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            “I love argument, I love debate. I don’t expect anyone just to sit there and agree with me, that’s not their job.”

            MARGARET THATCHER

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        FOREWORD
      

         

         Nicholas and Ann spent over a quarter of a century together in Parliament, an extraordinary tenure that covered four Prime Ministers, two recessions and a number of scandals. Throughout all the chaos of parliamentary life, with the long hours, the late nights, and the prolonged periods away from family and home, the Wintertons were a beacon of dedication and marital fortitude. The popularity they still have among their former constituents bears testimony to their legacy of fighting tirelessly on behalf of the people who had elected them.

         I first met the Wintertons at the wedding party of one of their constituents. Sitting at the same table as Nicholas, I, and indeed the rest of the table, was struggling to get a word in edgeways. Ann finally rescued us, appearing at the table and announcing that she was taking Nicholas off for a ‘de-pomping’. Whatever she did, I never saw any evidence that it actually worked!

         As their whip, I got to know Nicholas and Ann tremendously well, although trying to get them to toe the party line was a task far harder than any I have undertaken. They were both members of that rare band of MPs who were utterly unbiddable, grounded in the concerns and welfare of their constituents. They wore their bloody-minded independence as a badge of honour, invariably refusing to follow the whip or vote in any way but with their principles. In short, they had the courage of a lion and lioness.

         In many ways this made my job easy. I knew not to waste my time trying to convince them to vote with the government. And I knew that if I needed to speak to both of them I could call late and catch them together. This was one parliamentary couple who were tightly bonded together. Not for them the scandals of modern parliamentary life.

         Of course, this independence, so prominently displayed from the start to the finish of their careers, meant that they were never ministerial fodder. Instead, they took with gusto to the select committees, being a constant thorn in the government’s side. And they campaigned vigorously against the European Union, from their fervent denunciation of the Maastricht Treaty, to Nicholas even using Tony Blair’s final PMQs to demand a referendum on our membership of the European Union. On this, as with so much else, they have been vindicated.

         This book remembers the Wintertons’ colourful careers with tremendous affection, and a good helping of humour. It is unlikely we will ever see a couple such as Nicholas and Ann in Westminster again, and the place is worse for it. The independence of Parliament, the veneration of constituents, the elevation of principle above promotion, defined the Wintertons. It is for these qualities that they should be remembered.
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            EVERY CONSTITUENCY SHOULD HAVE ONE

         

         Who would be a back-bench MP? It looks a plum job, from the outside. There is never any shortage of applicants. People from all walks of life aspire to be elected to the House of Commons and sit on those famous green benches, at the heart of national life. But there can be very few professions where the rewards come with so many attendant risks. There are Hollywood stuntmen who lead a less perilous existence.

         You do your job, sit on committee after committee, stick up for your constituents, try to make thoughtful contributions to the public debate, and you barely register on the political Richter scale. It can be grinding, thankless work – and not massively well paid, despite perceptions to the contrary. Only if you blot your copy-book in some spectacular way can you expect to graduate from the inside pages to the front pages.

         Just ask yourself this simple question. When did you last pick up a newspaper, read a story about a back-bench MP you had never heard of, and end up thinking better of that MP? It just doesn’t happen. You are more likely to find yourself chortling at some tale of greed, duplicity or goatishness. Backbenchers who keep out of trouble are about as newsworthy as bears who shit in the woods. It’s not their role to be newsworthy. Their role – and, in fairness, some of them do it superbly – is to keep the rest of us entertained with their frailties. 

         For better or worse – worse, I would say – most people are not particularly interested in politics. They just see it as a spectator sport. The men and women sitting behind their party leaders at Prime Minister’s Questions are mere ciphers, like the Arsenal fans sitting behind Arsène Wenger at the Emirates Stadium. It is a high-wire profession, building up the backbenchers with dreams of promotion, then bringing them tumbling down to earth. What was that? That was the career of the Member for Much Waffle, brought to a premature end after an indiscretion in a club in Birmingham. Crash! Another one bites the dust. The Member for Boring-on-the-Hill has unwittingly insulted Polish taxi drivers. There are probably hundreds of his constituents who are grateful for his exertions on their behalf, but who will remember those exertions now? His name is mud, and mud sticks.

         Booby traps await the unwary backbencher at every turn. You think you are someone important. You think you have made it. You think of yourself as a pillar of your community. But, in a cynical world, it can prove a pretty wobbly pillar. Yes, there are those constituency fund-raisers where you are cheered to the echo. Yes, there are those periodic appearances on national television. Yes, you have mastered social media, send twenty tweets before breakfast and have acquired followers in Bermuda, Afghanistan and New Zealand. But being in the public eye comes at a price.

         Send a foolish tweet or email and your reputation will be trashed. Claim £20 on expenses for a taxi and, if you have not kept the receipt, the knives will be out for you. As for sex… Don’t even think of straying from the straight and narrow. There is nothing Fleet Street likes more than an MP caught with his trousers down. Preferably a Tory, of course. The story always reads better if the trousers are pinstriped and tailor-made.

         In the perfect world – as viewed through the warped lens of Fleet Street, that is – the MP caught with his trousers down will be discovered in flagrante with another MP from the same party. The ultimate double-whammy. When it was revealed, years after the event, that Edwina Currie had conducted an affair with John Major, you can imagine apoplectic Fleet Street editors screaming at their reporters, ‘Why didn’t we know at the time? The story’s no good now.’ The foxes escaped the hounds on that occasion. But not all foxes are so lucky. British politics is part blood sport, part pantomime, with the poor back-bench MP cast as the villain.

         Between 1983 and 2010, I can exclusively reveal, the Tory MPs for the neighbouring Cheshire seats of Macclesfield and Congleton conducted an intimate liaison, meeting in cafes, pubs, even churches. Scandalous behaviour! Unfortunately, they were married at the time, which spoiled the story. Nice one, Mum and Dad.

         ‘Mum and Dad’ because the MPs in question, Nicholas and Ann Winterton, are my parents, and I am very proud to be their daughter. As politicians, like all politicians, they knew triumph and disaster: good days, bad days and bloody awful days. They had quite a bumpy ride, particularly in the latter stages of their careers. Sometimes one of them would attract bad headlines. Sometimes the other would. Sometimes they both would, and for a few mad days, the Wintertons would be spoken of in hushed, disapproving terms, as if they were the Krays or the Borgias. But if a daughter doesn’t stick up for her own parents, through thick and thin, who else is going to?

         My father might never have been elected an MP if another daughter, in another era, had not forgotten that simple precept. When he stood as the Tory candidate at the 1971 Macclesfield by-election, his Labour opponent was a product of Roedean, one of the most exclusive girls’ public schools in the country. Embarrassing! But not half as embarrassing as the fact that, when outed as an Old Roedeanian, she publicly criticised her parents for sending her to the school. My father was appalled, and so were the voters of Macclesfield. They might have elected a socialist, at a pinch, but not one capable of such rank filial disloyalty. You will not catch me making the same mistake. I am a fully paid-up member of Team Winterton, family cheerleader-in-chief, proud to celebrate my parents, not just because of what they achieved as individuals, but because of what they achieved together.

