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PREFACE


Setting up a political protest party is easy, I discovered. But you’ve got to get angry—real angry. For me, it all started with a yellow line outside our home. The short, single-yellow line had been painted on the road outside the door of our garage.


A few days later, my wife went to get something out of the car. She came back, looking pale. ‘I’ve got a parking ticket,’ she said. She’d never been given a parking ticket before in her entire life.


‘That can’t be right,’ I said. ‘You’ve always parked there.’


Now we couldn’t—and we were being punished with a £80 fine if we did on certain days. We lived near Arsenal stadium and new ‘match-day’ parking restrictions had been imposed on our street by the council even though we’d never had a problem parking before. Suddenly we had to be very aware of whenever there was a home football match. We racked up three more fines over the next couple of weeks—just for parking outside our own garage. I’d urgently phone my wife if I saw the signs—horse dung on the streets from police horses, or the smell of hamburger stalls along Highbury Hill. It was the thin edge of a very fat wedge—a wedge rammed into our lives by the local council. That yellow line had begun the process of protest for me.


I had never been actively involved in politics and am not a member of any party. But, when you hit middle age and have children, you do start thinking about your community. You have to. Suddenly, you’re at school meetings and talking to other grown ups about grown up things. Suddenly, your life becomes complex. You have stuff to do, school uniforms to buy, nappies to stock up on, kids’ parties to attend, homework to finish. You are exhausted doing seemingly nothing. Then you witness little incidents that reveal that someone in authority is making decisions that aren’t necessary to the benefit of your community.


On the morning of 23 July 2004, I was shopping in Highbury, Islington, when I saw a middle-aged man park his car outside our local butcher. There was very little traffic on the road and he was not causing any kind of hindrance. Yet there was a traffic warden outside giving a ticket to his car. His order of food had just cost him £100 more than he was expecting. He returned to the shop looking very sorry for himself. At the same time as the man got ticketed, a woman ahead of me in the butcher’s left her order behind on the counter and dashed out to get into her car before the traffic warden ticketed her. I just stood dumbfounded, shaking my head. ‘The atmosphere in Highbury has changed,’ said the proprietor of another popular shop. ‘Our business is down by 15-20% since the start of this parking punishment.’


It was at that point that I decided to do something to help these shopkeepers. I’d do it by rallying local support against the council-imposed Controlled Parking Zone and, because a local by-election election was coming up in the following year, I’d do it by starting my own protest-vote party. There was little alternative. Our Labour councillors were supporting the ruling Lib Dems in their anti-car measures—and so would the Greens—the second largest party in our ward. What about the Tories? No one was ever going to vote for them in Islington. So, with no one standing up to represent concerned locals, we had no choice but to start our own political party.


My family and I sat around our kitchen table, coming up with names. I quite liked the Fed Up party—especially as it could be usefully abbreviated to FU. Lucy liked the Leave Us Alone party—or Get off Our Back party. Vicky, my daughter, being 10, wanted something involving the colour pink.


I’ve always liked the word Freedom—you can’t go wrong with that. But we also wanted it to be about local issues. We wanted to get away from national party politics. I think it’s odd to vote on national party political lines when it comes down to voting in someone whose primary job is to look after garbage removal and parking where you live. I don’t care what their political stance is on wars in the Middle East. So Local Freedom it was.


I roughed out an A-4 poster asking locals ‘are you fed up with the council?’ I put it up in several shops and invited local residents to contact me. The backing of much-loved local traders gave legitimacy to my campaign and gave access to it at the point it mattered most with angry shoppers. Soon I had hundreds of like-minded supporters and that was my voter base.


The local newspapers loved the idea too, and the Islington Tribune put me on their front page on 24 September 2004, saying ‘A historian has become so disillusioned with his councillors he has formed his own political party in Highbury.’ ‘I never thought we’d be involved in local politics,’ it quoted me as saying, ‘we’ve all got better things to do—but the breathtaking arrogance of councillors has left us no choice—their wrong-minded judgements are affecting our daily lives.’


Political commentator Peter Oborne—and Highbury resident—mentioned us in his column for the Evening Standard. ‘Islington Council is waging a vicious vendetta against motorists,’ he wrote. ‘But local residents are hitting back with the Local Freedom Party, which will fight seats in the next council elections promising to put an end to this harassment. This party will get my vote, and other London boroughs, where ordinary motorists are victimised just as disgracefully as in Islington, ought to follow their example.’


Supporters began to donate money to help fund our newsletter and leaflets. One pledged to give us £50 every time he got a parking ticket. ‘Because this was my very first political donation,’ he told the Islington Tribune, ‘I wondered how much to give but then I thought it made sense to give a proportionate amount to the amount I have given the council—£250 so far.’


Political journalist and Islington resident Nick Cohen gave us his support, too. Cohen wrote in the Evening Standard in February 2005. ‘You may find this a little out of proportion or, indeed, mad. But it makes sense to me. Every time you turn on the news, there’s a politician or pundit saying that what the English want is US zero-tolerance policing… No we don’t,’ argued Cohen. ‘English policing was as much about order as law.’


Six weeks later, Cllr Mary Creagh (now MP) announced she was stepping down to become a prospective parliamentary candidate for a safe Labour seat in Wakefield, Yorkshire. That meant there would be a council by-election in my Highbury West ward on 5 May 2005, the same day as the general election. No problem! We now had 700 supporters on our lists. We decided to go for it and the Islington Tribune claimed I was ‘Britain’s first anti-parking candidate.’


