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DAVID BLUNKETT







David Blunkett, sixty-seven, was Labour MP for Sheffield Brightside (1987–2010) and Sheffield, Brightside & Hillsborough (2010–15).





‘I’ve never been sucked in, I’ve never thought this is where I’ve got to be for the rest of my life and I’ve never liked the pomp of the House of Commons.’




***





How did you end up in Parliament?


I knew I wanted to be active, I knew I wanted to change the world. I joined the party that was closest to me in terms of the outlook on life and the values it stood for.


How did you feel on first becoming an MP?


I wasn’t overawed by it. And I haven’t been since. I believe this to be a key working environment, it’s a central cog in our democracy, but it isn’t the whole part of our democracy.


And therefore I’ve never been sucked in, in my view. I’ve never thought, ‘This is where I’ve got to be for the rest of my life; this is the be-all and end-all.’ And I’ve never liked the pomp and the procedures of the House of Commons.


It is a bit of a combination of a museum and a public school. I’ve always wanted to see it modernised. But it’s here and we’ve got to use it.


Best of times?


My high point was walking into the Department for Education and Employment in 1997, no question about that.


In global political terms, being involved in protecting the nation with the counter-terrorism measures as Home Secretary would have been, but that wasn’t really a personal high, that was a job that had to be done.


Worst of times?


There’s no question whatsoever that 15 December 2004 [when he resigned from the Cabinet amid a scandal over his affair with a married woman] was my lowest point, personally and politically, because it was both.


I’m still having to handle a delicate situation, which matters more than anything else to me.


I’ve got no regrets about the decisions I took at that time, because they were right, but we’re all, all of us, my family and others, we’re all having to continue to live with it.


Why are you leaving?


I would like to just do other things. I would like to get a bit of a life with the family and friends. I’d like to write, I’d like to speak, I’d like to not quite be so much in the public eye, although I’ll miss it.


So it’s the right time for me. It’s also the right time in terms of public service. Knowing when to go is as important as knowing when to step up.


Will you feel a pang on 7 May – and what are you going to do next?


I’d like to do things in public service. I’d like to do more of the voluntary and community stuff I’ve been doing. The vice chancellor of Sheffield University has invited me to do a lot more with my work with the university, and I’m looking forward to doing that.


And I hope to earn a little bit, if people will forgive an ex-minister in saying so, in order to pay for administrative support and transport, because without both I’m finished. So I’m going to try to do that.


What are your thoughts for future MPs?


Get a life. Put your personal relations first because it will make you stronger in the political arena. And, if they’ll forgive me, be extraordinarily careful what you put on Twitter and Facebook.




***






David Blunkett: the full story



There was little expectation that David Blunkett would go on to have a successful political career, first in his home town of Sheffield and then on the national stage. Born in poverty, he received a ‘sketchy’ education, thanks in part to the blindness he suffered from birth, which led most of his teachers to steer him away from an academic path.


Largely self-educated, he developed a curiosity in current affairs from being read the newspaper by his father as a child; an interest that was sharpened when, at the age of twelve, his father was killed in a work accident.


A year later, his grandfather was taken into a geriatric ward that Blunkett compares to a ‘workhouse’, where he died in ‘appalling’ conditions. Mr Blunkett vowed then that he would devote himself to ensuring others were spared such treatment – a promise he fulfilled when he became head of Sheffield’s social services.


The youngest person in the country to be elected to a local authority, Mr Blunkett began his public service while simultaneously studying for a degree.


He says:




I still sometimes think: ‘How did I do that? How did I go to those evening classes when it was throwing it down with rain and other people were out enjoying themselves? How did I even begin to think that I could do the job as a councillor and be a student at the same time?’


Terrifically brave by the local party branch, because here was a young man, full of himself at the age of twenty-two, a student, just starting out on a degree course, and he couldn’t see.





Mr Blunkett would go on to serve on Sheffield City Council for the next eighteen years, rising to the role of leader in 1980.


In 1974, he had his first taste of Westminster politics when he stood as a candidate in Sheffield Hallam:




It was always considered to be a rock solid Conservative seat. I was helping out, learning about myself, and learning the ropes the hard way because everyone knew, ‘Well, give him a go, it’ll knock the corners off him a bit,’ which it did. I was only twenty-six. We knew it was a dry run, there was no chance of getting in.





Four years later, when another local seat became available following the death of a sitting MP, Blunkett was again urged to throw his hat into the ring. This time the seat was a safe Labour one:




I lost the nomination from the Labour Party by one vote. That person, to this day, deserves my dying gratitude because I’d have fallen flat on my face. I wouldn’t have had the terrific experiences I had in Sheffield. I’d have come in [to Parliament] at a time when we were in decline and I’d have had to suffer eighteen years out of office rather than the ten years (that was bad enough) from 1987.


And I think people would have found me quite difficult to take. I think they probably did in 1987 [too].





