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			Introduction

			Hello and welcome to my first book. I’m as surprised as you are.

			Whether you bought it, borrowed it or stole it, I hope you enjoy it. Although if you did nick it, please consider doing the decent thing and transferring the value of the cover price directly into my bank account.

			I’m a stand-up comedian, so I only usually write material that’s meant to be performed in front of a live audience. It’s odd to create something where for once I won’t be able to hear your raucous laughter and repeated rounds of applause. Who knows, maybe if everyone reads it at the same time, I will? I’ll listen at my window. If it’s quiet, I’ll just presume you’ve given it a standing ovation.

			As someone who wanted to remain in the EU and who worked for the Labour Party before it became a racist cesspit, the last few years haven’t been great for me politically. It feels like everything I care about is being lost. I know that millions of other people feel this way. You may be one of them. If so, I hope this book helps provide some comfort. If not, you can use it to rest your laptop on or to throw at next door’s cat when it shits in your garden.

			It started around the age of nine. The politics obsession, I mean. I realise that made it sound like it was going to be a story about something else. Don’t worry, I wasn’t groomed or anything – it’s not that sort of book. The politics obsession has never left me. I threw myself into it in the way that normal people would get into bands. Despite the absolute howling mess that everything has become recently, I’m still a hopeless obsessive.

			The politics of Brexit and Corbyn were a pincer movement from right and left which drowned out reasoned debate and helped create a culture war where nuance is not tolerated. Oppon­ents weren’t human beings who thought differently, they were enemies who needed to be humiliated. I don’t like this approach to life and it’s this cultural change in politics that has alienated me the most.

			Politics intrigues those who haven’t been involved in it. They’re never sure whether it’s as chaotic as they might imagine. Having worked in it, I can tell you this: it’s way worse than you imagined. I’ve included some stories from my time in politics to show you how incredibly weird things really get. Working in politics is like being trapped in an escape room with the thickest and angriest people you can find, and then being amazed that you can’t get out.

			Throughout the book you will find a few key lessons I have learned from my career in politics. I learned these the hard way, usually through humiliating personal failure or by witnessing someone else’s humiliating personal failure. Because nobody gives you a ‘how to’ list, you just get on and do it. It’s often only when you break one of the rules that you find out it even exists. These lessons are particularly useful if you want to become a politician, and they have been tailored accordingly.

			In part this is a memoir, but it’s also my perspective on how politics, particularly in the UK, has gone to hell. We didn’t get here by accident. People who should have known better took decisions that led us here. As frustrated as I’ve become, I’ve tried to remain as positive as possible. There’s a lot to be annoyed about so the book reflects that, but it also contains some optimism and, in lieu of that, some jokes.

			So, however you’ve come into possession of this book, whether you have similar politics to me or whether this was the last book on the trolley at the prison library you were incarcerated in for book theft, I hope you enjoy it.

			Matt Forde

			London, August 2020

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Finding a Political Home

			My name is Matt Forde and I’m a political obsessive. There, I’ve said it. I made that pretty clear in the introduction, but I want to be absolutely certain that you know what you’re in for. I’m consumed by anything to do with politics and I am beyond help. I love every part of it – the ideas, the individuals, the debate, elections, committees, scandals, inquiries, budgets, mistakes, the lot. Every tedious element of it engages me. Nearly all the books I read are about politics. The first thing I do in the morning is check news sites and social media to find out what’s happening in the world (lots) and to see if anyone’s called me horrible names (lots). The political institutions enchant me; I love going to Parliament buildings and council chambers in the same way that I enjoy going to football stadiums for the first time. Although I conduct myself differently there, of course – I drink way more when I’m at Parliament.

			What’s slightly odd is that this obsession began very early on in my life. I was eight years old when Margaret Thatcher resigned, and I remember the day clearly. A punk rocker with a ghetto blaster walked past my mum, my sister and me on our way into town, and shouted, ‘She’s out! She’s fucking out!’ I guessed he wasn’t talking about my mum being out of the house, as she did this most days and it wasn’t news. I asked her what he meant, and she told me that the prime minister had resigned. At that age I couldn’t appreciate the magnitude of the event, but I knew it was serious. The image is still so clear in my head, mainly because as the bloke walked past us, I noticed he had two massive holes in the back of his leather trousers for his backside to hang out of. Not only that, he had an eye tattooed on each bum cheek. That experience had an effect on us. It triggered my love of politics and my mum’s love of flashing her tattooed bare arse at strangers.