Lib Dem council leader Steve Hitchins was forced to respond directly to us. ‘Of course we want to support local businesses,’ he insisted. I personally pounded every street of our ward and put leaflets through every letterbox. In the north was the infamous Finsbury Park mosque—a favourite worshipping place of Muslim extremists, including a couple of Al Qaeda terrorists. I bowled in there and handed them one of my anti-parking posters. Why not?


On the night of the count, I stood on a stage in a Highbury sports hall to hear the results. I got 437 votes. That was way behind the victorious Labour Party candidate, but just behind the Lib Dems. Their candidate had got less than 20% of the votes. ‘We feel it was a fairly good result overall,’ he said, adding sourly ‘And we beat the parking party and showed what a silly campaign that was.’ My result also meant I’d pushed the Tories into last place, which came as a shock to their leader. Not bad for a party that had been in existence for just six months. Soon after, parking policy was radically modified in Islington and the local traders were grateful for our intervention


I might not have become Local Freedom’s first councillor, but the combined pressure of relentless campaigning, letters and articles in the local press, and the proof that some voters would turn their backs on the Lib Dems and support an anti-parking candidate, had delivered a victory for Highbury residents against inadequate local politicians and civil servants. It had been fun too. Once roused, you cannot easily remove that spirit of defiance.


Out of that, my interest in protest vote politics was born. It is, as I discovered first-hand, a reaction to arrogance—to those who feel they know better than you and do not listen to you. When the Lib Dems broke Britain’s cosy two-party rule in 2010 and with UKIP regularly coming third in national polls in 2013, I sat up. Something was stirring in the history of British politics that merited a book as the electoral battlefield became bloodier and outcomes unpredictable. Everything seems possible and I wanted to investigate what had changed in our national politics.


The purpose of this book is to tell the story of the rise of ‘protest vote’ parties over the last 25 years or so. Principally, the UK Independence Party, but also the Referendum Party, the Green Party and the British National Party, along with some leading campaign groups, such as the Countryside Alliance and the TaxPayers’ Alliance. By doing so, it defines the key moments when the two leading political parties, Labour, Conservative, who have been dividing government power between each other for a lifetime, disconnected with many of their grassroots supporters.


It was the election of 2010 that made clear that something fundamental had changed. For the first time in 65 years a party was in government that was not one of the usual two suspects. While it is tempting to think of it as a blip that had more to do with the poor personal appeal of Gordon Brown or David Cameron, it did reflect a growing unease with the political establishment and a punk attitude that neither of the two major parties is listening to the real concerns of the British public. Voters are no longer loyal to the old order and are keener to shop around and shake things up. The ‘ugly’ provincial voter who doesn’t fit in with the urban elite at Westminster appears to be in the driving seat. His or her views might not be politically correct or socially sophisticated, but they count at the ballot box.


Tim Newark


Bath









FOREWORD


When Margaret Thatcher died in April 2013, it reminded many voters of what they were missing in contemporary politics. Where was that voice of conviction, speaking out for what she believed was right for Britain, not what was popular for herself or the party? Putting country before party marked Lady Thatcher out as a maverick, not wholly comfortable among her fellow MPs who preferred to play the game of politics to win power, not to govern. This book is about those individual sometimes abrasive voices that have spoken out over recent decades to object to a consensus in politics that increasingly seems to ignore the views of grassroots supporters in order to further the interests of a patrician class of politicians.


Some of these mavericks were very rich, like Sir James Goldsmith who could afford to fund an entire party devoted to giving British voters a referendum over membership of the European Union. Others are just bloody-minded, awkward so-and-sos, like Professor Alan Sked who founded UKIP because he couldn’t stand the corruption, deception and arrogance of the unelected EU’s governing class. When Sked stepped away from UKIP, Nigel Farage has shown a similar stubborn dedication to the cause of reversing Britain’s absorption into the EU. Then there is the Green Party, a ragbag of bitching, in-fighting idealists who have transformed the language of recent politics by bagging piles of votes in past elections. All of them have stood up against the prevailing current of careerist politics and, ignoring all good sense, have devoted much personal effort to the pursuit of giving voters an alternative voice—all for very little reward.


The appearance of these mavericks is mirrored by the ascendancy of the professional politician—the university graduate who bounds into a career in politics with little experience of the ‘real’ world outside Westminster. As a result, it is not surprising they have so little patience for the concerns of ordinary people. Even the Labour Party is now dominated by middle class professionals. In 1979, there were 98 working-class MPs, former manual workers, in Parliament, some 16% of all MPs. By 2010, this had gone down to just 25 MPs, four per cent of the total.


Party membership has collapsed over recent decades as supporters no longer feel their party leadership speaks for them. In the 1950s, the Conservatives could depend on nearly three million members, while the Labour Party had a million. Recently, the House of Commons declared that Labour had approximately 190,000 members and the Conservatives around 150,000, although even those figures appear to be an overestimate and have been challenged. Conservative membership has halved since David Cameron became party leader and pursued a modernising agenda that put his party even more at odds with its traditional supporters. Labour Party membership usually comes automatically with trade union affiliation and some members don’t even know they are joined to the Labour Party. This is set to change but will result in even fewer workers joining Labour. The only party attracting new members is UKIP.


Just as political tribal loyalties are waning thanks to the patronising postures of party leaders, so there are new choices for voters who still care about how their country is ruled but just don’t want to go along with their party lines. If they object to particular government policies, they can now go online to protest or march alongside influential campaign groups. The Countryside Alliance and TaxPayers’ Alliance are just two of these recent groups that offer alternatives to joining political parties.