         They retired as MPs in 2010, and either one of them would make a worthy subject for a rollicking, incident-packed biography. They were among the leading back-bench MPs of their generation, in the thick of the action during a hectic period in British politics. But to appreciate the Winterton story to the full, you need to remember that it has two protagonists, equals in every respect, not least financial.

         In an age when the pay gap between men and women remains scandalously high, here is a husband and wife who, for more than a quarter of a century, were paid exactly the same, down to the last penny. How many other couples could say the same? One in ten thousand? Probably not even that. That financial equality underpinned what was already a strong relationship, rooted in mutual respect. And, my God, it needed to be strong. Politics is a brutal business and has broken many a marriage. My parents were determined not to fall into that trap. Sink or swim, they were in the same boat, each grateful to have the other by their side.

         They were fortunate, as they were the first to admit, to be Members of Parliament at the same time, overlapping as MPs for more than a quarter of a century. They knew the pressures the other was under – pressures of time, pressures from the party whips, from their constituents and from the media – so they had no excuse for trotting out the line that has sounded the death-knell for many a relationship: ‘You just don’t understand, do you?’ They were bonded for all eternity by the superglue of parliamentary life.

         Even for me, it is hard to think of one of them without the other: they just dovetail so perfectly, like bacon and eggs or Morecambe and Wise. I have heard one of Dad’s constituents liken them to the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh, which is stretching things, and another liken them to the Beckhams, which is stretching things even more. But the point is that they were, and are, a team.

         In Cheshire, they were known simply as Mr Macclesfield and Mrs Congleton, rooted in their local communities, recognised wherever they went, synonymous with the parliamentary constituencies they represented. At Westminster, Macclesfield and Congleton fused into one: part double-headed bulldog, growling in unison, part pantomime horse, the object of amusement and affection.

         A back-bench Labour MP once joked in a debate that Nicholas and Ann Winterton were Westminster’s answer to the Washington double-act performed by Bill and Hillary Clinton. There were sage nods of agreement, until someone muttered from a sedentary position, ‘And who’s the Monica Lewinsky?’ My parents laughed louder than anyone. They love that sort of parliamentary horseplay. They hate it when politicians take themselves too seriously.

         Here are the Wintertons in action together during Prime Minister’s Questions, in a vignette captured by the Daily Telegraph’s parliamentary sketch-writer in 1995:

         
            Sitting immediately behind Mr Nicholas Winterton (Con, Macclesfield), keeping a respectful distance, like a loyal Bedouin wife on a trek across the desert, was Mrs Ann Winterton (Con, Congleton)…

            After 30 years of marriage, they still flirt with each other like teenagers. Time and again, Ann leant forward to whisper something to Nicholas and, time and again, he leant back to whisper something to her. It may have been pure domestic trivia. Perhaps Nicholas was asking if he could have steak for dinner and Ann was asking if he had remembered to buy eggs and bin-liners. But the affection which passed between them was genuine, unbounded, heartwarmingly transparent…

            And the fact that they sit for neighbouring constituencies only makes their relationship more charming. Leander had to swim the Hellespont to be with Hero. Romeo had to scale Juliet’s balcony. Pyramus could only talk to Thisbe through a hole in the wall. But if Nicholas and Ann want to be together, they just meet in a lay-by on the A536.

            Bolshie and unpredictable in their politics, and notoriously out of favour with the whips, the Wintertons are also, paradoxically, the acceptable face of the Conservative Party…

         

         Amen to all that. The piece captures my parents to a T. Detested by some, revered by others, but never silent – certainly not both of them at the same time, which would have been a biological impossibility – the Wintertons of East Cheshire, aka ‘those bloody Wintertons’, became one of the great parliamentary double-acts; colourful bit-part players who could steal the show at any minute.

         They were not everyone’s cup of tea, but they didn’t give a damn. They never chased the shimmering mirage of popularity. They were true to themselves and what they believed in. Best of all, they did it with smiles on their faces, which cannot be said of most back-bench MPs. To the corridors of power, they brought a real sense of fun and mischief. Getting elected to the House of Commons – both of them! – was the adventure of a lifetime, and they were determined to enjoy it.

         They were outsiders, gatecrashing the best club in London. They had been born and raised in the West Midlands. Their constituencies were in the north west. Neither of them had been to university. And yet here they were, surrounded by chinless wonders who talked about their childhood nannies, owned castles in Kent and had been chums since Oxford. What larks! Wouldn’t it be fun to let off a stink-bomb in the bar?

         If they had the truculence of teenagers, they were grown-up in their politics: they said what they thought, gave straight answers to straight questions and did not believe in talking down to people. On the website www.theyworkforyou.com, which has a wealth of geeky statistical information about MPs, one discovers that Dad’s speeches in Hansard, like Mum’s, are ‘readable by an average 18–19-year-old, going by the Flesch–Kincaid grade level score’. Fascinating! David Cameron’s contributions, by contrast, can be read by an average 16–17-year-old. Even more fascinating! Is that why there was a whiff of the school playground about Prime Minister’s Questions when Cameron was at the helm? Boris Johnson’s can be read by an average 17–18-year-old – although presumably only by one who can read Latin and French and the other languages into which Boris tends to stray. Like turnips, Tory politicians come in all shapes and sizes, which is what makes them so fascinating.

         My parents, as this memoir will demonstrate, were Tory politicians and not Tory politicians. They were one-offs or, as Boris would say, sui generis. Come rain or shine, they fought the good fight with gusto, however footling or esoteric the issue. Neither of them was the kind of grandstanding politician who is only interested in the limelight. They enjoyed the small beer of politics – particularly, of course, if it happened to be real ale made from British hops. They were the kind of uncomplicated patriots whose patriotism sometimes gets sneered at, but whose passion for their country never wavered. Dad once introduced a Bill to stop pubs with traditional names such as ‘The Red Lion’ or ‘The Admiral Nelson’ renaming themselves ‘The Rat and Parrot’ or ‘The Mottled Oyster’. The Bill never got on the statute book, but it was the thought that counted. On another occasion, he fought to stop the traditional British custard pie being regulated out of existence by the EU – a campaign that earned him the undying gratitude of the National Association of Master Bakers, Confectioners and Caterers, who made him an honorary vice-president. He has had the custard pie vote in his pocket ever since.

         Pub names? Custard pies? Who are these Cheshire backbenchers whose praises I am singing? Stand-up comedians from the provinces? Wrong! They were, in their idiosyncratic way, what politics is all about. Or should be all about. Miss the point of their story, misunderstand their struggles, and you will never grasp the essence of parliamentary democracy, that fragile English flower, battered by the four winds.

         Soulmates politically as well as romantically – they first met as teenagers at a pony club, which is so corny you couldn’t make it up – my parents were much, much bigger than the sum of their parts. They became the first ever Conservative husband-and-wife team of MPs at Westminster, which was a notable achievement in itself, a triumph of guts and determination over centuries of prejudice. There have been other Tory husband-and-wife teams since, but it was my parents who broke that particular mould. And it was my intrepid mother, for whom the word ‘feisty’ might have been invented, who deserves most of the credit.