			The next thing I know, it’s the 1992 election. I’m nine at this point and I’m desperate for Labour to win. Like most memories of childhood, I recall it being a bright sunny day. There were red and yellow Labour posters in everyone’s windows, which made it look like the whole street was decorated with bunting. Suddenly, a car with loudhailers burst on the scene. It was covered in Labour branding and balloons, and the people inside it were handing out stickers and posters. It was like the ice cream van had turned up. The kids swarmed it, grabbing at all the goodies they could. The Conservative Party victory was a powerful early lesson that just because everyone around you is voting a particular way, it doesn’t mean that the rest of the country is. Undefeated, I proudly displayed my Labour stickers in my window next to my Nottingham Forest ones. Maybe I was just into teams in red who are lost causes.

			I’m not sure why I cared so much at that age, because I didn’t grow up in a heavily political home. My mum was a Labour voter but wasn’t a member or even an activist; we didn’t know anyone in politics and there were no political books in the house. It was the opposite of Ed Miliband’s upbringing – and we only had one kitchen. We didn’t discuss Marx, Engels or Luxemburg.

			On the other hand, we did talk a lot about ethics, values and fairness. My mum had been a nun before she’d had me. (She wasn’t having it away with a priest or anything, I came along a couple of years later.) We went to church every Sunday, so I guess that was good preparation for going to Labour Party branch meetings: a load of old people in a freezing hall listening to some bearded bloke drone on about the past. I realise now most of them were only there for the red wine. To my mum’s mild disappointment, I’m an atheist now, but the structure that religion gives you, plus the weekly focus on a moral discussion, probably gave me an underlying desire to be part of something that would do good in the world.

			Joining the Labour Party was the obvious choice for me, although it didn’t feel like a choice at all. I grew up in a single-parent family on benefits, in inner-city Nottingham, under the Thatcher and Major governments. Of course, there are plenty of working-class Tories and there always have been, but there’s something about being on benefits that’s different. What little Thatcher offered to some of the working class didn’t benefit us. My mum couldn’t afford to buy her housing association house. She was too busy being a full-time mum to two children to start a business. She had my sister Ruth and me reading and writing early, instilled in us a strong work ethic, ensured we were raised in a loving and supportive house and that we had hot, healthy dinners when we came back from school. She was basically a single mum breaking her back to give her two kids the very best start in life in a tough part of Nottingham, in poor housing and on no money.

			Women like my mum should have been hailed as heroes, as the backbone of the country, sacrificing their own futures so that their children could thrive. That’s not what happened. The Tory government of the day launched a vicious moral campaign against so-called ‘broken homes’ and specifically single mothers. Even as a kid it struck me as spectacularly dense to attack single mums because, by definition, they were the ones who’d stayed to raise the children. Shouldn’t absent fathers have been the issue? It’s like someone berating the few people who turn up to a house party because no one else has shown up. They’re not the ones who’ve let you down. Luckily, as well as having a wonderful mum, I also have a wonderful dad, so I’ve not been let down at all. Well, I have a bit. He supports Liverpool and prefers rugby to football, so it’s a good job I grew up with my mum.

			What could be a more political upbringing than that? Like I said, we weren’t sat around discussing lofty ideas about the role of the citizen and state in a civil society, I had no idea about the judiciary, executive and legislature, we weren’t critiquing Keynes or Hayek, but we were living at the sharp end of every political decision taken by the government. A sense of injustice created my politics. I knew that we were disadvantaged, and I wanted to do something about it.

			That feeling has never left me. Apart from the desperate unfairness of it, the estates full of untapped talent and potential mean we’re all worse off. There are millions of people in the UK who are written off because of the fate of where they were born, because of a postcode lottery. To be clear, I’m not talking about the Postcode Lottery people on the TV advert, although I’ve never seen them on my street with their big shiny cheques, the bastards. If they’d have shown up and showered us with cash when I was a kid, maybe I’d have been a Tory instead.