My original idea for this book was to concentrate solely on Nigel Farage and UKIP, but when my agent pitched this to leading publishers, they all turned it down. One publisher even said, ‘it is a sensitive subject, especially when many of our authors are left of centre and might be hostile to the UKIP agenda.’ And that’s a reason for turning it down! Gibson Square Books, however, took it up, but as we discussed it further, we realised the story was a bigger one about disaffected voters and how they have expressed their discontent with the political establishment—and that has resulted in this book.









1


FUNERAL OF A MAVERICK


The funeral of Baroness Thatcher on 17 April 2013 caught the political establishment—the open-collared cool patrician class that had ruled Britain since 1997— by surprise. They’d been expecting—hoping—for the funeral procession of the ‘divisive’ leader to be disrupted by noisy protest—as it would help to confirm their characterisation of the 1980s as a dark period of strife and unrest never to be returned to.


The BBC had thoroughly enjoyed the furore caused by the re-release of The Wizard of Oz soundtrack song ‘Ding Dong! The Witch is Dead’ to coincide with the funeral. The 51-second song was launched into the music charts at number two after selling 52,605 copies and posed the Controller of Radio 1 with a quandary. ‘On one side there is the understandable anger of large numbers of people who are appalled by this campaign,’ agonised Controller Ben Cooper. ‘On the other there is the question of whether the chart show – which has run since the birth of Radio 1 in 1967 – can ignore a high new entry which clearly reflects the views of a big enough portion of the record buying public to propel it up the charts.’


‘To ban the record from our airwaves completely,’ insisted the BBC’s Cooper, ‘would risk giving the campaign the oxygen of further publicity and might inflame an already delicate situation.’


The day of the funeral dawned cloudy with rain in the air, and you definitely needed a coat to wait in the chilly morning for hours to ensure a good position on the pavements alongside the route of the funeral procession. Some critics feared the claimed £10m cost of the funeral was a terrible waste of taxpayers’ money as few people would bother to turn up. In fact the actual cost was £1.2m and thousands of ordinary people surged into central London, determined to pay their respects to the dead Prime Minister. Estimates of the crowd numbers varied from 100,000 to 250,000. These were mostly people who had been touched by Thatcher’s time in power and wanted to show their gratitude to her.


‘We got up at 4 a.m. to come here to pay our respects,’ said a 39-year-old builder who had travelled from Newcastle with his family. ‘She did so much for this country.’ ‘She brought us into the light and out of the dark ages,’ said a 58-year-old Londoner who had arrived the day before to secure his place. ‘I don’t think I will see the likes of her again in my lifetime.’ ‘I just had to come to pay my respects,’ said a retired bookkeeper from Gravesend. ‘Everything she did, she did for Britain. She might have upset some people on the way but she was doing the right thing for the country.’


As the quiet, dignified crowds grew and the anticipation of any meaningful protest subsided, even former political foes in the BBC studio commenting on the event began to take up the mood of sombre appreciation. ‘Margaret Thatcher saw politics as being extremely serious,’ noted Shirley Williams, co-founder of the Social Democratic Party in 1981. ‘Unlike male politicians who she regarded as playing games, she never played games with politics—she was always serious.’


At 10.00 a.m., the great clock of the Palace of Westminster signified the hour but the chimes of Big Ben had fallen silent. The coffin of Margaret Thatcher was carried from the MPs’ Chapel of St Mary Undercroft, draped in a Union flag, and placed in a black hearse. The car drove beneath the statue of Winston Churchill in Parliament Square and along Whitehall, past Downing Street, where for 11 years she had been the longest serving Prime Minister of the 20th century.


‘So far, no signs of the protests that we heard might happen,’ intoned the BBC’s principal commentator David Dimbleby.


Red-coated soldiers lining the route bowed their heads and reversed their guns, muzzles pointed downwards. At the RAF church of St Clement Danes, the coffin was transferred to a gun carriage pulled by the King’s Troop Royal Horse Artillery for the last part of the route along the Strand and Fleet Street towards St Paul’s Cathedral. As the road narrowed, the crowd was tightly pressed between shop fronts and barriers, many leant out of office windows, and a few builders stood in cranes to watch the procession.


Barely a hundred anti-Thatcher protestors had arranged to gather at Ludgate Circus to vent their anger but as the gun carriage trundled closer, their half-hearted chants were overwhelmed by a surge of applause that rippled along the street, growing in intensity as the coffin approached the cathedral. That was it! A few banners held aloft for the TV cameras and some protestors turning their back on the coffin, being heckled by the crowd if they dared to raise their voices. So much for the Witch being dead! Suddenly, the 80s were back in fashion and thousands of voters at the funeral and millions of viewers watching it on TV were wondering ‘why don’t we have a leader like that now?’


Whatever happened to those politicians who did the right thing, not because it was popular, but because it needed to be done? Where was the strength of purpose, the courage? Earlier that month, Thatcher had topped an Ipsos Mori poll of recent PMs as the leader best equipped to get Britain out of an economic crisis. Who could match her?


Inside St Paul’s Cathedral, even a representative of what she might have called the ‘wishy-washy’ Church of England was doing his best to demolish a much-loved fabrication of the Left that Thatcher believed there was no such thing as society.


‘Her later remark about there being no such thing as “society” has been misunderstood,’ said the Bishop of London, ‘and refers in her mind to some impersonal entity to which we are tempted to surrender our independence.’


The funeral service had been selected by Margaret Thatcher. Some of her favourite hymns evoked her Methodist family background and the final hymn ‘I Vow to Thee My Country’ was sung passionately both inside and outside the cathedral.