         By the time Dad had been in the House for ten years, she had started to get itchy feet. Why should she be stuck in Cheshire, looking after the kids, while he buggered off to London and had all the fun? She wanted to come to the party. She wanted her own constituency!

         Old habits die hard. Even after Margaret Thatcher had smashed the glass ceiling with her handbag, wives of Tory MPs were not expected to become MPs themselves. It would have been like letting the servants put their feet up in the drawing room. They were expected to look decorative, open the odd jumble sale in the constituency, and keep the home fires burning while their husbands were hundreds of miles away, probably in the arms of their mistresses. But Mum, a classic grammar schoolgirl made good, was not interested in playing second fiddle. She had things to say and she wanted to say them. As she had done when she was a girl, becoming a joint master of foxhounds while she was still a teenager, she blazed a trail for her sex. And she did it without wearing tacky shoes or spouting a word of feminist clap-trap. Quite a lady, with a bit of the devil in her.

         The Tory old guard was never totally comfortable with her – you could say the same of Margaret Thatcher – but she just told them where to stick it, using the sort of crisp Anglo-Saxon expletives she had deployed in her fox-hunting days. She could never match Margaret Thatcher’s intellectual gifts; she had not been to university. But she could match her determination. At heart, like her leader, she was always the plucky girl from the state school taking on the posh boys from Eton. 

         One of the gorillas from the Tory whips’ office once tried to bully her over some trivial incident, but my mother was having none of it. She told the gorilla to back off or she would insist on a personal meeting with the Prime Minister. The gorilla backed off.

         Unlike the Iron Lady, my mother had a real sense of fun and merriment. Laughter was never far from her lips. But she also had the same feral tenacity – pretty much a prerequisite for a woman in a parliament in which, when she was first elected, women were outnumbered by nearly thirty to one. It is worth repeating that statistic because it is just so mind-boggling: thirty to one!

         Dad, now Sir Nicholas, a Deputy Lieutenant of Cheshire, was in some respects a more conventional figure, the product of a top public school and the Army. A Tory grandee. A knight of the shires. A conservative with a small c as well as a big C. But he, too, had a gloriously semi-detached relationship with his party. Any Tory whip who assumed he would just troop meekly through the Conservative lobby, whatever the issue, was in for a nasty shock. He was his own man, wayward and unpredictable, an odd mixture of Mr Toad and Dennis the Menace.

         ‘If you have not upset the Establishment at some point,’ he once told an interviewer, ‘you have not been doing your job as a Member of Parliament.’ He was prouder of being a non-conformist than he was of being a Conservative. It spoke to something deep in his personality. He probably had caveman ancestors who made nuisances of themselves in the Stone Age, scrawling graffiti on the cave walls or protesting against bison quotas. Once a rebel, always a rebel.

         All government ministers have to budget for a certain amount of criticism from their own backbenchers. That is what parliamentary democracy is all about. But most MPs will pull their punches when they are taking issue with someone on their own side. Not my father. He would lay into underperforming Tory ministers with a savagery that would take their breath away and would leave his party colleagues tut-tutting and shaking their heads. Matthew Parris of The Times, having observed Dad on the warpath, dubbed him ‘Mr Angry of Macclesfield, the puce-faced, finger-stabbing Cheshire Snarler’, and joked that he breakfasted on Rottweilers.

         Dad once told an interviewer that he had achieved what he had achieved despite the fact that he was a Conservative, not because of it. He was not being big-headed: he just treasured his independence. And I am sure it is no coincidence that the three Conservative politicians he most admired – Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher and Enoch Powell – had a similarly uneasy relationship with their party. Churchill defected to the Liberals before returning to the Conservative fold. Thatcher was ousted by the Tory old guard, who eventually found her too hot to handle. Powell was so far out of sympathy with the party leadership that he ended his days in the political wilderness. Dad would never have kidded himself that he belonged in such distinguished company. But, as he has told me many times, history is a great teacher. He knew that only political pygmies offer unswerving loyalty to their party. And the Britain he loved was not a land of pygmies.

         To all but the most dedicated students of the Westminster village, politics is a game played on the front benches: a ritual joust that comes to a head every week at Prime Minister’s Questions. The poor backbencher is just part of the chorus line. So most people living south of Watford have never heard of Nicholas and Ann Winterton. They are not even the best-known Conservative husband-and-wife team from Cheshire. That honour falls to Neil Hamilton, the former MP for Tatton, and his wife Christine, who became minor TV celebrities for a while, horsing about on game shows. But the Winterton story – rousing, even inspirational – has real human meat on it.

         It is more comedy than tragedy, and it is a heartwarming comedy, with feel-good moments amid the pratfalls. It is a tale not just of political rough-and-tumble, but of perseverance, hard graft and honest sweat: two decent human beings trying to make a difference, sticking their heads above the parapet when it would have been easier to settle for the quiet life. I am hopelessly biased, of course, because I am their daughter. But I hope, when other people read their story, they will start to glimpse the flesh-and-blood human beings behind the lazy stereotypes of Fleet Street.

         As a double-act – and they were as inseparable as Tweedledum and Tweedledee, practically joined at the hip – the Wintertons were passionate, combative, public-spirited, everything a back-bench MP should be. By the time they retired, they had become the longest-serving husband-and-wife team in the entire history of the House of Commons, with a combined service of sixty-six years – quite a feat when you remember that the average length of service for an MP is just seven years. Boisterous, obstreperous, occasionally eccentric, they were part of the furniture of the House, from the sepia-tinged days before Parliament was televised to the days of Twitter, iPhones and the 24-hour news cycle.

         In the dog-eat-dog world of Westminster, where promising careers crash and burn and the faces change with terrifying rapidity, they were great survivors, re-elected time after time, usually with increased majorities. In October 1971, when my father was first elected, Britain had not yet joined the Common Market, as it was then known; Bobby Moore was still captain of the England football team; Rod Stewart’s ‘Maggie May’ was top of the pops; and colour television was in its infancy. His final intervention in the Commons, before he retired at the 2010 election, was a question to Ed Miliband, who was just a babe in arms in 1971. His parliamentary career spanned seven Prime Ministers, from Ted Heath to Gordon Brown. He fired straight questions at all of them and if he did not like their answers he told them so.

         I was still a toddler when he was first elected, still a schoolgirl when my mother followed him into Parliament in 1983. Cynics might say, after Oscar Wilde: ‘To have one Tory MP for a parent may be regarded as unfortunate. To have two begins to look like carelessness.’ But I have never been cynical about politics, or about life in general. When Mum joined Dad at Westminster, it felt like the icing on what was already a pretty special cake. I was still at boarding school the day she was first elected, but I can remember as if it were yesterday the little surge of pride I felt when Matron whispered the good news to me at breakfast.

         Some people are born into politics. Some have politics thrust upon them. I suppose I fall into both categories. Apparently, I screamed and screamed and screamed at my christening, as if it had just dawned on me that being a Winterton would condemn me to a life dominated by all things political, from obscure by-elections to the latest opinion poll. But I have taken to being a Winterton like a duck to water.