			So there I was, a Labour kid, in a general way. I didn’t know anything about the history of the party, how it operated, what its structures were, what its policies were, and I was a child. I was a football fan applying that to politics – Labour were my team, the Conservatives were my opponents. I didn’t know much about football back then either because, as I just mentioned, I was a child. Some people who’ve heard my football radio shows and podcasts would say that I still know very little about it but hey, that’s the joy of social media. Being Labour was already part of who I was, but it was one amongst a number of other passions: Nottingham Forest, ThunderCats, The A-Team, football stickers and Nottingham Forest. It was only really around the time I went to secondary school that I realised my love of politics was becoming far more important.

			Place shapes you, but so does time. Up until this point, all I’d ever known was a Conservative government. Just at the moment when I was really starting to develop my thinking, to read about politics, to figure myself out, Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party.

			Labour felt young, vibrant and exciting. The tone of Britain was changing; it felt like a time of hope and optimism. What seemed to emerge was that people from my sort of background could go on and achieve things. All my football heroes were working class. I adored Oasis for their music, but I also strongly identified with their class pride. Being skint meant you had to work harder, but it wasn’t something to be ashamed of. Not everyone wants to be or can be a footballer or a rock ’n’ roll star, and that’s where Tony Blair came in. The changes he would make would allow disadvantaged children to find their way into better jobs and education in whatever field they chose in record numbers. I wanted to be a part of that.

			I wrote to Tony Blair when I was fourteen, asking how to join the Labour Party. I got a very polite reply back from a corres­pondence secretary informing me I had to be fifteen to join. I was livid. I had to wait ONE WHOLE YEAR?! I was already in too deep, itching to get involved, and I couldn’t believe they wanted me to wait so long. The secretary enclosed a signed photo of Blair, presumably to soften the blow. This gave me an idea. I’d always collected football autographs when I went to Forest games. Why stop there? I began to write to every cabinet minister asking for a signed photo. I’ve got all of them. Well, my mum has. There’s a whole collection of gracious letters from bemused civil ­servants from now defunct government departments like the DfEE, DLETR and MAFF. I always had a soft spot for MAFF (Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food) as it’s what my sister Ruth used to call me – because it sounded like my name, not because I ate so much I could have been minister of food.

			The other thing I did was join the Socialist Workers Party. One Saturday I’d been walking through Nottingham and seen their stall. I know now that I should have kept on walking, but I was the sort of dozy fool who would stop and talk to anyone with a flyer. They were rebellious, passionate and they had trestle tables. What wasn’t to like? Well, quite a lot, actually, but that came later. I got immediately involved. Before I knew it, I was going round to these people’s houses, sitting on their floor and listening to them talk about Karl Marx and Rosa Luxemburg. I was taking it all in – and becoming more convinced that a revolution was imminent. At the time of writing, the revolution hasn’t happened yet. If it has by the time you’re reading this, feel free to burn this book to keep you warm. That also goes if there hasn’t been a revolution.

			Emboldened by all this intellectual ammunition, I did what every normal schoolboy does and made socialist propaganda posters to plaster over the school noticeboards. I got a light bollocking for it and deservedly so. What an idiot, wasting those sun-drenched breaktimes to pin up information about what the chief executive of Magnet was paid compared to his staff. This was in the nineties. Everyone else was outside listening to Oasis and pretending to be Gazza. I was poncing about pretending to be Arthur Scargill. To be fair, I was listening to Oasis and ­pretending to be Gazza too, but I was the only one trying to foment revolution.

			Out of school, I rapidly rose through the ranks of my local SWP branch and was put in charge of selling a quarterly called Marxism Today. I was dizzy with responsibility and didn’t really know what it meant. Well, what it meant was I was one of only three people to turn up to that branch meeting so I couldn’t say no. There was a buzz to having a role; I was being treated like an adult and I felt valued. They never patronised me or made me feel small for not knowing things. I loved their passion – they were angry about all the right things: poverty, inequality, low pay and injustice. However, as I soon discovered, they were angry about everything. Including things that, even at fourteen, I didn’t think they should be angry about.

			Labour had not long been elected and after seeing how happy it had made my mum and so many other people, I thought the SWP guys would be fairly on board with it all. What a mistake. Oh no, they hated Tony Blair as much as they hated Margaret Thatcher, and this was in 1997. At that stage I had no idea about how parties worked, or their structures. At one SWP meeting I was invited to attend the Labour Party conference. This was like being offered tickets to the FA Cup Final. Of course I’d like to go, do we need a ticket? ‘No, we’re going to protest outside of it.’ Oh well, it would still be fun to be outside and to catch a glimpse of the prime minister, the cabinet and all the other stuff that goes along with it.

