorkshire, coming of age in a time and place which left an indelible mark. Although his family ‘were not particularly party political’, they had a strong identification with their community of Edlington and its history as a pit village. His parents were young – just eighteen – when they had him, the first of four children. In 1984, as the young Michael was turning ten, the men of his village walked out on strike, joining in the greatest industrial conflict in the modern era in an ultimately unsuccessful battle against the government of Margaret Thatcher.

         Although Mr Dugher’s father worked for British Rail (his mother trained as a schoolteacher when he was a teenager), his grandfather had been a miner in the pit their house overlooked, as were the fathers of many of his school friends.

         He says:

         
            The miners’ strike was an incredibly politicising moment because it was an incredibly traumatic event in that village. The colliery was the main colliery for South Yorkshire. It had been sunk by an ancestor of mine at the beginning of the century.

            I remember as a child feeling that something terrible was happening, just having a sense that our country’s government was not on our side and was doing something very bad to our community.

         

         At the age of fifteen, Mr Dugher joined the Labour Party. It was a natural step when he got to Nottingham University to become involved in student politics. He rose to become the national chair of Labour Students, based at Labour HQ in London. With the 1997 general election approaching, he was working for the party full time. By now clear that he wanted to make politics his career, Mr Dugher ‘blew hot and cold’ about whether or not he wished eventually to seek election as an MP. He fought the seat of Skipton & Ripon – unsuccessfully – at the 2001 election. A year earlier, he had gone to work for the Amalgamated Electrical and Engineering Union (AEEU), rising to become head of policy. It was his union background that brought him back to the House of Commons, becoming a special adviser, first to John Spellar, the Transport minister, and then Geoff Hoon, initially at the Ministry of Defence, who became his great mentor.

         Serving at the heart of the New Labour government, Mr Dugher was still not sure whether he was ready to take the step to become an MP.

         
            At one level you think, ‘I’d like to do this for myself rather than writing things for other people to say.’ But equally you saw behind the curtains, you saw the other side of the job, you saw the impact that it can have on family life, the media interest and the long hours that people put in.

         

         Nevertheless, ahead of the 2005 general election he threw his hat into the ring for selection in Doncaster North. ‘It was all going very well until some bright spark called Ed Miliband dropped into town and blew me out of the water and I finished second. Our friendship began then, so in a funny kind of way, it worked out for me.’

         Unsure whether or not to try again, Mr Dugher decided to test out life away from politics, becoming a lobbyist for Electronic Data Systems, before Westminster in the form of Mr Hoon, then Labour’s Chief Whip, lured him back. ‘That was really my chance to think about whether I wanted to work in industry or was my heart in politics,’ he says. ‘Geoff, who was my boss at the time, he said: “You’ve either got it or you haven’t and I think you’ve got it.” You could almost say it’s like a drug, with all the downsides associated with any drug.’

         A year later, the then Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, invited Mr Dugher to spin for him at 10 Downing Street. Mr Brown was famously difficult, the hours were long and by now Mr Dugher had a wife and young children.

         He was finally clear that he did want to become an MP himself, however, figuring it could hardly be more demanding than his current job. He says:

         
            In Downing Street, nothing could be as bad as that. Gordon was not always the easiest person to work for, but I have a lot of sympathy for him doing that job because it’s a ninety-hour week in Downing Street, which basically means you’re working the whole time. My wife was like a single mum for all of that period. I’ve always been lucky that she’s been incredibly supportive.

         

         Mr Dugher was not selected until late in the electoral cycle, ending up in the new constituency of Barnsley East, not far from the town he grew up in.

         
            It was tough, because although I was from thirty miles away, I wasn’t from Barnsley. I know it sounds ridiculous but sometimes in these parts of the world that is still an issue. It was so close to the election, I had not yet got a house up there, I was viewed as a bit of an outsider. It was all very rushed.

         

         The seat was nominally a safe one for Labour and, nerves aside, Mr Dugher could be confident of victory. On 6 May 2010, he was elected with a majority of 11,000. It was, he says, a ‘humbling’ experience.

         Having been in and around politics for the entire period of Labour’s time in office, Mr Dugher was familiar with the House of Commons, but immediately found opposition a frustration.

         ‘I was in the business end of politics. For me it was always about getting things done,’ he says. 