As leader of the council, Mr Blunkett came to national attention for developing what he describes as a ‘sane left alternative’ to both the Thatcher government and the ‘radicalism’ of Liverpool’s Militant Tendency and the Greater London Council:




We were kind of trying to plough a middle ground before it became known as the Third Way. That got a lot of attention. That attention obviously fell on me as leader of the council, so I dabbled a bit with: ‘Should I, can I, make a difference on the national level more than I can now?’





As Mr Blunkett pondered a move into national politics, fate intervened when his local MP decided to stand down:




I thought: ‘This is it, I’ve got to do it now or I won’t do it at all. I was brought up in this constituency, I represent a council seat in this constituency, if you’re going to do it, now’s the moment, representing somewhere that you deeply cared about, that your heart and your home and your soul really resided in, and for people who mattered a lot, and a city that is my heart, really.’





Once he was selected, his election in one of the safest Labour seats in the country was assured:




It was a safe seat but you don’t take it for granted. If you do, that will rebound on you one day.


I just thought: ‘Gosh.’ I felt the same as I did in ’97 when we were elected and I thought I was going to be Secretary of State for Education and Employment, which was: ‘This is the most incredible privilege’ and ‘Lord, what have I let myself in for?’ So I was both energised and apprehensive at the same time.





Mr Blunkett’s arrival in Westminster coincided with a painful period in his private life, as his first marriage fell apart mainly, he concedes, because he had asked his wife to sacrifice too much to help him achieve his ambitions:




It’s clear now that I put my first wife, Ruth, through enormous pressure. You only reflect on these things when you’re more mature, when you can look back.


I asked an awful lot of her in terms of assisting me in being able to do several things all at once, being leader of the council. I was asking her to read things for me, to check things for me, to do things really that an administrative assistant would do. I hadn’t realised quite the pressure that I’d brought to bear, as well as bringing up our three boys.


And so our marriage broke up – without the kind of acrimony that destroys children; we were very careful.


I owe Ruth a debt of gratitude because we didn’t fall out, we shared the maintenance, we shared the contact and responsibility for them.





Struggling to get used to a new life in London, not least because of the huge added burden of adapting to a strange world as a blind person, Mr Blunkett entered Parliament, wondering for the second time in his life if he had taken on too much:




It [the marriage breakdown] happened virtually at the same time, which was traumatic.


I think … the emotional and the physical often go together, because I was out of action twice in the first year I was in here … [first] with a gallbladder operation, in the days when they used the knife rather than keyhole surgery, then secondly with viral pneumonia, all in nine months.


The upside was, having been out of action for a few weeks at a time, I didn’t quite get up people’s noses. As we were in opposition, and had been for the previous eight years, people were not all that amenable to clever dicks coming in and telling them how to run things.





Mr Blunkett could not, of course, share the near-universal experience MPs say they feel – an overwhelming sense of awe from the very look of the ancient stones as they walk into Parliament for the first time as an elected representative:




Walking into the building was no different to me than walking into anywhere else, other than the fact that there are parts of the Palace of Westminster that have an aura, like old churches do.


Westminster Hall, which dates back to the thirteenth century, does, and when you’re in the bowels of the place sometimes – I’m still discovering places after twenty-eight years that I never knew existed – there is a bit of history.


It’s a major platform and I’ve been very fortunate because I’ve been able to achieve what I’ve wanted to, which was to be in government for eight years.


That was a phenomenal privilege and I feel humbled really to think that I was able to do that, to make a difference, to make those changes.


[But] if we want it to be a museum we should set it up as a museum.





Mr Blunkett’s disability meant he experienced other parts of Parliament differently from his colleagues, particularly the Commons chamber:




I had to learn the lesson very fast that it wasn’t like speaking anywhere else. The atmosphere can change within seconds. You get the speech wrong, you get the tone wrong, and the nature of the place is such that it can pull you down.


I remember Dennis Skinner shouting at a Conservative minister: ‘Your mouth’s gone dry, hasn’t it? You’re going to dry up.’ And you could feel that he was.


I loved debate and I loved answering questions when I was secretary of state. I didn’t like delivering statements because they had to be written, because the print version is put out, and very often statements aren’t finalised until very shortly before you have to stand up and read them.


Braille’s not easy, it’s very difficult. You can’t highlight in braille, you can’t really use capital letters, you can’t underline, and even if you could you wouldn’t have had time to reconfigure it in braille, and that told, I think.


If anyone watches old film, they’ll see me at my most uncomfortable – which probably accounts for the fact that I wasn’t keen to jump up and down at the despatch box at every opportunity.





Within fifteen months of his arrival, Mr Blunkett was invited to become a shadow Local Government Minister:




I don’t think it would be unfair to say that they really wanted me inside rather than out. The old adage in the great factories where I grew up was: ‘If the shop steward is causing bother, why not make him the supervisor?’


This was the time of the poll tax, so having someone on board who knew local government finance backwards and could speak readily without notes about it was helpful, but it also meant that I was on side, and I think that was quite clever really.