			I never got as far as the Labour conference, though, because before that I’d gone to the SWP conference and it scared me right off. We had taken a Transit van down from Nottingham to London. This sounds mad now but back then London felt as exotic and distant as New York. How exciting: I’m learning all about these big ideas, I’m reading all these books (which I don’t really understand but that’s not the point, I think I must be absorbing some of it by osmosis) and I’m hanging around with adults who don’t seem to mind a schoolboy drenched in Old Spice tagging along. Plus, we’re going to London for the day. I couldn’t wait to see it.

			I’m laughing as I remember this, because it was a complete disappointment. There was no sightseeing. Or fun of any sort. The conference might as well have been in Derby. We got into the hall, somewhere on the outskirts of London. It was like a big school hall with a stage at one end and a balcony at the other. The atmosphere was peculiar. I thought a conference would be like a big party and that there would a be a celebratory atmosphere. Nope. This place was deadly serious and it was full of some of the angriest people in Britain. Member after member took to the podium to rant about Blair. All the clichés were present: white guys with dreads, beardy blokes covered in badges, huge banners, flags of various countries (apart from the UK). I remember one guy in particular – he looked like Simon Bird (Will from The Inbetweeners) – ranting his head off on the stage. The crowd was loving it, he was smashing it. For his final flourish he called Tony Blair a Nazi and the whole hall cheered and then burst into a rendition of ‘Workers United Will Never Be Defeated’, which I mumbled with as much gusto as John Redwood singing the Welsh national anthem.

			At that precise moment I knew it was over. I’d made my decision. The anger was bad enough, but it was the delusion, however well meant some of it was. They truly believed that a revolution was imminent. I didn’t and I thought, If I know this at my age, how come they haven’t figured it out? That was one of the other lessons I learned early in politics: don’t expect others to draw the same conclusions you do from the same experience. This is true of life too, of course, but in politics, success can be measured. Capitalism has not been overthrown.

			A radical phase early in your political development is fairly common. That had been mine, and it was short-lived: I had lasted about three months. If that. At least I’d figured out early that I definitely wasn’t on the hard left. I’d given it a good go but the anger, which at first had felt so energising, quickly became exhausting. It wasn’t rooted in the real world. How can it be? Who on earth is angry all the time? Even bin Laden allowed himself the odd wank. Already, I’d had a powerful political education. I’d learned that socialism means vastly different things to different people. To some, like my mum, it was a byword for fairness. Her socialism was a gentle, poetic sort, rooted in tackling inequality and injustice. To others, like my former comrades in the SWP, socialism was something far bigger and more serious. It was about total control and it was rooted in heavy, serious texts. It was absolute. As well as attempting to tackle injustice by creating equality of outcome, it had pernicious implications for freedom of the media and judiciary, let alone opponents, internal or external.

			I solemnly handed in my resignation. There was no raging row, no ice pick in the head. I don’t know what the Nottingham equivalent of an ice pick in the head is – probably a chip cob in the face. A fate that, in retrospect, I’d have gleefully accepted.

			At last, I turned fifteen and got my Labour Party membership card. The impact on my life was immediate. It was all I had in my wallet when getting ID’d once, so I handed it to the bouncer and tried my luck: ‘You have to be eighteen to join the Labour Party, mate.’ The bouncer slowly turned his head, raised an eyebrow and went, ‘Yeah, I know. In you go.’ Wow. I knew Labour wanted to give young people like me a better life, but this was incredible, I could use it as a fake ID. It was a magic pass into every pub and club in the city. What a perk. Some membership organisations throw in things like pet insurance or discounts at Homebase as an incentive. What good are they to an underage drinker without a pet or a need for a gazebo? This suited my needs perfectly.

			I don’t know how many pints I drank illegally with the help of that first Labour membership card, but I like to think that I might have drunkenly chatted politics with a stranger and got them to vote Labour. I like to think that because it’s better than the truth. I probably bored hundreds of people stiff banging on about politics when they wanted to talk about something else. Still, it was all good preparation for some of my future gigs as a comedian.