         Born into such an unusual family, my childhood was fun, action-packed, wildly unpredictable. Every day was different. Moments of high political drama – like the Falklands War and the toppling of Margaret Thatcher – were interspersed with moments of low comedy – like the time Rory Bremner rang our home number and pretended to be John Major. Poor Mum swallowed it hook, line and sinker. She was always too trusting for her own good.

         Inevitably, there were sacrifices. During the week, my parents would be at Westminster, only returning home on Friday night. Even at the weekend, there is nothing remotely normal about the home life of a Member of Parliament – as I can testify from bitter-sweet personal experience.

         A simple trip to the supermarket to buy groceries would turn into a three-reel comedy. One man would want to bend Dad’s ear about the NHS. Another would moan to Mum about the traffic lights on the A54, as if she was personally responsible. Then someone in the check-out queue would mention Europe, or immigration, or law and order, and Dad would be off like a jack-rabbit, talking for England. A lot of it passed over my head, particularly when I was young, but I never became disengaged or cynical about grassroots politics. Being an MP was good. Being an MP was cool.

         And Mum and Dad, though I say it myself, were fine specimens of the breed. A lot of backbenchers, whatever their party, are wimps, all talk and no trousers. They mind their Ps and Qs, stay out of mischief, crawl to their party leaders and keep their eyes trained on the main prize – promotion to the front bench. They are lobby fodder, meekly doing what they are told by the party whips. My parents, bless them, were made of sterner stuff. Much sterner stuff.

         The casual observer of Parliament might look at my father’s CV, note that he was a backbencher for thirty-nine years, note that he never held a frontbench ministerial position and think, ‘Bloody hell! He must have been useless.’ (He was briefly allowed to speak from the front bench as opposition agriculture spokesman, but only after ten o’clock – a bit like a swear word that is only permissible after the nine o’clock watershed on television.) Some of the Tory MPs who have made it to the frontbench have barely been able to get up on their hind legs without making fools of themselves. They would embarrass a rotary club in Watford. So what kind of gibbering halfwit must my father have been not to be called off the substitutes’ bench?

         The casual observer might then ponder the case of my mother – who did have two short stints on the front bench in opposition, but was never a minister – and reach a similar conclusion. If she was deemed no better than Whatsherface, the one with the short skirts and hyena-like cackle, she must have been seriously incompetent.

         Well, the casual observer would be wrong, utterly wrong, and one of my main objectives in writing this book is to try to explain why. Success and failure in politics are infinitely more complex than is generally acknowledged.

         Here’s a challenge. Think of the single most useless government minister you can ever remember. Their party doesn’t matter. Nor does their sex. Just try to picture them at their mumbling, bumbling worst, ducking and weaving, talking rubbish on stilts. The kind of also-rans who would still be making the coffee if they were working in your own office. Now get on the net and spend five minutes researching their parliamentary careers before they graduated from the back benches to the front bench. I can guarantee that you will find that they never said boo to their party leadership. Not once. Not even when their party leadership had lost the plot and made a complete hash of something.

         My parents did say boo. Loudly and often. They have many sterling qualities, but the ability to suck up to people in the hope of securing advancement is simply not one of them. They have too much self-respect. My mother has some hilarious stories about her fox-hunting days when, if a certain member of the Royal Family joined the field when moving off from the meet, some members of the hunt would try to ride alongside him in the hope of exchanging a few words. That was not Mum’s way.

         And it was not Dad’s way either. Anyone else with his track record would look back over his career and think wistfully, ‘If only I had played my cards better then, I could have ended up in the Cabinet.’ But he just doesn’t approach politics like that. Compared with a politician like George Osborne – the master card-player of his generation, forever shuffling his pack, calculating when to play his aces and jokers – he had something artless about him. He lived for the political moment.

         And where is George Osborne now? That’s the great irony. He is yesterday’s man, gone like the dew off the rose, not just because he ended up on the losing side in the EU referendum, but because his slick brand of politics – presentation-led, not substance-led – increasingly turned off voters. Again and again, he would pop up on our TV screens on a building site, in his hard hat and viz-glo jacket, as if to say, ‘Look at me! The Chancellor for the working man! Not stuck behind my desk in Whitehall, but getting out and about, meeting real people!’ But the trick wore thin. People started to see through the photo opportunities. They hankered for politicians who could call a spade a spade – something my father has been doing all his life, even when it cost him politically.

         Almost from the day he entered the House, he was a maverick, a paid-up member of the awkward squad. One of his nicknames at home is Mav, in tribute to his erratic voting record: one minute trooping through the lobbies with his fellow Tories, the next with Labour or the Ulster Unionists. But he never rebelled for the sake of rebelling: he had clear principles and followed them, even when the whips were twisting his arm so hard it threatened to snap.

         ‘Nick Winterton is ideologically all over the place,’ mused John Major in his memoirs. ‘If he had formed a government of his own, he would have had to splinter off as a maverick against himself.’ Major, an ex-whip, probably thought that was an elegant put-down. But there are a lot of long-haired lefties who have never voted Conservative in their lives, who would read that passage and think, ‘I agree with Nick! Tell me more about this bolshie bugger who got up John Major’s nose.’

         Dad got his knighthood in the same honours list as Sir Mick Jagger, which felt entirely appropriate. Two bolshie buggers! I like to think that the Whitehall mandarins drawing up the list that year had been long-haired lefties in their youth.

         Fleet Street was never sure what to make of my father. They wanted to put him in the pigeon-hole marked Tory Right-Winger. He ticked a lot of the boxes, and numbered Enoch Powell and Ian Smith, the man who declared UDI in Southern Rhodesia, among his political heroes. But he was too big for that pigeon-hole, or any other pigeon-hole, and the smarter journalists could see that. At one point in his career, to his great amusement, The Guardian declared him ‘a serious hero of democracy’, which was like the Daily Telegraph showering bouquets on Ken Livingstone or Tony Benn. On many social issues, particularly when it came to defending his beloved NHS from spending cuts, he was a screaming liberal. Rumours of impending cuts only had to come trickling out of Whitehall for my father to react like an angry rhinoceros, charging head first at the minister responsible.

         In 1990, in a typical intervention, he savaged the Health Secretary Kenneth Clarke for failing to ring-fence community care funds, accusing him of ‘gross irresponsibility’. Clarke was generally regarded as so far to the left of the Tory party that he was in danger of toppling off the end. But trapped in his ivory tower in Whitehall, he had failed to notice what my father, with his extensive local knowledge, had seen with his own eyes – that the human cost of government spending cuts was just too great. ‘We are gambling with the welfare, and indeed the lives, of the weakest and most vulnerable people whose care is our responsibility,’ he wrote. Nye Bevan couldn’t have put it any better.

         His priorities as a constituency MP mirrored his priorities at Westminster. Asked to name his three proudest achievements as Member of Parliament for Macclesfield, he cited his support for Macclesfield District General Hospital, the East Cheshire Hospice and the Rossendale Trust, a charity providing care and support for people with learning disabilities. For forty years, he made a mockery of the theory that Tories do not have a social conscience.