It was a beautifully directed event, one of the great establishment events of recent years—one notch below a state funeral—and you could be forgiven for thinking it was also a great three-hour party political broadcast for the Conservatives. Certainly, that is what Prime Minister David Cameron and his colleagues may have hoped for when they embraced the death of their past party leader—their most successful post-war party leader—and yet even on this day Cameron was edging away from her when he spoke to the Today BBC radio programme before the funeral.


‘In a way, we are all Thatcherites now,’ he said, making a measured and significant use of the phrase ‘in a way’, being careful to maintain that everyone, not just the Tories, had to admit her influence—thus placing her achievements in the past and keeping them at arms distance from his own party. ‘One of the things about her legacy is that some of those big arguments that she had everyone now accepts. Nobody wants to go back to trade unions that are undemocratic or one-sided nuclear disarmament or having private sector businesses in the public sector.’


But Cameron’s Tory party was not Thatcher’s party, he wanted to make clear. ‘I have always felt it is important you learn from all of political history.’ History again! ‘What we have needed to do is take that great inheritance and then add to it. As well as an economic renewal there has been a need for a great social renewal. That side of Conservatism needs to have a big boost and that is what I have tried to do over the last seven years.’


Maybe Cameron would have been less ready to distance himself from the Thatcher legacy if he’d known the size of the crowd lining the route of her funeral carriage a few hours later. But there again Cameron was part of the liberal establishment that had been running the country since 1997 and there was no way he’d wave the flag wholeheartedly for Mrs T.


The awkward fact is that though Margaret Thatcher may have been loved by the thousands on the streets outside St Paul’s, she never quite fitted into the establishment that had now done such a good job of presenting her funeral to the world. To be honest, that’s largely why they’d done it. As Cameron said, ‘I think other countries around the world would think Britain had got it completely wrong if we didn’t mark this in a proper way.’ Exactly, she was a good part of the UK heritage industry—Americans loved her!


But Thatcher was loathed not just by those politicians on the opposite side of the House of Commons. A good many of her own party disliked her too. She was a maverick—a rebel politician who’d had to fight hard to rise in the ranks of her party against a patrician establishment that didn’t like the way she rocked the boat and didn’t like the way she appealed to a certain kind of voter—the aspiring working class. They considered her pushy and vulgar and she had embarrassed the older Tory class by being successful. She was, in fact, the recipient of the greatest portion of protest votes in recent political history. People voted for her because they were fed up with the consensus politics of a decade of floundering Labour and Conservative governments in the 1970s that had brought their country to the edge of ruin. Labour voters who would never have considered supporting the Tories voted for her in 1979—the year she came to power. They wanted something different from her—and that’s exactly what they got.


To get a good sense of the maverick Margaret on the day of her funeral, you had to walk only a short distance away from St Paul’s to a more raucous commemoration of her life, taking place at the Pavilion End pub on Watling Street. The Freedom Association—a libertarian group founded in 1975—had invited its members and friends to attend, but anyone expecting a sedate affair was disappointed as hundreds of Thatcherites funnelled into the basement bar, so many in fact that those already ensconced downstairs began to fear perilous overcrowding and bouncers were stationed at the top of the stairs to regulate the flow of those wanting to get in.


In the low-ceilinged basement, Simon Richards, the jovial director of the Freedom Association, was the MC, swaying with a tumbler of Famous Grouse whisky in one hand— ‘in honour of Maggie’—and a microphone in the other, handing it to leading libertarians to give their own eulogy to Thatcher. It was karaoke for right-wingers!


‘She left us with a quote which is right at the core of everything we treasure,’ recalled Matthew Sinclair, then chief executive of the TaxPayers’ Alliance, ‘there is no such thing as public money!’ Big cheers erupted from the boozed-up audience.


‘She remains a beacon for us never accepting that relative decline is Britain’s future,’ Sinclair continued, ‘there is only us now… we need to get out there and fight for Britain’s future, fight and maintain the legacy of Baroness Thatcher!’ A storm of applause followed.


The broad social appeal of Thatcher was captured by a former member of the far-left Militant group from Liverpool. He remembered protesting at a meeting attended by Thatcher at Cambridge University. He’d taken two eggs to hurl at her. ‘I launched them at Mrs T at point blank range. One missed, the other one she ducked,’ he said, imitating her weaving movements. ‘I thought, “There is something remarkable about this woman!” I thought, “I’m going to follow Margaret Thatcher from now on. This girl from a grocer’s shop in Grantham has changed the whole world.”’


Then came the elegantly dressed Daniel Hannan MEP, a Conservative maverick in his own right, a prominent Eurosceptic who’d upset his party on several occasions. He reminded the audience of how bad things had been in the 1970s—the three day week, power cuts, shortages, trade union barons as better-known household names than cabinet ministers, inflation at 27%.


‘I was there!’ shouted one gentleman.


‘I can’t bear Britain in decline,’ Hannan quoted the PM. ‘I can’t bear it. And by sheer force of will she turned things around. She loosed the natural enterprise of a free people.’


‘I want to reach for my revolver every time I hear someone say she was a divisive politician,’ said Hannan. ‘How many party leaders today have come close to getting the percentages of the popular vote that she did?’


That point got a big cheer from the disgruntled Tories in the subterranean bar.


‘Those who can’t forgive her find her very success to be the unpardonable offence. She never lost an election to them. She took a country that was ruined, indebted and dishonoured and she left it confident, prosperous and free. And what was the issue that she was brought down over?’


‘Europe!’ bellowed the audience.


‘She didn’t think the United Kingdom should joint the euro,’ said Hannan. ‘Well, knowing what we now know, who called that right?’ Everyone in the beery basement loved that.