         
            The House of Commons, because it is a very special building and so historic, and such an enormous privilege, it does rather go to some people’s heads. Which is why some of them will be carried out in a box, because they just can’t bear not to have those letters after their name, the doorkeepers saying, ‘Oh, hello, sir,’ and opening the door, and getting brought their tea in the tea room.

            I always tried to be very respectful of the place, to realise what a great privilege it was, but not to let it devour [me].

            You see different people on all sides of the House who love to sit in there all afternoon, jumping up and down and doing some intervention, some deeply meaningful, supposedly witty remark, and everyone chuckles. That was never me.

            Sometimes you feel that you’re working in a cross between a museum and a tourist attraction where some of the artefacts seem to have been there a long time and sometimes move about a bit. For me, the only show in town was about being in government.

         

         Although the frustration with opposition would begin almost immediately, at the start of his time in the Commons there was a moment to prize.

         
            When I gave my maiden speech, you talk about your predecessor and the area you represent, and I did feel a real sense of responsibility and privilege. I remember glancing up at the gallery and seeing my mum and dad were there. There are little moments like that you don’t forget.

         

         Within a few months, Mr Dugher was appointed a shadow minister on the defence team by his friend Ed Miliband, now Leader of the Opposition. Having been an MP for just eighteen months, he was in the shadow Cabinet. It was a role he felt comfortable in. ‘We all have ambition,’ he says. ‘It would be fibbing to say that you don’t. I wanted to serve on the front bench. I wanted to get after the government. I threw myself in and I felt I did a decent enough job. I didn’t feel overawed being in the shadow Cabinet.’

         He was conscious, however, that he lacked the ‘obsessive’ streak needed to take the next step up.

         
            Although I think at one point the bookies quoted me 66–1 to be made leader of the party, that was never something that crossed my mind. I have worked very closely with the people who have done that job – it’s really tough and demanding. Although I felt I had lots of skills and abilities and things to offer, I never felt that I was good enough to do that job.

            There are a lot of my colleagues in Parliament who are absolute political obsessives, who have absolutely nothing else in their lives, and I found that weird. That has never been the case for me.

            I worked very hard at the politics, I was very committed to it, I believe in something, I felt I did a good job, but I’ve got other things in my life. I watch sport, I like going out. I still feel as though being an MP is quite a weird job, and throughout all of that time, I still felt I was a normal bloke.

         

         Although the two were ‘chalk and cheese politically and socially’, Mr Dugher came to admire the leadership skills of Ed Miliband.

         
            I know he has a lot of critics including on the right of the party, which is where I come from, but I just felt he would have been a good Prime Minister. I felt he had the intellectual power, I felt he believed in something and so I very much wanted him to be Prime Minister.

            His heart is with the left, north London, very much an academic, great intellectual beliefs in the primacy of ideas. Although we were socially different, I just always respected him and I always felt that he respected me. We had our moments of profound disagreement but I never lost that respect for him.

         

         Six months before the 2015 general election, Mr Miliband named him shadow Transport Secretary – an appointment which caused much amusement in Mr Dugher’s family. ‘All the blokes in my family are railwaymen,’ he says. ‘When I was shadow Transport Secretary, my dad said: “Isn’t it marvellous, only one in our family who knows nowt about the railway and he’s shadow Transport Secretary.” Which brings you back down to earth.’

         As the 2015 election approached, he had high hopes of becoming Transport Secretary.

         He held talks with the permanent secretary at the department about his plans and, with the help of a lawyer, drew up detailed legislation.

         His gradual realisation on election night that Labour was not going to be able to form a government – and he would not serve in Cabinet – was, he says, ‘horrific’.

         
            I had worked really hard in opposition, thrown myself into being an opposition MP and preparing for government. The next day I woke up and I thought, ‘I’ve become an expert on bus regulation. Well, a fat lot of good that will do me now.’ That was a really tough day.

            For me, politics is definitely not a game. And if it was, it’s not the taking part that counts, it’s absolutely all about the winning. I just remember a terrible sense of foreboding about a Conservative majority, and I was worried about which direction the party would go, and I just thought: five more years in opposition.

            I had a real sense that we were in a very, very precarious position, and that it was a really, really grave defeat.

         

         As disappointed as Mr Dugher was with the outcome of the election, worse was to come. Having backed Andy Burnham in the ensuing contest to replace Mr Miliband, acting as the former’s campaign manager, he along with many others was stunned when the far-left Jeremy Corbyn swept to victory in a comprehensive repudiation of the New Labour establishment he had served at the centre of for his entire adult life.