         I never felt prouder of him than when my son Jack was born in Chelsea and Westminster Hospital in 2009. One of the midwives looked at my nametag and said, ‘Winterton? You’re not related to Sir Nicholas Winterton, are you?’ She knew him as the author of a major report on maternity services in his days as chairman of the House of Commons Health Select Committee, and as an indefatigable champion of her profession. He is actually an honorary vice-president of the Royal College of Midwives, which must merit a place on a list of 101 Weird Things You Didn’t Know About Male Tory MPs.

         Another little-known fact about my father is that he had the distinction, while chairing that inquiry into maternity services, of being the first chairman of a Commons committee to allow a woman to breastfeed her baby while giving evidence in public. Hard facts about the NHS had to be punctuated with contented gurgling noises from the baby. ‘I wasn’t totally comfortable with the situation,’ he admits. ‘Breastfeeding in public isn’t really my bag. But there she was, giving evidence, and her baby was clearly hungry, so what could I do? I listened to her evidence and averted my gaze, like an officer and gentleman.’ Just another comic moment in his roller-coaster career.

         Looking back, my brothers Robert, Andrew and I had a privileged childhood. Not because we came from a wealthy family – back-bench MPs are quite modestly remunerated, whatever some people think – but because we had a privileged vantage point. Yes, our parents were away from home a lot and we were packed off to boarding schools. But any disadvantages in having two MPs for parents were far outweighed by the many bonuses. How many children get taken to tea in Downing Street? Or have the chance to roam like alley cats around the Houses of Parliament? Or go to receptions in the Speaker’s State Apartments? Or go to the State Opening of Parliament on their birthday? Our parents had ringside seats at the great events of the age and were always happy to share insights and titbits of gossip not vouchsafed to the general public.

         The fly in the ointment, always, was the nagging fear of my parents attracting the wrong kind of publicity – the kind that can catapult a hard-working back-bench MP into the spotlight, shredding reputations and putting families under strain. Politics can be a bruising profession, and as every observer of politics knows, the good guys are almost as likely to get bruised as the bad guys. Times without number, my eye was caught by a newspaper headline – MP IN PUB BRAWL or SHAMING OF TOP TORY – and I felt a little tic of anxiety before reading the story and thinking, ‘Phew! It’s someone else.’

         For most of their careers, despite some rocky times, Mum and Dad escaped the Fleet Street lynch mob largely unscathed. They were lucky, in one respect: they plied their trade in a gentler age, before the coming of Twitter and the other bullying social media of the twenty-first century. You could get away with more then. Things were less likely to be blown out of all proportion to make easy headlines.

         Browsing through old files, I came across the following delightfully po-faced transcript of a TV news bulletin in September 1983:

         ‘Mr Winterton’s home near Congleton is empty this week. He and his wife Ann are in the Bahamas with a parliamentary delegation as guests of the Bahamas Tourist Board.’

         The Bahamas! Yikes! Just two simple, factual sentences. But can you imagine the kind of kerfuffle that would follow such a news item today? The howls of outrage? The Gadarene rush to judgement? The vicious trolling of my parents? The paparazzi pictures of my mother in a bikini and my father in a Hawaiian shirt, downing a rum punch? Things were not so frenzied then – or so unfair to the individual.

         There were some pretty hairy moments, like the time my father was sued for the little matter of $250 million by an American businessman. Mum’s weakness for the kind of jokes that go down well at rugby club dinners, but look terrible in print, twice got her into hot water. Very hot water. On the second occasion, I had to mount an SAS-style operation to smuggle her out of her London flat under the nose of waiting reporters. And there were times when the Tory in-fighting about Europe became so bitter and demented that life was not much fun for anyone. But they had thick skins. They needed to. If they had retired in 2005, as they nearly did, their legacy would have been secure, their reputation intact. A long record of distinguished public service, etc. etc.

         As it was, they fell victim, like scores of other MPs, to the expenses scandal that dominated the 2005–10 parliament and engulfed them in a tsunami of public anger, not just about expenses but about an entire political class. There has probably never been a worse time to be a back-bench MP. A once respected profession suddenly lay in the gutter. Hysteria was in the air, and even MPs whose actions, calmly considered, merited no more than a rap on the knuckles, were treated like petty criminals in rural China, paraded in shame through the marketplace.

         Mum and Dad have been in the firing line for years. They knew that abuse went with the territory, and they had learnt to shrug it off. But when they heard that their own grandchildren had suffered abuse at school, simply for being called Winterton, it was a very bitter pill to swallow. Had the game been worth the candle? Was all this casual mud-slinging the reward for their decades of public service?

         It was a wretched time for the entire family. When the expenses furore was at its zenith, I only had to say that my name was Winterton to attract disapproving glances. Winterton? Winterton? Weren’t there some Tory MPs called Winterton who… Nobody could remember what it was that these dastardly Wintertons were supposed to have done, but their names had featured in shrill headlines in the Daily Telegraph and Daily Mail, so they must be wrong ’uns, mustn’t they? The logic of the madhouse.

         The low point for my parents came in 2008, when David Cameron, their own party leader, described the arrangements they had made for reclaiming rental payments on their London flat as ‘indefensible’. Indefensible? What a joke. A parliamentary committee examined the matter and largely absolved my parents from blame. A barrister with two days’ experience could have defended them without breaking a sweat. But try telling that to a panicky young party leader in the run-up to a general election. That glib ‘indefensible’, which Mr Cameron had the cheek to repeat, was like a slap in the face, and my parents feel the sting of it to this day.

         I will be revisiting the expenses saga, acting as counsel for the defence, as it were, and I hope readers will give me a fair hearing and try to look at the issues dispassionately. The dust has settled now, and it is easier to put things in perspective. But at the time, as recriminations flew, nothing was in perspective. It was a hysterical time, as if the Salem witch trials had come to SW1. You could hardly open a newspaper without references to hands in the till and snouts in the trough. Nobody took the trouble to look at the facts: the smears were far more fun. And with MPs’ standing at an all-time low, every other lapse in behaviour, however minor, was magnified. Chez Winterton, after years of rolling merrily along, taking the rough with the smooth, it felt as if the wheels were coming off.

         My father copped it in the press, after a casual observation about first-class rail travel. Then he copped it again after giving a female Labour MP a playful pat on the bottom in the Tea Room. The MP did not object – she and Dad got on well – but other people objected on her behalf and, although what goes on in the Tea Room would normally stay in the Tea Room, the feminists of Fleet Street had a field day. The tarnishing of Brand Winterton was complete. Mum and Dad limped through to the 2010 general election, but as they rode off into the political sunset, it was with very mixed feelings.