But it was Oxford academic and journalist Adrian Hilton—who’d fallen out with his own university colleagues by criticising them for their knee-jerk hatred of her—who best conveyed the rebellious character of the dead PM. He did it by drawing on her Methodist background. ‘She was a non-conformist revolutionary because Jesus was a non-conformist revolutionary,’ he said. ‘She spoke up for the ordinary man against the privileged elites because her Saviour did precisely that.’


‘She believed in the British Christian spirit,’ he argued. ‘Her notion of morality was based on the opportunity of free choice. These values contrast starkly today with the values of the establishment elite, the meddlesome priests who were so troublesome to her in the 80s, the landowners, the university academics—especially at Oxford where I’m now based.’


‘Ooh!’ commented someone cheekily among the beer-stained tables.


‘The Foreign Office,’ continued Hilton with his list of Thatcherite targets, ‘and the paternalistic, corporatist, Europhile Tories whose Christian faith, as David Cameron once said, faded in and out like Magic FM in the Chilterns.’ It was a witty comment and a good summary of many of the vested interests Thatcher had riled, but the reference to Cameron ensured that the erudite speech did not get a barnstorming round of applause. The problem felt by many in that basement was that Cameron was no Thatcher and he was betraying her legacy.


And so it carried on throughout that afternoon, but the speeches of remembrance and acclaim came not just from fed-up Tories and libertarians but from a new wave of political activists, party members and newly-elected councillors of UKIP—the UK Independence Party—who were starting to taste some of the populist success at the polls that Thatcher had once achieved. They turned up at the Pavilion End pub and they too had their recollections of what she meant to them. It was clear, on this day of Margaret Thatcher’s funeral, the race was now on for who could genuinely claim the crown as her true maverick heir and win the protest votes that had brought her to power.


*


Just as Prime Minister Cameron had been keen to distance himself from Thatcher’s legacy with his nuanced comments for the BBC’s Today programme, another rising politician was less delicate. On St George’s Day, a few days after the funeral, Nigel Farage, the 49-year-old leader of the UK Independence Party, was in an ebullient mood.


‘Who is the heir to Thatcher?’ he told the Telegraph. ‘Is it David Cameron? Good God, no. Most certainly not. She was about leadership… And I cannot believe that a young Margaret Thatcher leaving Oxford today would join the Conservative Party led by David Cameron. I think she’d come and get involved in UKIP and no doubt topple me within 12 months or so.’


In an earlier interview with the Sun, conducted before the funeral, Farage made clear his debt to Thatcher. Wearing his Shire outfit of waxed jacket, mustard coloured trousers and a tie bearing cranks and gadfly motifs—a reference to a Tory insult of his party—he told the tabloid’s political reporter that: ‘Coverage of her death has reminded people what a real Conservative leader used to be like, and they contrast it with this current lot. I believe it is likely to drive more people towards UKIP, I really do.’


Like her, he wanted to appeal to the aspiring working class.


‘Mrs Thatcher was able to get working-class people voting Conservative — the C2s, as they are famously called. That is UKIP’s key target support area. So the kind of people that vote UKIP, many of them, regardless of whether they come to us from Labour or Conservative, were attracted to Thatcher 25 years ago, or are younger people who have had something inside them awakened by what they have witnessed over the past few days.’


This was in stark contrast to the other leaders of British mainstream political parties. In a surprisingly laudatory statement to the House of Commons, Ed Miliband, leader of the Labour Party, had said: ‘Whatever your view of her, Margaret Thatcher was a unique and towering figure. I disagreed with much of what she did but I respect what her death means for many, many people who admired her and I honour her personal achievements.’ Nicely put and his speech was received in respectful silence. As one commentator put it, ‘His Commons tribute was more substantive and heavier than Cameron’s and quoted more of Thatcher’s own words.’


When Nick Clegg, Deputy Prime Minister of the Coalition government and head of the Liberal Democrats, stood up, he was far more abrasive.


‘Like all of us here who are not members of the Conservative party, and as someone who strongly disagreed with a lot of what she did, I’ve thought long and hard about what to say,’ he told the assembled MPs, who hummed with conversation as he spoke. ‘I’m also a Sheffield MP – a city where the mere mention of her name even now elicits strong reactions.’


He said he shunned the tenets of Thatcherism. He then made the mistake of repeating the famous misinterpretation of her society speech. ‘I remember vividly, aged twenty, reading that Margaret Thatcher had said that there was no such thing as society. I was dismayed,’ he said. ‘This was not the kind of thing that a wide-eyed, idealistic, social anthropology student wanted to hear.’ That was too much for one Tory backbencher, who loudly heckled him.


As far as Clegg and the Lib Dems—past recipients of a good portion of protest votes in their own time—were concerned, there was little value to be had from popular interest in her passing. He wanted none of it. But was Farage right in thinking that the major coverage of the PM’s death could bring electoral benefits in 2013?


The death of Thatcher had occurred half way through the UK local election campaign in April 2013, culminating in a vote on May 2nd. Up for grabs were seats in 34 English county councils and one Welsh. UKIP were fielding larger numbers of candidates than ever before—1,745, just 18 fewer than the Lib Dems. Their optimism, however, was fuelled by a sensational by-election result just over a month before in Eastleigh.