         It was an outcome he did not see coming.

         
            I think if you had asked me at the time, I would have said it would have been hard to imagine how we would have got lower than losing an election and the Conservatives forming a majority government. But with all the genius the Labour Party had, like a bunch of coal miners they keep finding new lows.

            Being self-critical, I have to acknowledge along with other people on the other campaigns in 2015 that we failed utterly to inspire the membership and particularly the new membership. They just looked at us and felt we all looked and sounded the same.

            We failed to convince people that to go down that road with Jeremy would only lead to disaster.

         

         When Mr Burnham agreed to serve in the shadow Cabinet, Mr Dugher felt he ought to follow suit, despite his obvious differences with the new leader, becoming shadow Culture Secretary. ‘I asked to be put out of the way in an area that would bring me into the least dispute with Jeremy,’ he says. ‘Obviously I could never be a shadow Defence Secretary under Jeremy, for instance. It’s hard to have an ideological fallout over the arts.’

         From the start, Mr Dugher felt out of place with his new colleagues, many of them long-standing left-wingers who had been allies of Mr Corbyn for decades. Mr Dugher was determined not to stay quiet about his differences with the new leadership, taking a contrary view on such issues as immigration and the renewal of the Trident weapons system.

         Given Mr Corbyn’s own record of voting against the leadership as a backbencher, and his claim to be comfortable with internal debate and even a little ‘dissent’, Mr Dugher hoped his new role might work out. He lasted four months.

         He says:

         
            I felt pretty instantly that in that shadow Cabinet a lot of people were just loving being in the shadow Cabinet: ‘Wow, I’m in the shadow Cabinet, I’m speaking at the despatch box, I’m on the front bench, I’m on the telly.’ I just thought this was all madness.

            The party was going down a terrible, terrible route and the trajectory was absolutely obvious and so I used the shadow Cabinet, when I spoke in shadow Cabinet and when I did interviews, to argue for the things I believe. I thought, ‘We have got to call this out and say look, do you realise where we’re heading with all this?’

            Maybe if I was a smarter politician I could have shut up about those things and I could have been in the shadow Cabinet for the last two years. But what’s the point? If you’re not true to yourself, you’re not true to what you believe in, and [if ] you don’t use politics as a chance to say what you really believe and to get things done then you’re not making a difference at all, you’re just part of the furniture, you may as well be in a museum.

            I wasn’t sad to go because it was expected, and it was just unsustainable.

         

         Today, Mr Dugher is scathing about the current Labour leadership, watching in despair what he describes as the disastrous media performances of figures such as Diane Abbott. Along with what he views as the incompetence of the current Labour front bench, he sees more sinister forces at work, referencing images of John McDonnell, the shadow Chancellor and Corbyn ally, giving a speech in front of flags representing the Communist Party of Great Britain and Syria’s Assad regime. He is particularly concerned about the influence of Seumas Milne, the former Guardian journalist who serves as Mr Corbyn’s chief of staff.

         
            You look at the front bench and turn on the radio and hear some of our more prominent spokespeople and you think, ‘I cannot believe that you are a shadow Secretary of State trying to win an election.’ Many of them are clearly not up to it, to use the famous Clement Attlee phrase.

            It’s not just their competency that’s at issue, it’s what they believe in. Seumas Milne is a very clever guy, expensively educated, and lives a very comfortable life. I don’t doubt his intellect, I doubt his common sense. I genuinely think people like Seumas think that the wrong people won the Cold War. And I don’t. I believe communism is the enemy of freedom and was a disaster. I have no solidarity with people holding up flags of the Communist Party of Great Britain, or writing editorials in the Morning Star describing [Assad’s retaking of ] Aleppo as a liberation. I felt very strongly about that and I’ve no doubt that Seumas does; I just found it amazing that he’s in the Labour Party.

         

         Off the front bench, Mr Dugher tried to be constructive, launching a much-praised campaign to oppose cuts to community pharmacies. Such was the gratitude of the pharmacists that a friend joked he would never again have to buy a box of plasters.

         But despite gathering the most ever signatures for a healthcare petition, with a million names, he was disheartened when the proposals came before Parliament and the government easily won the vote to implement them.

         ‘It’s a small point but an important one, because if you want to do anything about community pharmacies, or anything else, you’ve got to get into government,’ he says. ‘Although it was a backbench campaign I got a lot of credit for, in the end it was ultimately a failure.’