I’ve always wanted to be where the decisions were being made. I hated being an outsider. I wouldn’t say I was tamed because … I wanted to be the team leader so I must have been quite a pain, really.





In 1992, following the resignation of Neil Kinnock, Mr Blunkett backed his mentor Bryan Gould for the leadership against the more left-wing John Smith, the latter of whom, after emerging as the winner, ‘magnanimously’ made him shadow Health Secretary.


Mr Smith died eighteen months later in May 1994. By then, Mr Blunkett had come to know two fellow modernisers, Gordon Brown and Tony Blair.


He says:




Tony called me in and said would I have supper with him at home. And it was quite clear that in the nicest possible way he was testing me to see if I was going to be reformist enough, whether I was a moderniser or a retrencher.


It was an informal interview over a cold supper that Cherie had kindly brought in on her way home from work. I can’t remember [what it was]. It did come from Sainsbury’s.


Inner circles move in and out but once I was clearly on board with the agenda of reform and modernisation then, yeah, I was in the inner circle.


I couldn’t have had a better accolade than him saying at the 1996 conference, ‘I have three priorities for government: education, education, education.’


I said to him afterwards: ‘Blimey, you don’t expect a lot, do you?’





By the time of the 1997 election, Mr Blunkett felt ready to hit the ground running:




I knew it was going to be daunting. I felt the burden of responsibility on my shoulders that I was here now. This wasn’t theory, it wasn’t campaigning, it wasn’t hopes and dreams – it was reality.


As I walked in I really felt that, very strongly. Of course there was a degree of elation but it was massively tempered by reality, by the sense of knowledge that you really had to deliver.


We had done a lot of work. We wrote the first policy White Paper in seven weeks, which is a record, and we set up the process of reform there and then.


Because of the energy and the exhilaration, you’re carried. It’s like plugging into an electric socket, you are able to do things at a level you never thought you would be able to.


And, of course, the great thing about the education and employment brief was you got energised every time you walked into a school. Just feeling what was happening with those youngsters and the change that was coming about, you came out renewed.


Well, you could never say that about the Home Office. It was a different world altogether.


This might sound arrogant, but I think I settled in as a team leader, as a minister, well. I liked running a team, I was confident enough or arrogant enough to be able to give other members their heads.


On the other hand, I wasn’t good with colleagues in Cabinet. If I had my time again, I’d be a great deal more diplomatic.


I might not be any less bumptious in terms of not ever wanting to lose an argument and fighting my corner to the nth degree, but I might have tried a bit harder to understand other people and to understand how I got up their noses, because I undoubtedly did.


Here’s a thought: if you can’t see, you can’t see someone’s face. You do get the messages eventually from body language and verbal messages, but it takes a bit more time.


So I would say things that I believed, even if it was undiplomatic, and that obviously can get up people’s noses.


I also wasn’t as understanding of the constraints on other people as I might have been. I wasn’t, for instance, when I went into the Home Office, as fair to the enormous struggle that Jack Straw had had as I should have been. I … try to reflect, was I fair to other people? And sometimes I wasn’t.


The tenacity and pig-headedness that got me through in the first place can be a disadvantage when you’ve made it.


Gordon [Brown, the then Chancellor] I had some momentous clashes with him because we were clashing types of personalities, locking horns.


I think we understood each other. Gordon in my view, like all of us, is sort of [a man of] contradictions. So if you stood up to Gordon you got on with him a lot better than if he thought he could push you around.


It was easier with Tony because I could have quite vigorous conversations without falling out.





In 2001, Mr Blunkett left the Department for Education for the Home Office:




I was sad to leave because I’d enjoyed those four years enormously. I knew I’d been able to contribute to making a difference and naturally got a great deal of satisfaction out of that.


I was also privileged to be Home Secretary; I didn’t know we were going to have 9/11, of course. That changed my life, as well as everyone else’s, no doubt about that.


I had to take the equivalent of a PhD in three months in the law relating to the issues around counter-terrorism, surveillance, the proportionality [and] the balance between protecting the life of the nation and actually capitulating by allowing the terrorists to take away our civil liberties.





Mr Blunkett gained a reputation as being a hard-line Home Secretary, a label he did not reject:




Yeah, I was comfortable with it because the main victims of crime are people from areas like the one I’ve been privileged to represent.


It’s those areas, not the gated communities, that experience the drug pushers and the anti-social behaviour.


If I’d thought we’d got it wrong, I wouldn’t have backed it, I wouldn’t have done it. I felt it was very important that we didn’t cross a line and take away people’s civil liberties, but I felt that there was a danger that people were crying wolf.


I’m not apologetic about ID cards. I enjoyed having a card; I’ve still got my card. I used it twice, before the coalition abolished the right to use it, for travelling in Europe.





By 2004, Home Secretary Blunkett was at the peak of his powers and then, as he says, ‘suddenly it’s gone’.


A tabloid sting revealed his affair with a married woman, a messy situation that became ever more complicated amid disputed paternity and claims he had misused his position to help his ex-lover’s nanny obtain a visa.