*


Jennifer Salisbury-Jones might seem an unlikely footsoldier, but at 3.30 a.m. on 28 February 2013, the 20-year-old physics student set off from Bristol to Hampshire to wage battle on behalf of the Conservative Party at a by-election in Eastleigh. She, like most of the Tory election machine, thought it was a two-horse race between them and the Lib Dems. With their Coalition partners mired in a sex scandal, involving allegations against the Lib Dems senior campaign director Lord Rennard, plus the former Lib Dem constituency MP Chris Huhn being proved to lie and lie again, they felt they might even be on to a winner. They had to overturn a 3,684 Lib Dem majority, but one local poll said they were 3% ahead of their rivals at the start of the campaign. They certainly threw everything at it. But Jennifer soon got a different feeling. Arriving on polling day, knocking on doors, canvassing the locals, she got the same answer. ‘We’d thoroughly pissed them off. Not just the Tory party but everyone.’


What was worse was that Conservative Campaign Headquarters (CCHQ) was deploying Mosaic, a digital database developed by Experian that profiles every household in the country. Pooling together information from censuses, electoral rolls, credit and purchasing records and house price data, it was originally devised to classify consumers but was now being used to predict the voting intentions of residents. Conservative campaigners were now homing in on those households that they thought they could depend on, but they were in for a terrible shock.


‘It turns out it’s really successful,’ says Jennifer, ‘at predicting houses covered in UKIP posters. The ones that Mosaic thinks are going to be Tory, historic Tory, were covered in UKIP posters.’


Jennifer and her colleagues had started early at 7.00 a.m., but such was the gloomy feeling on the final day of campaigning that by 9.30 a.m. the Eastleigh Tory HQ had got out the vacuum cleaners and were dismantling their office. ‘A friend of mine was running around with guys from CCHQ, he’s a veteran campaigner, but by 2.30 p.m. they were in the pub and saying that’d get the train back at four and be in London for five. You can’t leave six hours before the polls close. But [the feeling was] we’re done here. Nothing to be done.’


The party machine was in disarray. Despite top Tories bragging that the gloves were now off and they were looking forward to bashing their Coalition partners, their party apparatus in Eastleigh was simply not up to the job. The local Tory association had been decimated in 1994 by the Lib Dems and no longer had the ability to campaign. An advance guard of four Tory MPs soon discovered this when they arrived in the Hampshire town.


‘The MPs rang the intercom buzzer at campaign HQ to get into the first-floor office,’ reported the Daily Mail. ‘And waited... and waited. There was no one in. So they walked into the town centre and passed the Lib Dem HQ on Eastleigh High Street. The building was festooned with balloons, windows were plastered with posters of their candidate, and a constant procession of people was going in and out.’


At one point there were more Westminster MPs giving out leaflets than local party activists.


‘The Lib Dems are like limpets,’ noted Tory campaigner Jennifer Salisbury-Jones. ‘Removing them from their stronghold on short notice where they have every single council seat and have reduced council tax… why did we throw £100,000 at it? It’s just embarrassing.’ And embarrassing it was too when the local Tories issued a get-the-vote-out purple and yellow flyer that aped UKIP colours, promised a referendum on UK membership of the EU and claimed support for their candidate from a former UKIP MEP. The leaflet mentioned UKIP more times than the Conservatives. Oh, and by the way, their Merlin computer system kept crashing...


Many Tories were less than impressed by their by-election candidate, but in many ways she was the perfect person to connect with disaffected Conservative voters. Maria Hutchings was a hard-working, straight-talking mother of four closely connected with her community. On the streets, she was liked by locals and shared many of their tougher views on getting out of Europe, cutting immigration and opposing gay marriage. Indeed, Daniel Hannan MEP in his blog for the Telegraph went as far to say that she was so much in tune with UKIP supporters that they should vote tactically for her. ‘If every Conservative MP had been like her,’ he wrote, ‘UKIP would never have needed to exist in the first place.’ The only problem was that her views clashed with those of Cameron and the Tory liberal elite. So much so that their minders from CCHQ feared she would stray dangerously off message—and embarrass the party with her grassroots views—that they hid her from view for the last days of the campaign. There were even rumours she’d had a nervous breakdown.


In contrast, UKIP’s attractive candidate, Diane James, had the complete confidence of her leader Nigel Farage and was helped by a fully functioning party headquarters in the centre of the town, passionate street campaigners, and a simple uncomplicated message—we’re the genuine thing. Because, weirdly, the Conservatives had managed to manoeuvre themselves into a situation where—despite having a firm grassroots candidate—their party was perceived not to be solid on its core values. So much so that, at the last moment, it was trying to pitch itself as a version of UKIP. And of course, given the choice between the real thing or the fake, you’re always going to go for the genuine article.


On the night of the count, against the green walls of a sports hall, Maria Hutchings was the last leading candidate to step on to the stage as the results were announced, but the first to get the news of how she’d done.


‘Hutchings, Maria Josephine,’ said the returning officer. ‘10,559 votes.’


She stared straight ahead at the Elvis Loves Pets Party candidate next to her as he waved the paws of his toy dog at her in a gesture of sympathy.


Next came her main rival.


‘James, Diane Martine, UKIP, 11,571 votes.’


Labour was represented by a comedy scriptwriter and political author.


‘O’Farrell, John Peter,’ said the officer. ‘4,088 votes.’


The came the Lib Dem candidate, Michael Thornton: ‘13,342 votes.’


The Lib Dems had retained their seat in Eastleigh and proved they were still a formidable grassroots campaigning machine, but UKIP had come second, knocking the Conservatives into third place. They had increased their share of the vote from 3.6% in 2010 to 27.8%. After the Lib Dem candidate gave his speech of thanks, UKIP’s Diane James was handed the microphone to make the most of what had just happened in the hall.


‘I also want to applaud the Eastleigh community,’ she said. ‘I may have come second this evening, but you Eastleigh voters have delivered one humongous political shock.’


The hall erupted in applause.