         By the time Theresa May unexpectedly announced she was going to the country three years ahead of schedule, such was Mr Dugher’s disillusion with Parliament that he was ready to call it quits. So low was the mood among many of his right-leaning colleagues in the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) that a number were envious of his decision.

         
            There was this debate about ‘Will you serve under Jeremy or not?’ ‘Are you a collaborator or are you a freedom fighter?’ I said to a mate of mine, ‘I hope people don’t think of me as a deserter.’

            I had announced I had a new job, and he said, ‘If we are going to use a Second World War analogy, you’re like that bloke who escaped from Colditz. Send us a postcard back from Switzerland, you lucky bastard.’

         

         Interviewed before the election, Mr Dugher was clear that the left of his party would have to take responsibility for what he feared would be a heavy defeat at the polls, and believed Mr Corbyn should stand aside immediately if he was right.

         
            This is the first time in history where the left in the Labour Party, the hard left, the Campaign Group [of socialist MPs], are able to be tested by the electorate. Because up till now, any election that Labour lost, they would blame the right – it’s Tony Blair’s fault, it’s Gordon Brown’s fault, it’s the right’s fault, you weren’t left-wing enough.

            There’s this view that people vote Conservative because the left’s not left-wing enough. It’s a view that says it’s Michael Dugher’s tweets, not Jeremy Corbyn being leader of the Labour Party, that lost us the election. Without being too modest about myself, I think that’s very unlikely.

            For the first time, it’s a left-wing manifesto, Jeremy is the leader, Diane Abbott is the shadow Home Secretary, John McDonnell is the shadow Chancellor, the Campaign Group are on the ballot paper at the general election, and we will ultimately find out whether the country is up for it.

            I don’t think it’s going to be a great night for Labour. I don’t think the people standing on the stage with the red rosettes are going to be a-cheerin’ and a-hollerin’. I may be wrong, I hope I am. I want Labour to win the election. I’ve been a Labour Party member for twenty-six years, and it’s really important to who I am.

            The stakes are very high. It’s not about running the Labour Party that’s the issue, it’s about running the country, because the people who pay the price for a Conservative government are the miners, for instance, the working-class kids that I grew up with, and the people I’ve represented in Parliament, and that’s why I felt so strongly about it.

         

         Although he will miss his constituency, Mr Dugher is relaxed about leaving Parliament. So excited is he about his next job, as chief executive of UK Music, that he is forgoing a vacation and taking up the post even before the election.

         The role is a good fit: Mr Dugher credits his love of music with inspiring his later success in life. ‘Music has the power to change people’s lives; that was certainly the case for me,’ he says.

         
            When I went to secondary school, I was fairly average at most things. I was very into music, listening to it, and my grandmother bought me a Spanish guitar and said that if I stuck at it for a year then she would buy me an electric guitar. So I taught myself to play the guitar. It gave me huge amounts of confidence. I would be keen to go to school every day because at lunchtime I could go to the music room and they had a piano. I taught myself piano, and I taught myself bass guitar, and I taught myself drums.

         

         As he faces his new future, Mr Dugher is looking forward to putting his family first.

         
            When you have young kids, it’s amazing how quickly they change and grow up, and how fast the time goes, and I just want to hold on to some of that time. I know in truth that my family, who have given me every support for the last ten years, have really played second fiddle to my work in politics. I just feel I owe them a little bit more now.

            When you’re old and grey and you’re in your rocking chair, and you look back at what you’ve done in life, the job is just a career you’ve had. You want to have made a difference and what you chose to do may be a big part of that, but you also have got to answer the question: were you a good dad, were you a good husband, were you a decent human being?

         

         While packing up his parliamentary office, Mr Dugher was struck by how much harder it could have been.

         
            I suddenly thought how tough it must be for people, of any party, who through no fault of their own lose their seat because someone on telly who happened to be Prime Minister was deeply unpopular.

            You get turfed out and I expect you feel devastated and humiliated and crushed; you’ve got no plans for the future because you’ve been throwing yourself at the campaign and you suddenly find yourself, like me, throwing boxes on a trolley. It must be awful.

            What will I feel on the day after polling day? I don’t care whether they are political opponents or not, I will really feel for those people who lose their seats.

            Whatever the public think of us, most of us at least are still human beings.