Mr Blunkett spent tortuous weeks fighting for his job, but the end always seemed inevitable.


He understandably does not want to discuss those caught up in the private drama, but is open about the impact on him as a politician:




The overriding emotion was one of personal, deep hurt but also of the feeling that I’d let Tony Blair down and let my Cabinet colleagues down. The two went side by side.


The trauma inside my head as to: ‘What is going on here?’, ‘What’s happened to me?’, ‘I can’t believe this’, and, ‘Lord, I’ve really messed up for other people, including party members’. Because that’s what you’re there for – you’re not there for yourself, you’re there because other people knocked on doors and delivered leaflets and believed in you.


What I should have done … was to have stood down about three months earlier, when it was clear that there was going to be a clash between the personal and the political, and things were going to go drastically wrong. That would have been the sensible move.





Tony Blair had been reluctant to see him go, and brought him back to Cabinet following the general election just six months later in the role of Work and Pensions Secretary.


He was gone by the end of the year, forced to resign over allegations about his business interests, the details of which are lost in the mists of time but which he was ultimately cleared over by the Cabinet Secretary.


Mr Blunkett himself knows that the second furore was less about anything of substance than the feeling that he had returned before the bad taste from the initial scandal had altogether faded, a view he now shares.


Asked if his return was too soon, he says: ‘Oh yeah, by far. People had not had their pound of flesh by any means. And I was emotionally still traumatised, so I wasn’t thinking rationally. [I should have] stayed out until I’d got the personal [side] reasonably sorted. With hindsight, that would have been sensible.’


Mr Blunkett put his time on the back benches to good use and became involved in a number of charities including the RNIB, the Alzheimer’s Society and Sightsavers.


Like many MPs in their sixties, the prospect of fixed-term, five-year parliaments has focused his mind and led in part to his decision to stand down at the forthcoming general election.


As with so much of his life, his blindness is also a factor; having been cushioned to some extent by the support systems provided by the Commons, he is conscious of the energy it will take to adjust to life outside it:




I’m standing down because I think I’ve achieved in the House of Commons everything I set out to do and everything that’s possible for me to do as opposed to a fresh set of legs, new energy, representing the people I care about.


The two things I won’t miss are PMQs and advice surgeries. Bearing in mind I’ve been a councillor too, I’ve been doing them for forty-five years now, and that’s a sentence that no one should have to put up with.


You’ve got to give it 100 per cent, and I am, but I’m not sure I would be within five years … and if I can’t do it 100 per cent and I start not to want to do the advice surgeries, that has to be the time to go rather than when people think you’ve stayed too long.


Some old friends from school who have got guide dogs have said: ‘Welcome back to the real world.’ I think I can manage it now, whereas in my seventies I think I would just fade away. And I’m not yet prepared to fade away.







***






David Blunkett: CV





Born in Sheffield, blind from birth; attended University of Sheffield; became college lecturer and leader of Sheffield City Council.


1974: Unsuccessfully fights Sheffield Hallam


1987: Elected MP for Sheffield Brightside


1988: Becomes shadow Environment Minister


1992: Becomes shadow Health Secretary


1994: Becomes shadow Education Secretary


1997: Becomes Secretary of State for Education and Employment


2001: Becomes Home Secretary


2004: Resigns from Cabinet after it is revealed he fathered a child during an affair with a married woman, amid allegations he used his position to fast-track a visa for her nanny


2005: Returns to Cabinet as Work and Pensions Secretary; resigns amid accusations over his business interests


2014: Announces he will be standing down at the 2015 general election


David Blunkett is now married to second wife Dr Margaret Williams and has four sons from previous relationships.



















DAME JOAN RUDDOCK







Dame Joan Ruddock, seventy-one, was Labour MP for Lewisham Deptford (1987–2015).





‘A Tory MP said to me during a Commons debate: “I’d like to strip-search you.”’




***





How did you end up in Parliament?


I didn’t think of myself from the very beginning as becoming a Labour MP. I thought of myself being the Labour candidate, having a huge campaign to organise, money to raise. I just went for it and I have to say it was a terrific campaign. I was nervous, I was very nervous come to think of it, but euphoric when I got it.


How did you feel on first becoming an MP?


It was very obvious to me that this was a cross between a boys’ public school and a working men’s club.


There were some staggeringly sexist comments. There was one occasion in a debate [when] I raised the [subject of] strip-searching women in Northern Ireland, and I heard a Tory opposite say, clearly, in a way I could hear it across the chamber, ‘I’d like to strip-search you.’ That was said in a debate; the Speaker didn’t turn a hair.


Best of times?


During the long period of opposition I got a place in the Private Members’ Bill ballot. That was one of my proudest moments because I saw through the laws on fly-tipping that are still used today.


I was hugely, hugely lucky to win a place twice [and] I [then] introduced the duty on local authorities to provide doorstep recycling of at least two materials. That’s given me very great satisfaction.