         In their pomp, they had been effervescent, bubbling with optimism, classic glass-half-full types. They could see the funny side of anything and everything – including, most importantly, themselves. It was never difficult for me and my brothers to tease them when they were in danger of taking themselves too seriously. Now they were suddenly downcast, angry, prey to bitterness. I would hear them bravely recite the old mantra, that they had no regrets, and know that they were determined to move on with their lives, without bearing grudges or feeling sorry for themselves. But some of the wounds – particularly the ones inflicted by fellow Tories – still festered. My heart went out to them. It was as if they were acting out Enoch Powell’s famous dictum that all political careers end in failure.

         But what a shame it would be if the many good things they did in politics were wiped out by a few isolated incidents, many of them exaggerated or distorted in the press. The purpose of this book is not just to put the record straight, where necessary, but to celebrate two remarkable backbenchers whose hallmark – call it bolshiness, call it a refusal to be bullied – is in increasingly short supply on the green benches of the House of Commons.

         My parents were in the House so long, made so many speeches, asked so many questions, sat on so many committees, came to the rescue of so many constituents, were witness to so many great events, that a year-by-year chronicle of their careers would run to several volumes. This memoir, perforce, is no more than a highlights reel: a tale of triumphs and disasters; of parliamentary battles won and lost. I have not even attempted a chronological narrative, preferring a more thematic approach. But I have tried to capture my parents’ qualities as human beings and, by looking back on key episodes in their careers, show how individual politicians – not just titanic figures like Winston Churchill and Nelson Mandela, but ordinary men and women with ordinary gifts – can make a real difference. I have also tried to dig beneath the cynical stereotypes and put flesh and blood on that much-maligned individual – the jobbing backbench MP, beavering away in obscurity, trying to articulate the hopes and fears of tens of thousands of people.

         The story of one Cheshire family is also, if this does not sound pompous, a modern political morality tale. I would hope the book will shed light on what sort of people we want to go into politics in 21st-century Britain. Cynical careerists or public servants?

         It has become a commonplace of political punditry – a commonplace to which Mum and Dad would heartily subscribe – that far too few of our senior politicians have had a life outside politics. They have come straight out of university, become researchers, then special advisers, perhaps dabbled in politics in Brussels, then won election to the House of Commons with a CV from which experience of the real world is largely absent. Most of them have never visited a farm or factory, let alone run a small business. And it shows, frankly, the moment they open their over-educated mouths in the House of Commons. They sound like keen sixth-formers, not products of the working world.

         But there is another, related, problem which is arguably just as serious. The men and women queuing up to become MPs are not just the products of a narrow upbringing: they are power-hungry to an extent that would once have been unthinkable. They are ambitious for themselves rather than ambitious for their country. Up the greasy pole of power they climb, barely looking at the ground below, losing touch with their roots.

         In an interview he gave in 1996, marking the twenty-fifth anniversary of his election to Parliament, Dad made a telling observation about the changing face of British politics: 

         
            When I was first elected, 20 per cent of my fellow MPs were career politicians wanting to be ministers or even Prime Minister. The other 80 per cent had come into politics through the sheer challenge of being a backbencher and constituency MP. Now it is the other way round.

         

         Cynics would probably say he was living in the past. They would liken Winterton & Winterton of Westminster (Backbenchers of Distinction: No Committee Too Small) to one of those old family firms which fail to keep up with changing times and are eventually swallowed up by the competition. Who cares about mere backbenchers? They are just glorified spear-carriers. But I think the cynics would be wrong. In fact, I know they are wrong.

         Change is not always synonymous with progress, and only someone with an exceptionally narrow view of politics would welcome the supplanting of the old-style ‘good constituency MP’, admired across the political spectrum, by the career politician, power-crazed and ruthless, forever eyeing the next rung up the ladder.

         Everyone who has ever watched Prime Minister’s Questions will have been irritated by those toadying government backbenchers who ask the Prime Minister to agree that the government is doing a splendid job blah blah – toadies who mysteriously end up on the front benches in the next reshuffle. My parents would never have stooped so low. They would have thought it a blatant abuse of Parliament.

         There is a nice story told about my father which could equally have been told about my mother. A man was stopped in the middle of Macclesfield by a reporter and asked whether he would be voting Conservative at the next general election. ‘No way,’ he said indignantly. ‘I’ve never voted Tory in my life. I’ll be voting for Winterton.’

         Needless to say, that is not the sort of story the Tory party hierarchy wanted to hear. By 2010, the leadership had become heartily sick of my parents. But in a funny way – certainly in Cheshire – they were bigger than their party. Bigger because their constituents knew instinctively that, whatever the political weather in Westminster, they would always put their constituents first. Bigger because there was more to Brand Winterton than simply being card-carrying Conservatives.

         
             

         

         For every enemy they made, they must have made a hundred friends, and this family memoir, in which Macclesfield and Congleton will play as big a part as Westminster, will explain why. I would like to think the book will not just salvage the somewhat tainted honour of the Wintertons, but revive respect for an endangered species of politician: the man or woman who belongs to a political party, but is not the pawn of that party; who retains their independence, serves their constituents and votes according to their conscience, without fear or favour.

         When David Cameron stood down last summer, his final quip at his final Prime Minister’s Questions (‘I was the future once’) was a deliberate echo of a dig he had made at Tony Blair ten years before. It was a rueful, self-deprecating admission that he was just another here today, gone tomorrow politician. I was tempted to give the line another tweak, with reference to my parents. ‘They were the past once.’ And they were the past once: political has-beens from another era, their values derided, but now, post-Brexit, a cause they had championed for years, people with things to say about the future which might be worth listening to.

         I have been intrigued by politics all my life. I live and breathe politics. I find the interplay of issues and personalities endlessly fascinating. I am also a Winterton. I inherited the bolshiness gene from my parents, and it has shaped my entire life. ‘You’re in danger of turning into a trade union leader,’ one of my bosses once told me. She meant it as a warning that I was being insubordinate. I took it as a compliment: an acknowledgement that I was prepared to stick up for and protect my team, come hell or high water, the way my parents stuck up for their constituents.

         At one point, I nearly followed my parents into the House of Commons. In 2001, when the Tatton constituency was looking for a successor to Neil Hamilton, who had been defeated at the 1997 election, I considered putting my name forward. Three Tory MPs called Winterton representing adjoining seats in Cheshire would have been quite a coup. We could have formed an awkward squad without parallel in the annals of the House of Commons. They would have had to build a separate division lobby to accommodate our idiosyncratic views. But I thought better of the idea, went into political strategy and communications instead, and the Tatton Conservatives plumped for someone called George Osborne who, at 29, was even wetter behind the ears than me.

         But if Parliament needs its high-fliers, its big beasts, what it needs just as badly is MPs rooted in their communities whose loyalty to those communities is paramount; who relate to ordinary people and, when asked a question, just say what they think, in plain English, without clearing the answer with No. 10 first.

         Every constituency should have one, though alas, not many do. It is the careerists, the time-servers, the party hacks, who get advancement. But Macclesfield and Congleton did – thanks to the magnificently bloody-minded couple who brought me into the world.

      

   


   
      
         

            2.