			My first experience of a Labour meeting was very different from my SWP ones. The people there were more civilised, they were more surprised to see a young person turn up and they were way more tedious. I presumed I was going to a meeting where we’d discuss things like education reform, the economy and the future of the NHS. What we actually discussed was bollards. Not a debate about the pros and cons of bollards, but a row between two councillors about where a set of bollards was located. One of them said they were on Main Street, the other said they were on King Street. It transpired that they were at a junction of the two streets, so they were technically on both. And anyway, who cares? Well, those two cared. They couldn’t let it go. The meeting moved on to the next item on the agenda, but those two wouldn’t stop. As everyone else tried to discuss something else, probably ‘correspondence’, one of them muttered under his breath ‘Main Street’ and then the other would mutter ‘King Street’. These guys were old as well, easily in their seventies, and they were the most immature people at the meeting.

			One thing did finally unite these two gladiators, though, and it was something I wasn’t expecting. They hated the party leadership. Not in an SWP way, but they didn’t trust the leadership of the party at all. That included everyone who worked for the party and anyone in a position of responsibility. The line that began the truce in the Battle of the Bollards was when ‘Main Street’ man referred to the leader as ‘His Royal Blairness’. ‘King Street’ banged the table in assent. It still makes me laugh over twenty years later, because it’s such a great insult. It’s not nasty or rude. It even sounds like a compliment. But it’s devastating sarcasm. The delivery was perfect as well, out of the side of the mouth, combined with a quick jerk of the head for extra emphasis and a flat Nottingham twang (if you’re struggling to place the accent, imagine Vicky McClure from Line of Duty saying it). I realised I’d joined something far more complex than I’d bargained for. I was yet to appreciate the real factionalism in the party, but that first meeting was an introduction to a cynicism that elements of parties will always have about their leaders. However successful they might be.

			Being a member of any party is what you make of it. At that stage I couldn’t understand why you’d join but not join in. I wanted to go to every meeting possible, get out campaigning, absorb policy discussions and push leaflets through doors (as long as the houses didn’t have a dog, as I didn’t want my fingers to get bitten). By then, my mum, my sister and I had moved to the constituency of Broxtowe, which had a Labour MP for the first time since the 1950s. He was a lovely man called Nick Palmer, so when it was time to do work experience, I wrote and asked if I could do it with him. I don’t know what the deal was at your school but most of my classmates seemed to be doing work experience at their parents’ work. I don’t think anyone had done work experience with an MP before. Understandable really – who’d want to? Me. I couldn’t wait to peek inside the office of a Labour MP and be privy to high-level calls with ministers. To be in the loop about government business and find out what was really going on behind the scenes. A totally normal desire for a fifteen-year-old boy.

			I was keen to learn and work hard. I knew I had to make a great first impression, as who knew where this might lead? I turned up on day one with an eyebrow missing. Well, not missing; I wasn’t trying to find it. Some mates had shaved it off at a house party the previous weekend when I’d passed out, completely drunk. That Labour membership card was becoming a problem. Ever the optimist, I was grateful it wasn’t worse. That said, had they shaved my pubes off, it’s unlikely my MP would have noticed – even I didn’t think it was going to go that well. My sister kindly drew on a replacement brow using a mascara brush. Her creation got more exotic as the week went on, and I ended up looking like Ru Paul.

			I was off to a terrible start, nervous enough as it was without having to worry about my new colleagues thinking I’m some freak with an eyebrow that smudges. If they did notice, they were too kind to say anything to my mascara-covered face. I was straight in at the top, using my Machiavellian skills to alphabetise the filing cabinet and stuff some envelopes. None of it was very political, but I didn’t care. I loved every small task because I felt it helped the bigger machine – a Labour government working to improve the lives of millions of people. I felt part of something. I’d found my political home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Tribalism

			I can totally understand how people get radicalised. Being part of a tribe, particularly one formed with a mission in mind and a conviction of its own virtue, is highly seductive. That fusion of a moral purpose and a sense of belonging can inspire loyalty usually only reserved for family. It’s something that unites churches, political parties and terrorist organisations. Obviously, I’m not likening my experience of working for the Labour Party to being part of a terror cell. Working for Labour was much worse. Say what you like about ISIS members, I bet their mobile phones work.