‘And can I say,’ she continued, ‘no longer will UKIP be excluded from being in the surveys in the polls. We will now always be included in all of the interviews, and gentlemen, no doubt, amongst the media, I will meet you again.’


Finally, stepped up Maria Hutchings. With a faltering voice, she thanked her campaign team and her family, but keeping it short, she stepped off the stage into the arms of stony-faced Tory aides who bundled her through a scrum of journalists asking, ‘Why did you do so badly? You came third in a two-horse race. Who do you blame? David Cameron or the coalition government? Why don’t you say something?’


With tears in her eyes, she just kept grinning and, bizarrely for a political hopeful, saying absolutely nothing. ‘This is unbelievable,’ said one bemused journalist.


A beaming Nigel Farage was keen to make it clear how close UKIP had come to winning and gaining their very first MP.


‘On the votes cast today we’re first,’ he told the BBC’s political commentator Andrew Neil. ‘Where we’re not first, of course, is on the postal votes. The Lib Dem strategy of getting this out of the way was entirely right from their perspective.’ This would not be the first time that Farage would express his admiration for the campaigning skills of the Lib Dems.


Then came the zinger that would make all the newspapers.


‘If the Conservatives hadn’t split our vote, we’d have won.’


But there was the nagging question that had Farage himself stood as the candidate rather than Diane James, then he, with all his charisma and wide recognition, could have maybe bridged that 1800 vote gap with the Lib Dems and become UKIP’s first MP.


At the start of the campaign, he’d reminded the media that ‘I stood in Eastleigh back in 1994, famously beating Screaming Lord Sutch by 169 votes. It was UKIP’s first electoral fight, and the idea of standing again has its romance.’ In fact, it had been an humiliation, coming second to last and just in front of the Monster Raving Loony Party.


Now, speaking to Andrew Neil, he took a different tact, saying he would rather lead his party into the European elections in 2014 and he couldn’t do that as an MP. But still there was the feeling that his nerve had failed him a little, having suffered so many previous by-election defeats, and maybe this dramatic result had even surprised him.


‘What are you going to do for an encore?’ wondered Andrew Neil. ‘What’s next, Mr Farage?’


‘You’ll find out on the night of May 2nd,’ he promised, ‘that what happened here in Eastleigh was not a freak result. Something is changing. People are sick and tired of having three social democrat parties that are frankly indistinguishable from each other. We’re the party prepared to talk about and confront difficult, tough issues that everybody else wants to simply brush under the carpet.’


In the week following Eastleigh, Farage was invited to dinner with media mogul Rupert Murdoch at his Chinese-minimalist styled apartment in Mayfair. It was the first time they had met each other. Would this be as significant as when Tony Blair flew halfway round the world to meet Murdoch in 1995? For New Labour, it had been a vital step towards their landslide victory in 1997.


‘Stagnant Europe wracked by discontent and resentment of EU. Glad we contributed to UK resisting the euro over many years,’ tweeted Murdoch. ‘Farage reflecting opinion.’


‘He’s a remarkable bloke,’ said Farage. ‘I enjoyed meeting him enormously but the political content I am going to choose to keep private.’


Some of the dinner party chat, however, was leaked to the Telegraph, with Farage telling Murdoch he’d be happy to join forces with the Tories in the 2015 general election so long as they dumped Cameron. Murdoch was no fan of Cameron ever since he felt victimised by the investigation of News Corporation following the phone hacking scandal. The media tycoon was said to be supportive of UKIP’s views on Europe and their backing for new grammar schools, but as an Australian immigrant himself, was not so wild about their attack on immigration.


A few days later, Farage flew to North America to meet with former-Australian Prime Minister John Howard and US Tea Party guru Ron Paul to discuss right of centre political strategy. Two weeks after that, a new anti-EU party was formed in Germany—Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland)—capitalising on a European-wide disillusionment with mainstream parties and a failing EU economy. It looked as though the political current might well be turning his way.


But was it his success or was it the failure of the mainstream parties that had propelled Farage to this point?


The death of Thatcher, five weeks after the Eastleigh by-election, had underlined a national respect for conviction politics rather than spin, and a desire for straight-talking politicians. Even a 20-year-old physics student could see that. When asked if she thought that maybe the Tory leadership was just too posh to connect with the popular vote, Tory campaigner Jennifer Salisbury-Jones retorted smartly: ‘People don’t have a problem with poshness—no one has a problem with Boris Johnson or Jacob Rees-Mogg—they have a problem with falseness. They believe Cameron is attempting to hide or dupe them, rather than have a problem with him being posh.’


It was a question of authenticity and that next test for all the main parties was fast approaching on 2 May 2013.
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THE UGLY VOTER


There is something slightly shambolic about a UKIP meeting. No one had bothered to check the sound levels of the speakers’ microphones and when the early evening sun shone through a skylight it covered Nigel Farage’s face in blocks of shadow making him look a Sioux warrior. But Nigel didn’t need a microphone to address the two hundred or so West Sussex residents that packed the hall near the village of Pulborough on the night before St George’s Day. His voice was loud and clear and everyone enjoyed his well rehearsed jokes and jibes at the government. This meeting was part of his Common Sense Tour, rousing voters for the county council elections on 2 May 2013 and, since his Eastleigh by-election triumph, everywhere he visited was standing room only.


‘Just a couple of dozen people would normally turn up at these meetings in the past,’ said Scouser Ray Finch, one of Farage’s campaign assistants. ‘UKIP membership is up 50%. We’re on 30,000, but aiming to take over the Lib Dems with their party membership of 42,000 and falling.’ As for the Tories—‘A day isn’t complete when we haven’t annoyed Cameron,’ smiled Ray.