Worst of times?


Those three days following the [1997 general] election. When Tony [Blair] came to the end of his list of placements [and] I wasn’t on it. I was completely devastated.


It just built up. First of all you’re totally euphoric. And then you just go down and down wondering, and then you become more and more fearful and then completely at a loss.


Why are you leaving?


I was for years in opposition, then years with a Labour government, on the back benches, front bench, whatever. I’ve done it all, I don’t need to prove anything. I want to get out while I still have some energy and all my marbles because I’d like to be able to get a life.


Will you feel a pang on 7 May – and what are you going to do next?


I don’t think so but I can’t be absolutely sure. I’m not going to miss the job. I’ll miss my staff because we’re a very close team and I’ve enjoyed working with them over the years.


I’ve got a lot of things lined up and I’ve started some of them – not looking to earn money, although I could do with it.


I see my future very much in extended public service but in interesting new roles.




***






Dame Joan Ruddock: the full story



Coming from the south Wales valleys, Dame Joan Ruddock’s family’s politics were unusual: Conservatives in an era when their neighbours were staunch Labour supporters.


It was the views of her community that proved more appealing, although at the outset her interests were in causes, rather than party politics.


A scientist by training, she experienced an early ‘epiphany’ that led her to quit her job as a geneticist: ‘I said, “Much as I love my science, actually I prefer working with people than bugs.”’


She first joined the homeless charity Shelter, then the Citizens Advice Bureau and, in 1979, having moved to ‘rural Berkshire’, unexpectedly found herself standing for Parliament:




We had the ’74 elections with a candidate who had come from some considerable distance, he was virtually never there. But the local people in the Labour Party were terribly passionate and we thought we must put up a good fight. The chairman at the time said: ‘We’ve got to have a local candidate, someone who’s got some credibility, who will really work hard, who’ll be here all the time – Joan, you’d better do it.’


Newbury was a marginal seat for the Lib Dems so all we achieved really was denying the Lib Dems a victory. I lost my deposit, but what I thought at the end of it was, gosh, I think I’ll do this again … I enjoyed it. Somehow I got the bug.


I didn’t have the concept of a parliamentary career to be absolutely honest, it was just a case of ‘I like fighting elections’.





By a strange twist of fate, Dame Joan was soon to find herself at the centre of British political life when the Prime Minister, Baroness Thatcher, took the controversial decision to allow the American government to site nuclear weapons at the Greenham Common RAF base – situated in the Newbury constituency.


She became heavily involved in the campaign to oppose the weapons, which led to her joining the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. A year on, in 1981, she became its chairman.


The role raised her profile – already high as a result of Greenham Common – and through the early 1980s, Dame Joan was a national figure. With the 1983 general election approaching, constituency Labour parties around the country began inviting her to become their candidate – offers she felt unable to accept.


Two years later though, while working at her day job in the Citizens Advice Bureau, she had another epiphany: ‘I thought to myself: “We’re dealing with the same problems year in, year out. Wouldn’t it be better to get somewhere where you can try to change things, so that people were not faced with these problems?”’


One of the constituencies that had approached her over the years was Lewisham Deptford, but, hoping to be selected for her hometown of Torfaen, Dame Joan turned it down. She came second in Torfaen, and considered giving up:




I had to think: ‘Do I really want to do this? I’m not so sure.’ The idea of going back to Wales, representing my home town, that was incredibly powerful.


Then I got a note from Harriet Harman [Labour’s deputy leader], who I didn’t know except by reputation. And Harriet said, ‘Joan, Lewisham Deptford is wide open, go for it’ – which is utterly typical of Harriet. She’s always looking out for other women. Answer: yes.


It took eight months, it was a very difficult contest, but I got it; and I’ve been here for nearly twenty-eight years.





Although Lewisham Deptford was a Labour seat, Dame Joan was nervous about her prospects and conscious that the two neighbouring constituencies were Conservative:




Election night was very bittersweet. We were all counting in the same place. Lewisham East [and] Lewisham West were lost and then we came to Lewisham Deptford.


By then I was really nervous … you are looking at every single bundle of pink papers going into baskets.





By the time she was declared the new MP for Lewisham Deptford, it was clear Labour had lost the election nationally. ‘That was devastating,’ Dame Joan says. ‘Of course I was very, very disappointed about my colleagues, but at the same time I couldn’t help but be euphoric myself.’


Dame Joan arrived at the House of Commons as one of just forty-one women MPs. It was a place she knew reasonably well from her days campaigning with CND, but she was ‘shocked’ by the working conditions nonetheless:




It was absolutely the worst place I’d ever worked, and I’d worked in the voluntary sector. The facilities were the worst I had ever experienced.


I remember naively asking for a map, because I have no sense of direction. I went to the library and they said, ‘Madam, security! There’s no map available of the House of Commons’ – which is a lie, of course. You couldn’t get anything. You were treated like a new kid at school.