			If you’ve worked in politics, you’ll know what I mean. If you haven’t, I accept that this all sounds very weird. Just think it through in increments. You start off believing the world is unequal or unfair. That’s not so strange. You feel that you want to do something about it. A logical conclusion. You decide to join a mainstream political party with a history of campaigning for social justice. All makes sense so far. You get a job working for that party and doing everything you can to ensure it wins every election it stands in. Still sounds good. You think that anyone who disagrees with you has to be defeated. OK, it’s starting to feel a bit combative, but let’s see where this ends up. ANYONE WHO DISAGREES WITH ME IS EVIL AND MUST BE DESTROYED. Ah, you’ve gone too far, run the simulation again.

			I never got to the final stage myself, but I definitely felt the pull of it. It’s hard not to when politics in a democracy requires so many bloody elections. It becomes tiresome. You’re in a ­perman­ent state of having to argue the case, beat your opponents and risk crushing defeat. It’s a never-ending cycle. Any losses incurred aren’t just a rejection of your efforts, they feel like a rejection of what you stand for. It’s knackering so it’s no wonder those who choose to expend so much physical and emotional energy have to be true believers. Who else would bother? When I reflect on it like this, it sounds like a Sisyphean hell. Many times it was, but it was also a riot. Working for Labour is one of the most thrilling, petrifying, rewarding and drunken things I’ve ever done.

			Working for Labour was like being in the army. Apart from having to drive tanks. Oh, and shoot people (although there were times when I thought it might come to that). After working for a few MPs around Nottinghamshire for a couple of years, I got a job as a regional organiser for the Labour Party. I was based at the East Midlands regional office on the outskirts of Nottingham in a building called Harold Wilson House. It was a modern office building, reinforced with bars on the windows and security doors because the Countryside Alliance had tried to storm it during the debate on fox hunting. It lent the premises a military feel. The army analogy extended beyond the cosmetic, though. Over the next couple of years, I’d get sent all over the UK to work on vari­ous local election and by-election campaigns, often for months on end. These were like military tours, engaging with various enemies in different territories. I did it with glee, I wanted to be out there, but I suffered the political equivalent of post-Vietnam PTSD. I remember getting back from one campaign where I’d been stationed for three months and not knowing what to do with myself afterwards. I went to a supermarket for the first time in ages and found myself staring at an aisle of cereal like the bloke in The Hurt Locker.

			By-elections are insane. They are the most intense political campaigns you will ever work on. Usually caused by a death or a resignation (which can then overshadow the whole thing), a by-election is where one seat is being contested outside of a general campaign. This means the entire machinery of each party is then focussed on one constituency of roughly 70,000 voters. The place gets bombarded with leaders, ministers, celebrities, media, activists and leaflets. I would hate to live somewhere having a parliamentary by-election because your phone will never stop ringing, your door will continually be knocked on and the sheer amount of direct mail you’ll have to recycle will make you wonder about all parties’ green credentials. They are British politics at its most aggressive, dishonest and tribal. I absolutely adored them.

			My first taste of one was for Leicester South in 2004. It was like I’d never experienced politics before. It was the same feeling I had the first time I went to a boxing match. I couldn’t believe it was allowed, but I loved it. The first thing I learned was that Labour activists absolutely hate the Liberal Democrats – and this was six years before the coalition government. They hate them more than the Tories. I was shocked; I thought the Lib Dems were sort-of Labour. The Tories had always seemed the more obvious enemy to me, and the Lib Dems more like harmless beardy lentil people. But that was before I’d ever had to fight a by-election against the bastards. Now, I should make it clear that I no longer feel this hostility towards the Lib Dems and have many friends in the party. If you are a Lib Dem, don’t fear, I come in peace. Although I didn’t back then. In a way, it’s a sign of respect: the animosity was fuelled by their highly effective campaigning machine, which in short involved being more like the Tories in Tory areas and more like Labour in Labour areas. Not a bad idea, you might think, but it wasn’t just that. It was the piety that accompanied it. The Lib Dems pretended to be meek and above it all, but they were the most cynical of the lot. It was like finding out Paddington Bear was a gun-runner. He must be nice, he’s gentle and likes marmalade sandwiches. Jeremy Corbyn must have been taking notes.