            JOHN WAYNE RIDES INTO MACCLESFIELD

         

         As a child, I could not keep up with my father. Not many people could. There was something elemental about him, a zest for life, an energy that seemed unquenchable. The world tends to think of back-bench MPs as sedentary figures, occasionally tottering to their feet to catch the Speaker’s eye. But my father was not, and is not, a sedentary man. Well into his late twenties, he played rugby for the Sutton Coldfield 1st XV. ‘What position?’ I once asked. ‘Left wing. That fooled ’em!’ He was also a stalwart of his local tennis club. And, unlike so many MPs, he did not abandon his sporting interests when he entered the House.

         Asked to list his hobbies for a political reference book, he came up with the startlingly homogenous quintet of ‘squash, tennis, swimming, jogging and skiing’. A parliamentary pentathlon. Let other MPs affect an interest in the novels of Marcel Proust or obscure German landscape painters. His own hinterland was much simpler, rooted in vigorous physical exercise. When the House of Commons gym opened in the 1980s, he was one of the first MPs to sign up. He liked to keep himself trim, burning off a few hundred calories before heading off to chair a committee meeting.

         He was slightly built, and no more than average height, so he did not naturally dominate a room, but he had fire in his belly and people could feel the heat of it. You did not want to cross him, whether you were a Cabinet minister or a traffic warden. Even the law-abiding squirrels of East Cheshire would feel the full force of his fury, peppered with an air-gun if they strayed onto his precious bird-feeder. Out walking, Dad never ambled, he strode, as if perpetually in a hurry. He looked like what he was – a man who had decided to do something with his life.

         Parliament flattens politicians, turns three-dimensional human beings into characters from a cartoon strip. On television, one middle-aged male MP looks pretty much like another. The suit has become the uniform of an entire profession. All the viewer sees is a lot of grown men shouting and a sea of grey. ‘They are all the same!’ cries the voice of cynicism. The human nuances are missed.

         But, growing up in his shadow, I could hardly miss my father’s nuances. He was all nuances, as gloriously, indelibly individual as a character in Shakespeare or Dickens. A very simple man in some ways, the sort who looks people in the eyes and says what he thinks, he was a highly complex one in others. The more I got to know him, the more I became conscious of hidden emotional deeps, little psychological riddles.

         A lot of the time, he would come across as a true-blue, flag-waving pillar of the British Establishment. But then, out of nowhere, he would suddenly give the Establishment a good hard kicking. He was a mass of contradictions. One minute he would be starchy and strait-laced; the next he was like a naughty schoolboy himself, trying to sneak illicit goods into the dorm while Matron wasn’t looking. I have seen him in all seasons and all moods, but never quite got the measure of him.

         When he was first elected as an MP, at a by-election in 1971, one onlooker joked that ‘a blond John Wayne’ had ridden into Macclesfield. It was a shrewd observation. The comparison might have been meant ironically, but it had a germ of truth. To the leafy lanes of Cheshire in the ’70s, that somnolent pre-internet world where nothing moved faster than a cow, Dad brought verve, passion and a dash of heroism, braving the brickbats of political life the way John Wayne ducked Apache arrows. He was a man in a suit, but he was also so much more.

         MPs have had such a bad press lately that we have lost sight of the chivalrous instincts that – far more than personal vanity, I would suggest – brought people like my father into politics in the first place. In the fractured landscape of post-war Britain, where politicians across the board wanted to build a better country, even if they disagreed about how to do it, the flame of idealism still flickered.

         Tory or Labour, most rank-and-file back-bench MPs – certainly the ones of my father’s generation whom I have met – were fired by a genuine sense of public duty. They saw the chance to make a difference, and to stand up for the little people, the men and women whose votes had taken them to Westminster. If they had not got into the House of Commons, they would probably have tried to serve their communities in other ways: as JPs, perhaps, or as parish or district councillors, or simply as umpires of their village cricket team. The notion of service – perhaps it was a legacy of their parents’ generation, who had been called to make such heroic sacrifices for their country – was central to their entire worldview.

         In the middle of Bristol – well worth a detour, for anyone visiting the city – there is a statue commemorating the great eighteenth-century politician Edmund Burke, inscribed with words he used in his first election address: ‘I wish to be a Member of Parliament to have my share of doing good and resisting evil.’ What a modestly worded manifesto! Have my share… That was Dad in a nutshell. He did not imagine himself on the steps of 10 Downing Street, cheered by enormous crowds. He just wanted to do his bit in a good cause.

         It sounds rather banal, put like that. But that really was the way most ordinary MPs – men and women who had grown up in the grey post-war years, with memories of rationing still fresh – used to think. They knew that, compared with defeating Hitler, the challenges facing them at Westminster were quite prosaic. More houses. Better schools. More roads. Better health care. But that didn’t matter. They just wanted to build a better Britain for themselves and their families, brick by patient brick.

         One must not romanticise the past. Then as now, there were some complete bastards in the House of the Commons, and there always will be. Politics brings out the worst in people as well as the best: it can be a cut-throat business. But having watched my father at close quarters, and seen what makes him tick, I am sure I am right to emphasise the strong streak of chivalry in his make-up. Miss the chivalry and you miss the man.

         For forty years, day in, day out, he could not see a constituent in trouble without wanting to ride to their rescue. Being a county councillor and then an MP brought him into contact with a bewildering range of humanity: a few crooks, a few crackpots, but often people whose plight was genuinely desperate and who needed his help.

         He has never forgotten the case – very early on in his political career, when he was a county councillor in Warwickshire – of the daughter of a local family who was suffering from progeria, an extremely rare genetic condition which causes children to age prematurely. She was still at primary school but, because of her frail physical condition, the head teacher felt she would be safer receiving individual education at home. The girl herself, who was as bright as a button, was desperate to stay at her local school with her friends and lead as normal a life as possible. My father, after visiting the family in their home and talking to both the parents and the daughter, was convinced that the interests of the child were paramount and waded into the case with fervour. He got his way, and the girl remained at the primary school. At such moments, he felt a genuine sense of fulfilment: quiet pride in a job well done. Helping people in Warwickshire and Cheshire made the dog days of politics – the long hours, the interminable committee meetings – worthwhile.

         For all the fact that he was a conviction politician, with trenchant opinions, he did not give a damn whether the people who came to him for help were Tory, Labour or Liberal Democrat voters, or did not support any party at all: they were his constituents, his responsibility. One of his best-known contemporaries at Westminster was the Rev. Ian Paisley, who was famous for that same even-handedness. Even Paisley’s worst enemies, who regarded him as a religious bigot, acknowledged that he dealt with problems raised by Catholic constituents as assiduously as he dealt with ones raised by Protestants. And when my father was able to help constituents get something they could not have got without his efforts, he derived more pleasure from that than anything else. It might be something seemingly trivial, but that was irrelevant. Small things can often make big differences.

         He learnt that lesson very early on in his political career, when he was a county councillor in Warwickshire. One of his most cherished memories of that period was helping a boy from an impoverished mining family get the uniform grant he needed to get a place at the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School in Atherstone. When he visited the family in their home, the father was slumped in an armchair in a string vest, begrimed with coal dust, the mother ironing and the daughter of the house holding hands with her boyfriend on the sofa. But he was so touched by the sight of a studious eleven-year-old boy doing his homework at the kitchen table amid the chaos that he resolved to do something about it. The boy not only got his place at grammar school, thanks to the uniform grant, but went on to become a doctor. He never forgot what my father had done. In fact, the two men stayed in touch for a number of years. My father’s life has been packed with so many similar episodes that they could fill a book in their own right.