I had never been the subject of sexist behaviour at work. In my last few jobs I’d been the director, I had been used to giving orders rather than taking them.


Always having my strings pulled, that’s how it feels, that you’re in the clutches of the whips from the minute you arrive.


I was naive enough to stand up at a meeting where they were discussing the allocation of offices and say: ‘What are the arrangements for making an application to have a non-smoking office?’ They said: ‘You’ll be lucky if you get an office at all.’ You were expected to sit in a room with a man smoking a cigar or a pipe. It was a sense of: ‘Oh, God, another silly woman.’


There were constant put-downs to the women. You had to really be very, very strong all the time, be very determined.


An awful lot of women from that time were essentially honorary men, for that reason. It was easy to be an honorary man like Mrs Thatcher or one of the boys like the Labour women.


I was absolutely determined that I am a feminist and I will be a Labour MP and I will always be a woman MP. I’m not going to pretend.





As a ‘national figure’ from her CND days, Dame Joan was aware that her high profile had the potential to put some of her new colleagues’ noses out of joint:




I perceived that this was not welcome, that people thought that I would consider myself more important, that I would consider myself to be a bit of a star. And so I decided as soon as I arrived to lower my profile, I was not going to try to be a star – I was going to try to be quite quiet.





When she was in Parliament, Dame Joan conscientiously dedicated herself to learning the job of an MP, despite the fear she felt every time she entered the Commons chamber:




I was totally terrified of it. My knees were knocking when I made my maiden speech. This is a woman who had spoken to quarter of a million people at big rallies, I’d addressed the United Nations; I had done it all. But in [t]here, in a small chamber with all your colleagues, it’s a very, very different situation. It’s very intimidating.


I just felt I had to do everything. I had to be good at everything. I pushed myself all the time. So I can’t say I got a huge amount of pleasure out of it. It was rewarding getting into a debate, making points, but it was really, really tough.





Within months, Dame Joan’s hard work was rewarded and she was asked to join the front bench, serving under John (now Lord) Prescott in the shadow transport team.


At the same time as she was finding her way in the Commons, Dame Joan’s personal life was undergoing a transformation as she fell in love with fellow Labour MP Frank Doran. The couple later married.


When Mr Doran lost his marginal seat of Aberdeen North at the 1992 general election, Dame Joan was ‘devastated’.


She says:




We knew he had a marginal seat, and I just blanked it. We’d both gone through a great deal of trauma, leaving our spouses, feeling huge amounts of guilt, and then we had to live very separate lives. He was always in Scotland.


And then [there was the] devastating news that Frank had lost his seat. I was still there waiting for my result and I had another three hours to wait.


I didn’t know what I wanted that night. I just had to keep my end up, I had to keep a public face, I had to make my acceptance speech smiling. I couldn’t tell anybody because if I told anybody I would have burst into tears. I just had to contain it, go through the thing, go to the party afterwards, and my heart was breaking.





Before polling day, Dame Joan had been approached by a rising young star in the party. But it was still a surprise when, following the election, the new Labour leader, John Smith, asked her to join Tony Blair’s home affairs team.


She says:




Just before we had gone away for the election, Tony Blair, who I didn’t know at all, had asked for my phone number. I remember thinking: ‘What’s that about?’


Then John Smith … calls and says that he’d like me to go to the home affairs team. I thought: ‘Oh no, after all I’ve been through, and now I’m being offered a horrible job on a horrible team; completely uninterested, I thought, in home affairs, and here’s a man I don’t even know.’


I had said I didn’t want to stay in transport, so I did want a change, but that was the last job I’d expected to be offered. It was looking like a gloomy start and I was feeling very down about Frank and we had no idea if our relationship would survive. So it was a very, very difficult time.





Mr Doran had worked with Blair before the election and persuaded Dame Joan to take the job. She ended up making a success of it, winning praise for her work on the 1993 murder of Stephen Lawrence, and found herself becoming friendly with Blair. Two years later, following the sudden and shocking death of Mr Smith, he became the party’s leader.


Dame Joan says:




Then [came] my fatal error. I thought we were really close friends, I’d been deputising for him in all sorts of places.


I thought he would discuss with me what I wanted to do. But of course the minute he became leader he completely changed and he just called up and said: ‘Joan, I want you to go to Gordon [Brown, then the shadow Chancellor].’


And I thought: ‘Why?’ I have absolutely no interest in Treasury matters, absolutely zilch. I just said to him: ‘Look, I don’t know anything about that area of policy and I want to go somewhere where I’ll do a good job, not somewhere where I’ll have to start from scratch and learn everything and I’m not even interested.’


It was something that other people then recognised from his whole role as Prime Minister – he would just put people in places just like that, regardless of their skills, their talents, their knowledge. He just played with people, he put them here there and everywhere without any thought of what was going to get the best value from that person.


So I turned that down, but it was absolutely fatal that I turned that down because it destroyed the rest of my potential ministerial career.