This evening had started like others on the election tour with Farage meeting local journalists in a nearby pub. He likes a pint before a meeting.


‘I used to drink massively 25 years ago,’ says Farage. ‘I had a big reputation for it—“Christ, you’re having lunch with him. You’ll be stretchered out.” But a big reputation for coping with it. My relationship with drink now is a grown up one. I probably drink more than most, but by my standards, it’s very in control drinking. I rarely wake up with a headache.’


A few minutes before the meeting, with every seat taken and more supporters standing at the side and back of the hall, a tanned Farage bounded in and kicked off a crowd-pleasing routine. Like some stand-up comedian, he got a good laugh with a reference to his German wife, Kirsten—‘I know what it’s like to be bossed around by Germans!’ He declared he must be the only political leader to have had a proper job—not been part of the political elite that proceeds from university to party aide, MP to Cabinet seat. ‘You can’t put a cigarette paper between them.’ It’s the unique selling point of the UKIP brand.


Farage is the star act, but this was a meeting of the local UKIP branch and there were others on the stage that wanted to speak. That’s when the poor sound level started to matter. Roger Arthur, a local councillor, stood up. A tall, thin old-fashioned man, he was struggling with the microphone. Not only did it not pick up his voice too well, but it was also positioned too low so he had to stoop constantly to be heard in the hall. At one time, he attempted a rhetorical gesture and nearly knocked it over. Could someone please help the gentleman! But Nigel Farage just sat on the stage, eyes glazed, willing him on—because he was on the frontline of the political earthquake in the Home Counties and had something really interesting to say.


‘I have been invited to outline the reasons behind my defection from the Tory party to UKIP and I am pleased to do that,’ said Cllr Arthur. ‘If UKIP was once a one-trick pony, then it is not any more and it offers hope, where the main parties offer none.’


He attacked the lack of democracy in the European Union and its cost. He deplored the way the EU had put its hands in the pockets of Cypriot residents who faced losing a large chunk of their savings thanks to the latest failure in the Eurozone. He then compared the Tory Prime Minister Cameron with the previous New Labour premiere Tony Blair.


‘When he became Tory Leader, he could have modelled himself on the great leader of conviction that we mourned last week,’ said Cllr Arthur, referring to the funeral of Thatcher. ‘Instead, he preferred a smooth master of spin as his lodestone. In his wish to be heir to Blair, he naively associated strong conviction with the “nasty party” label, which he feared being tagged with. In making that choice, he allowed those who coined the label, to put him into a corner, from which he has never emerged.’


Lacking the delivery of Farage, the councillor’s speech was failing to fully engage the audience in the hall, but it was a perceptive denunciation of Cameron’s leadership style that explained why the Tory party was haemorrhaging members. It had already fallen from 258,239 to 177,000 in the five years since Cameron had become leader in 2005 and that process was now accelerating. It also revealed why this man was leaving the party he once loved.


‘Like Blair, the PM has pursued the soft, politically correct, centre ground of politics, portraying anyone who prefers substance to style as extremist or mad, hoping to close down legitimate debate and blur differences of opinion.’


Cameron was failing to make the tough decisions and his Chancellor was soft on reducing the current deficit and the national debt. Then came the stooping man’s assault on the Tory politicians he and his grassroots comrades were expected to campaign for.


‘Many Tory candidates have been short-listed based on background or politically correct criteria,’ he said. ‘The CVs of many UKIP candidates on the other hand reveal real substance. For me, it is a relief not to be asked to canvass any more for amateur career politicians.’


It was another dent in the Tory’s political machine and another addition to UKIP’s.


‘Ladies and gentleman,’ said Cllr Arthur, with a limp flourish that rattled the microphone base. ‘The Blair/Cameron experiment has left little clear water between the three main parties and has diminished respect for politicians and institutions. It has run its course and needs to be brought to an end. There is now just one party and one leader that has not been dumbed down and are not frightened to speak out and that leader is on my left.’


Farage nodded, staring straight ahead at the audience.


‘Since the PM has failed and since his colleagues will not change him, we must change them,’ concluded Arthur. ‘Needless to say, I wish that I had made my move sooner.’


The speech did not receive the rousing applause it deserved, but it did express one man’s struggle with his own conscience, with his own sense of party loyalty that he now considered had been abused.


After the speeches, dozens of the audience crowded around Nigel Farage as he signed copies of his autobiography. No one went up to Cllr Arthur, but it was the impact of his political defection and countless others of the formerly-party faithful that would be heard loud and clear in Whitehall.


*


As the days counted down to the May 2nd vote and CCHQ heard the same story repeated across the country, Cameron unleashed his attack dogs on UKIP or, more properly, his attack tortoise. The only minister in Cameron’s government to have served under Thatcher was Ken Clarke, an avuncular 72-year-old who Tories like to think had the ‘common touch’ because he enjoys a smoke and a pint of Real Ale—their version of Nigel Farage in effect. He had recently dug himself further into a hole by recommending that sentences be reduced for serious criminals, including rapists, if they pleaded guilty at trial—confirming the worst fears of many grassroots Tories that the Cameron government had gone soft on crime. Bearing all that in mind, he was precisely the wrong person to attack voters thinking of swinging to UKIP. But presumably CCHQ knows best...


Standing in his back garden, wearing a loose polo neck jumper that drew attention to his scrawny neck, Ken Clarke was asked by Sky News to comment on revelations in national newspapers that weekend that some UKIP council candidates held homophobic and racist views and some had even flirted with the EDL (English Defence League) or BNP (British National Party).
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