			The backdrop of the by-election wasn’t just the death of the sitting MP, Jim Marshall, which caused it, but the Iraq War. Public anxiety was mounting, and Leicester South’s constituency had a large Asian population. The Lib Dems were vocally anti-war. It was always going to be heated. The Tories couldn’t win the seat and were breezing about the place treating the whole thing like a pre-season friendly. We bumped into them on the high street and they were like the Scottish at a World Cup – they were just happy to be there. I couldn’t adjust to it. For Labour and the Lib Dems it was like an Old Firm title decider. The usual tensions were magnified by Iraq and the atmosphere of a by-election. The weird buzz you’d get when you were out campaigning and would see a rival party – in my case, the Lib Dems, the Tories, the Independents, the Respect Party and the Monster Raving Loonies (who were the most sensible ones of the lot) – was school fight-level adrenaline. The tension as you passed them on the same street – and we watched each other pass, like the Montagues and Capulets – was electrifying. Nothing would ever happen, of course, but you’d better believe I was prepared to run away if it did. Then you’d watch them to see if they were removing your leaflets from the letter boxes as they put their own in. A rule I learned very early: always shove the leaflet all the way through so that it can’t be removed. Unless there’s a big dog behind the door, in which case prioritise your fingers. Ultimately, it wasn’t a dog that was to define my experience in Leicester South, but another animal.

			You lose all sense of reason in a by-election. Whatever can be done for the cause must be done. You must be prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice. I guess what I’m trying to say is this: I dressed up as a chicken and stalked Charles Kennedy. Part of me felt bad as I was a fan of his. Another part of me thought it was fun – I was joining a select group of people who’d harassed a party leader dressed as a chicken. And another part of me wondered how a serious career in politics had culminated in me dressing as poultry.

			The plan was, we’d find out where he was going to be and I’d have to drop whatever I happened to be doing at that point, get picked up by someone who had the chicken suit, quickly get changed behind a bush or a hedge and then creep up to Kennedy and get ‘in shot’ so that any media coverage about the Lib Dems’ campaign was ruined.

			The day arrived; I was in the middle of a door-knocking session when the call came through. The chicken suit turned up. It was that thick fake fur that fancy dress costumes are made of. It was boiling hot inside it, and it was the middle of summer. I couldn’t see out of the rubber mask; the holes were tiny and I was sweating into my eyes. I had to keep cocking the chicken head back to peek out of the nostril hole. It would have been better to do it blindfolded.

			With me in the suit we drove to where Kennedy was. I put on the mask and, as best as I could as I peeked out of the nostril, I waddled over. It took me ages to get to him as I was zigzagging around the street trying to see where I was going. Standing next to him wasn’t enough, I had to cluck and flap like a chicken while a colleague of mine yelled into a loudhailer, ‘Lib Dems, soft on crime, soft on thugs, soft on drugs!’ over and over. I clucked and bobbed my head to the rhythm of the words. It felt like it went on for ages, it was shattering. Then it was over, and I had to walk back to the car, in a full chicken suit, drenched in sweat, drive back to the office and carry on organising leaflet rounds.

			I’ve often wondered where I would have ended up had I carried on working in politics. The person with the loudhailer was Glenis Willmott, who went on to be leader of the Labour Party in the European Parliament, so maybe I’d have become a senior politician. As I watched that final day of the UK’s involvement in the European Parliament years later, I wondered if Glenis ever wished it had been her in the chicken suit.

			Labour lost in Leicester South and it still hurts me now. I was tribal because of my values, but I’d gone one further and acted on those beliefs, got involved and toiled for them. The intensity swelled inside me. I was more loyal than I was before. I hated my enemies more than I did before. I wanted to win more than before. I was completely invested in the success of the cause. The party’s success was my success. If you’ve been an activist in any party or for any cause, you’ll know exactly what I mean; it’s not something unique to the Labour Party. If you haven’t, I appreciate that this sounds like the ramblings of a cult member on a Netflix documentary. Don’t worry, I never took part in any bizarre rituals, apart from dressing as a chicken. As well as all the important political lessons I learned working on a campaign in such ferocious circumstances, I also learned something about myself and what I enjoyed about politics. At that point in my life, I was as tribal as I’ve ever been and all I wanted to do was work on by-elections.
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