That was enough. I’m not saying it was enough in a spiteful way but I became a person of no consequence because I hadn’t done the right thing. I hadn’t gone to Gordon, which was the prize in a way.


Who but a silly person like me wouldn’t want to go to Gordon? But I always want to go places where I think I can do well, as opposed to go to places for status or [the] potential for climbing the greasy pole.


I think it was that he didn’t have time. He was moving so fast: why would he bother with somebody who was daft enough to turn down a shadow post with what had been his best mate Gordon, who undoubtedly was going to be Chancellor in the next government, which he was going to be Prime Minister of. Why wouldn’t I do what he proposed?


Even then he was perfectly fine. He said: ‘Well, find out what you want to do and you can do it.’





Not realising that she had made a ‘fatal error’ in turning down a spot on the Treasury team, Dame Joan requested a transfer to the environment team and approached the 1997 general election unaware that she was now out of favour with Mr Blair:




I loved that job, I absolutely loved it. I was ready for government, I’d done my bit with the civil service, as you do six months before the election, I’d chosen the three things for the road to the manifesto. I was there, I was flying and I and everybody else expected me to be a minister.


And then [I] get the phone call, which came from the Chief Whip, saying: ‘Tony is very sorry: he hasn’t been able to find a place for you.’ And I said: ‘How dare he not phone me himself?’ By that point I was so angry.





Dame Joan’s bafflement at being left out of Tony Blair’s first government was shared by many.


She now believes Blair stopped her from becoming a far more high-profile politician than she would end up being. ‘All the people who went into the Cabinet were all asking me what happened,’ she says. ‘Nobody understood. My patron, I thought, was Tony. And when he became the Prime Minister or even before that, when he became Leader of the Opposition, he wasn’t particularly looking out for his people.’


Dame Joan did, however, end up serving in Mr Blair’s government, albeit in a junior – and unpaid – role:




Harriet, who was incredibly supportive of me, said she wanted to help in some way, and we looked at the fact that she was made Minister for Women in the Cabinet.


So we cooked up this plan that she would need a minister and it was proposed that it was me. And amazingly he [Mr Blair] agreed. I think it was on the basis of, ‘get this off my plate’.


Of course by then, and he wasn’t to blame for this, the salaries budget was exhausted. I was offered this job on the basis [that] I couldn’t be paid but I’d have everything else: I’d have my civil servants, I’d have my office, I would have all the trappings of ministerial life, a car, and the status, everything, but I wouldn’t get paid.


Now that had never been an issue. All Prime Ministers had people who were unpaid in additional posts, but of course someone from No. 10 leaked it to the press. So I was damned again from the beginning.





Despite the bad start, Dame Joan believes she and Mrs Harman made ‘a success of the job’.


But they were sacked after a year, as Mr Blair used his first reshuffle to move them both out of his government. ‘And then I was out for the rest of his time in office,’ Dame Joan says.


After settling back into life on the back benches, she became involved in a series of campaigns. During her time in parliament she twice won the lottery for Private Members’ Bills and was able to introduce two laws, the first banning fly-tipping and the second a requirement on local authorities to introduce curbside recycling:




I ran the modernisation campaign to change the hours in the House, and then I set up, after 9/11, an organisation for Afghan women. I went twice to Afghanistan.


I saw through … laws on fly-tipping. The whole plan was opposed by the Tory government, but eventually I won them round and I got my bill. My recycling bill was opposed by the Labour government.





In 2003, Dame Joan watched aghast as Mr Blair and the Labour government [took Britain] into war in Iraq:




My own view, which proved to be the correct view, of course, was there would be no weapons of mass destruction. There were about three months when we knew how it would end, that we would go to war, and for those three months I couldn’t sleep. I was always, always, always anxious, at times quite distraught, and so angry and frustrated.


I also knew Tony had never travelled significantly before he became Prime Minister, he didn’t have a great knowledge of foreign affairs, and I just thought he would get bad advice and he wouldn’t be able to analyse it. I had this sense of absolute doom. And of course I was totally vindicated.





In 2007, with Blair’s departure from No. 10 and the arrival of Gordon Brown as Prime Minister, the phone call she had thought she would receive a decade earlier finally came:




When it finally happened, the real deal, Gordon was just amazing. He rang and said: ‘Given your interest, Hilary Benn [the new Environment Secretary] would like you to join his environment team.’


So that was terrific. I felt very comfortable as a minister. I became the Minister for Waste, apart from a lot of other things, and I also ended up doing … work on climate change, which was just becoming important.


I was used to travel, I was used to meeting people, I was used to making small talk, but also getting into serious negotiation, so I felt very much at ease with the whole life of a minister dealing with international concerns.


Eventually I was handling the Climate Change Bill. I ended up taking that through Parliament.


And then I ended up taking an energy bill – our last big energy bill – through the House.


So [with] these wonderful portfolios at the end of what was effectively a normal working life, I was getting the very best stimulus, the very best opportunities, I was using every skill I had, every brain cell. I worked 100 hours a week without any sort of real breaks.