         In his very last week in Parliament, in 2010, my father found himself lobbying – successfully – on behalf of the son of one of his constituents who had gone to work in Qatar, but then been refused permission to leave Qatar, thanks to the Qatari government’s notorious insistence on exit visas. The case was light years away from the kind of bread-and-butter issues, such as housing and traffic calming and school places, with which he was used to dealing. But at the bottom of it, as always, was a fellow human being in trouble who had come to him for help.

         In the Commons, he could be a tub-thumper, a no-frills orator. In Macclesfield, he had to strike subtler notes. On one occasion, he found himself in the home of some constituents whose teenage daughter had got pregnant while living in a squat. He had to take the girl into a separate room, leaving the door open, so that her parents could not object, and much as a good GP would have done in the same situation, cross-examine her gently and delicately about whether she wanted to have the child. (In the event, she did, married the father and, with Dad’s help, they got the council housing they needed.) He did not learn those skills at Westminster.

         As a constituency MP, he was part social worker, part trouble-shooter, quick on the draw when he spotted an injustice. The spirit of the old Wild West coursed through his veins, and for him, politics was one long game of Cowboys and Indians. Not surprisingly, classic John Wayne Westerns were among his favourite films.

         In personality, he was, and is, hopelessly old-fashioned: a dinosaur from his regimental tie to his perfectly knotted boot-straps. Does he mind being called a dinosaur? Not a bit of it. He is the proudest brontosaurus in the forest. In fact, he regularly attends meetings of a group called ‘the Dinosaurs’: like-minded souls from the distant past. They sit around in a cave in London, aka the Carlton Club, talking about the good old days, before new-fangled inventions like wheels.

         Dad’s tastes and habits haven’t changed in fifty years. He is a bacon-and-eggs man, not a cappuccino-and-croissant man. He stands ramrod-straight during the National Anthem. His musical education stopped with the Beatles. I think it was the Beatles – it might have been Dame Vera Lynn. (He also liked Jim Reeves, the American country singer, and even went to a gig – except he didn’t call it a gig, of course – by the Platters, early exponents of rock and roll in the early 1960s, to impress Mum.) He detests, absolutely detests, political correctness in all its forms. As for modern technology… Don’t get me started on that.

         There are probably men born in 1938 who know less about computers than my father, but I have yet to meet one. He will go to his grave without having sent a single email, which some people would say was taking small-c conservatism too far. He will peer at a BlackBerry or iPad as if it was a ticking bomb. He has to have social media explained to him very slowly, in words of one syllable. But if he were less old-fashioned, would I love him so much? It is his pre-Twitter innocence, a boyishness of outlook that is refreshingly untouched by cynicism, which is his most endearing quality.

         For a seasoned politician, who should know the rules of the political game by now, he can be extraordinarily naïve, the complete reverse of image-conscious. When he was an MP, he just said what he thought without worrying about how his words would look in the next day’s newspapers. I don’t know if anyone has ever kept a tally of British politicians who have given straight answers to straight questions with the greatest frequency, but N. Winterton would come close to the top of the list.

         A word he uses a lot when talking about politics and politicians is ‘genuine’. Does so-and-so look you in the eyes and deal with you in a straightforward way? Or is there something slippery about them? Hidden agendas lurking beneath the surface? When he thought someone was genuine – like Roy Mason, the former Labour Northern Ireland Secretary, celebrated for his plain talking – he respected them for that, even if they were political opponents. I once asked him how many of the 650 MPs in the House of Commons passed his genuineness test. ‘About 100. If that.’ Which is pretty depressing, when you stop to think about it.

         He once astonished his fellow MPs during a debate by admitting that he was wearing a second-hand suit – a hanging offence in the Conservative Party, which likes to out-do Labour in matters of haberdashery, and regards even off-the-peg suits as plebeian. (He had been given the suit by a fellow county councillor whose husband had died and, as it was a good-quality suit, decided to save himself a few bob, as is his wont.) He added that he hoped to pass the suit on to one of his sons, which made the Wintertons sound like ragged paupers in a Victorian novel and probably made my brothers cringe in embarrassment. But that’s just how he was: candid and unpretentious.

         At the time of the 1971 by-election I was still a baby, so I have no memory of the occasion, obviously. But Dad has kept the photograph that appeared on the front page of The Times the morning after the election, showing the victor with his arms held aloft like a prize-fighter and his beautiful young wife by his side. There is an onlooker in the background shielding his eyes, as if dazzled by the sheer brilliance of this charismatic young couple. You can almost smell the giddy optimism of the times. Dad was thirty-three, young for an MP, but looks even younger, a thrusting politician from a new generation.

         Some idiot apparently tried to heckle him at the count, when the result was announced, but Dad was having none of it. ‘This is a victory, whether you like it or not!’ he bellowed. Returning insults with interest has been a hallmark of our family ever since. You don’t mess with the Wintertons. You’ll get a bloody nose if you try. In fact, Dad’s propensity to fight fire with fire has been one of his most enduring characteristics.

         There is something choleric, even splenetic, in his make-up. He can be as fiery as raw cayenne pepper when provoked, and many a minister at the despatch box has been wrong-footed by the ferocity of the Member for Macclesfield’s interventions. One reporter in the House of Commons Press Gallery drew his readers’ attention to ‘the crimson Winterton face, lightly covered with apoplectic perspiration’. I must have seen that face a thousand times.

         There was a telling moment at a political meeting in the 1971 by-election campaign, which may amuse Tory-ologists. A bespectacled man in a grey suit sidled up to my mother and asked if he could have a word. It turned out to be Sir Geoffrey Howe, the Solicitor General. Howe was later a major player in the Thatcher administration, of course, and one of the big political beasts of the 1980s. But he was such a mumbling orator that Denis Healey famously likened being attacked by Howe to being savaged by a dead sheep. And what did the future dead sheep mumble into my mother’s ear during the 1971 by-election? ‘I do think mumble mumble that you should mumble mumble tell Nicholas mumble mumble not to shout.’ Nick Winterton not shout? Mum had married a man with a carrying voice – if you set a Winterton speech to music, it would be scored fortissimo – and that was how she liked it. One of his Tory contemporaries joked that he was ‘a megaphone populist’. We have always been what you might call a decibel-rich household.

         Dad had fought and won two more parliamentary elections, in February and October 1974, before I really began to connect with this mysterious male figure in my life: a whirl of energy, always on the move. My earliest memories are of clinging on to the leg of a man in a suit, trying to slow him down, as he careered around Macclesfield and the surrounding villages. It was hopeless. Dad was always leaving me behind or wondering off without me! I did lose him sometimes, but was quick to learn my address off by heart and where to find the ‘lost children’ tent or police from very early on in life!
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