         

         CV

         Raised in Edlington, South Yorkshire, a Labour Party worker and trade union official who went on to work as a special adviser for John Spellar, Transport Secretary, and Geoff Hoon, Defence Secretary and Chief Whip, before serving Gordon Brown at 10 Downing Street.
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            PETER LILLEY

         

         Peter Lilley, 73, was Conservative MP for St Albans 1983–97 and Hitchen & Harpenden 1997–2017.

         How did you end up in Parliament?

         ‘I realised that the British system is very open, and if you’re not entirely stupid, and indeed sometimes if you are really stupid but you are persistent and determined, it’s open to anybody. But it took me quite a long time to get in. I didn’t get in until I was nearly forty.’

         How did you feel on first becoming an MP?

         ‘I wasn’t a natural parliamentary performer, but I loved it. Still do. And I was ambitious.’ 

         Best of times:

         ‘The department I found most rewarding and satisfying was social security, which I did for five years under John Major. I instinctively knew when I got there that I would be there for a full term, because John Major had clearly put me in a department that didn’t have anything to do with Europe. And it turned out to be the biggest department in terms of spending by far.’

         Worst of times:

         ‘There was a period where I was being subjected to some rather unpleasant personal stuff in the wake of the Back to Basics storm. Fortunately, I have a fairly thick skin and fortunately my wife is a fairly strong character, but my mother and my sister and my brother-in-law found it very unpleasant.’

         Why are you leaving?

         ‘I discussed it with my wife before Easter, as I do with each parliament, and she usually wants me to stand down. I had agreed I would stand down at the next general election, assuming it would be 2020. And, low and behold, two weeks later Theresa May announces a general election. And Gail says, “It’s the next general election.”’

         What are your thoughts for future MPs?

         ‘Important: it was even in my day but even more now – entrench yourself in your constituency in your first term. Get known as a good local Member of Parliament, but ultimately you’re there to be a parliamentarian, not a parish politician. And although that’s important, you have got to learn the ropes in Parliament. Just sitting in the chamber and asking questions and making speeches is what it’s about.’

         Do you have any regrets about leaving the Commons? And what are you going to do next?

         ‘I’ve reconciled myself to it now, so I don’t think it will be too painful. I’ll certainly remain in the fray politically; I’ll write things and speak and argue. Who knows if I’ll find myself translated to another place [the House of Lords]. Should I do so, I’ll have a platform to do so, but even without that I’ll have a platform.

         ‘I’m involved with various business things which give me a way of keeping me out for lunch, which is very important. Although my wife is delighted I’m not standing, she doesn’t want to see too much of me.’

         PETER LILLEY: THE FULL STORY

         Peter Lilley was born in Harpenden in Kent, to a family which took little notice of politics – it was an interest he believes was entirely self-generated, motivated by little more than a contrarian schoolboy’s instinct to take an opposing view to those of his peers.

         He says of his upbringing:

         
            It was not a political family and they were somewhat bemused that I should have any interest in politics. They thought it was slightly disreputable. My mother was simultaneously proud of my becoming a minister and an MP, but wished I could have done it without having been a politician.

            I was always interested in politics, from when I got out of my pram. I started reading a bit, and at school I was in political discussion with my schoolmates. The fashion then was to be left-wing and to think the solution to all our problems was socialism or communism. I was a perverse sort of youth so I just disagreed with them.

         

         By the time he went to Oxford University, Mr Lilley was interested enough to become active in the Conservative Association, but, being ‘perilously shy’, he steered clear of the Oxford Union, something he now regrets.

         After graduating, he became an energy analyst at a stockbroking firm. It was only when he saw that some near contemporaries who had been a couple of years ahead of him at Oxford were starting out on a career in politics that it dawned on him he might do the same. ‘I had always assumed you had to have some kind of family connection, which I didn’t,’ he says.

         By now firmly on the right of the Conservative Party, Mr Lilley got involved with the Bow Group, rising to become chairman in 1973. Along the way, however, he incurred the wrath of Ted Heath, the then Prime Minister, who was in the midst of his pet project of negotiating Britain’s entry to the European Union (then known as the European Economic Community). To his disappointment, Mr Heath blocked his inclusion on the Conservative candidates’ list.

         ‘Although I was insignificant, I had come to the attention of Ted Heath,’ Mr Lilley says. ‘He thought I was a bad influence because of my views on Europe. Actually I was quite in favour of joining, but I declared myself an admirer of [former French President] General [Charles] de Gaulle, [who had twice vetoed Britain’s application to join the Community]. That was a black mark.’