As Mr Brown’s time in office drew to a close, Dame Joan was invited to join his top team. For her it was too little, too late. She turned him down, saying she wanted to focus on the Copenhagen climate change talks, which were at a crucial juncture.




To be absolutely honest, people don’t know this [but] I was offered a Cabinet job in the very last months. Somebody moved and it was put to me that I could have it.


I was a Minister of State, I had had an incredibly rewarding time, enormously enjoyed working with Ed Miliband [as Energy and Climate Change Minister] … and I really wanted to see that through.


I thought, for the sake of [being a] former Cabinet minister of ‘yeah she was in that funny department for about three months’ – why would I do that? I didn’t need it.





When the election came, Dame Joan lost her dream job as Mr Brown was booted out of office.


She says:




I never saw the bad side of Gordon. Of course I wouldn’t be as naive as to think it didn’t exist, but I didn’t suffer from it at all. On the contrary, he was very, very good with me.


He clearly had great flaws as a Prime Minister. But I can never say anything other than he was kind, considerate [and] supportive.





Although she supported Ed Miliband, the eventual winner of the Labour leadership contest, Dame Joan told him she did not want to serve in his shadow Cabinet:




I knew at that point I would stand down in 2015. I said to Ed: ‘I’m no good to you. You need to get new people into the shadow portfolios, people you can test out, get rid of if they’re no good. Of course I can do a good job for you in the next few years, but it’s a job that goes nowhere.’





Dame Joan is nervous about leaving the Commons, but looking forward to making her life her own again:




I think the great fear of any of us, and certainly I’ve had it at times, is waking up in the morning and knowing that nobody’s going to want anything of you. You won’t have a programme; you won’t have your life controlled. You’ll be a free agent.


I think that’s one of the reasons why some people can’t leave here, because they are institutionalised. We do live in a very, very severely regimented life.


From now on, life will be all about taking my own initiative; I will not be reacting to myriad demands, just a whole new world on, on one level leisure and pleasure, but on the other making a contribution. And I can’t think of anything better to do. I think I’ll be OK.







***






Dame Joan Ruddock: CV





Born Pontypool, south Wales; attended Imperial College, London; became a research scientist and chairman of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.


1979: Unsuccessfully fights Newbury


1987: Elected MP for Lewisham Deptford; becomes shadow Transport Minister


1989: Introduces Private Members’ Bill to outlaw fly-tipping


1992: Becomes shadow Home Affairs Minister


1994: Turns down offer of a post on Treasury team; becomes shadow Environment Minister


1997: Becomes Women’s Minister


1998: Returns to back benches


2003: Introduces Private Members’ Bill that requires local authorities to carry out roadside recycling


2007: Becomes Climate Change Minister


2010: Turns down Cabinet post; returns to back benches after election


2012: Becomes Dame Commander of the British Empire


2013: Announces she will stand down at the 2015 general election


Dame Joan Ruddock is married to fellow Labour MP Frank Doran.



















SARAH TEATHER







Sarah Teather, forty, was Liberal Democrat MP for Brent East (2003–10) and Brent Central (2010–15).





‘Depressed and exhausted by politics, I went on a religious retreat and spent a month in silence.’




***





How did you end up in Parliament?


My family were profoundly unimpressed when I first said I was going to stand for Parliament. Part of it was because people had pestered me and also … I quite enjoyed campaigning, I enjoyed meeting people.


They say that’s the sign of a candidate, that you enjoy the door-knocking. I found it fascinating, the people you met on the doorstep who you would never otherwise meet.


How did you feel on first becoming an MP?


I found Parliament a bit of a curious place. It reminded me of some of the weirder traditions of Cambridge … People say it’s very clubbable; that wasn’t really my experience. I was here quite a long time before I worked out where the members’ dining room was.


Because I came in as a by-election winner, the normal procedures for induction didn’t happen for me, so nobody showed me round, I wasn’t shown how to do stuff [and] there was no mentoring.


Best of times?


There are lots. The unrivalled one would be when [former Guantánamo Bay inmate] Jamil el-Banna came home and picked up his daughter for the first time. I had two constituents in Guantánamo Bay and that work, particularly in the parliament from 2005 to 2010, took over my life. It became a complete obsession – that is not an exaggeration.


There were periods in the lead up to that when it was the last thing I thought about when I went to bed at night and the first thing I thought about when I woke up in the morning. I was totally consumed by how we were going to get him home.


Worst of times?


My low point was in government – the Welfare Reform Act. Unrivalled. It was horrendous. It was absolutely horrendous.


The night before the final vote … I thought I was going to resign and I had packed a bag … From the outside, choices look very black and white. For me, I was trying to get as much as possible out in terms of concessions.


I got what I asked for, which is what enabled me to remain [but] I wasn’t the same person at the end of that process of having looked quite deeply in the mirror to decide what I ought to do. I was utterly exhausted after that process and really quite distressed.


Why are you leaving?
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