         By the time Mr Heath relented and allowed him on to the list, the October 1974 general election was approaching rapidly. Mr Lilley was the last candidate to be selected, winding up in the north London constituency of Tottenham. ‘I fought Tottenham and Tottenham fought back,’ he says. ‘Tottenham was a solid Labour seat but I had a great time and remained attached to it for some years.’

         Although he was roundly defeated, Tottenham was important for Mr Lilley on a personal level too. His future wife, Gail, was living locally and serving as secretary of the Keep Britain in Europe movement, which was campaigning to join the EEC in the referendum which would be held in June 1975. She was ‘assigned to recruit me’, he says. ‘I had heard of this very beautiful girl who was at the other end of Haringey. When she rang me up and said would I become involved, I put aside any reservations I had. And duly married her. So I did well out of Europe.’

         Although he would later become a leading Eurosceptic, at this stage Mr Lilley did not oppose Britain joining the EEC. ‘I had always been in favour of inter-governmental cooperation in Europe, but not a federal Europe,’ he says.

         
            We were officially told that it may look as if it’s meant to be a federal project, but the rest of Europe is prepared to abandon that for the delights of having us on board. I was prepared to accept that. Whether it was under the influence of this beautiful girl or not, I don’t know.

         

         Mr Lilley now found himself drawn further into national politics, as Geoffrey Howe, who served under Mr Heath in government and opposition, recruited him from the Bow Group to help draw up policy papers and write speeches. Howe introduced him to both Nigel Lawson and Margaret Thatcher, meaning he was intimate with three of the most important people in the party, putting him at an advantage when he finally became an MP.

         As the 1979 general election approached, Mr Lilley applied for ‘seat after seat’, only to be turned down repeatedly. It wasn’t until some time after Margaret Thatcher’s election, and with another election looming, that he finally landed the plum constituency of St Albans in Hertfordshire. ‘By this time I was married, and that seemed to make a difference for some reason,’ he says.

         
            The final round, it was a very close ballot, and I think I won by one vote. In those days they used to ask your spouse a question, and Gail had planned her answer, whatever the question would be, and her answer was that she was a local councillor in Hornsey, been a chairman of her ward, done this, done that. She ended up saying she had stuffed thousands of envelopes. The sort of people who are active party workers, who attended these things, are envelope stuffers and they all cheered. I’m sure that without that coup de grâce I would not have picked up that extra vote which got me selected for St Albans.

         

         As the candidate in a safe Conservative seat, Mr Lilley could be confident of entering Parliament at the next election. And when he finally became an MP, after ten years of trying, he immediately felt at home.

         
            I wasn’t sure that I would rise to giddy heights [but] I thought the competition in Parliament would be less severe in the sense of the calibre of the people I would be up against than I experienced in business. Actually, I’m not sure that’s true. There are some extremely able people in Parliament. It wasn’t some group of dumbos that I could expect to cut through like a hot knife through butter.

         

         Thanks to his connections to the Prime Minister and Chancellor, Mr Lilley rose quickly through the ranks, becoming a parliamentary private secretary to Mr Lawson within months. ‘Although it took me longer to get into Parliament than most of my cohort, I was better placed than most when I got there,’ he says. From there, promotion was rapid. Following the 1987 election he was made Economic Secretary to the Treasury, before being elevated to Financial Secretary. By 1990, he was in the Cabinet, as Secretary of State for Trade and Industry.

         The dizzying speed of his ascent was ‘fantastic’. It was, however, a difficult time for a Thatcherite – within a few months the Prime Minister was forced out of office. Although he was among those who advised Mrs Thatcher that ‘the game was up’, and joined John Major’s successful campaign team, he was aware from the outset that his by now somewhat more hard-line views on Europe would bring him into conflict with the new Prime Minister.

         He was given the thorny task of taking on the spiralling welfare budget, a role he believes Sir John gave him to keep him well away from matters relating to Europe, but which he soon found he had an affinity for.

         ‘It was a tremendous challenge,’ he says. ‘Everybody said a Conservative in social security should just keep their head down, otherwise if you do anything active you’ll be accused of grinding [your foot] in the faces of the poor. I instinctively knew that was wrong, and that we had to do something. It was desirable for society to have less people on welfare and ideally be more generous to them. Most people want to see more people get off welfare and into work.’
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