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About This Book

This book isn’t the same as most other books. There’s not a narrative arc or a three-act structure with a beginning, a middle and an end. I didn’t start with a story I wanted to tell, then flesh it out with characters, incidents and a neat dénouement, as you would get with a novel. It was more like there were a hundred stories I wanted to tell and a thousand voices I wanted to tell them with. 

In the end, I settled on seventeen amazing women from different backgrounds – science, politics, religion, the armed forces, culture, business, sport, law, media – and asked them to set the agenda. My favourite part of being a journalist was always, always, always conducting interviews. It was asking the questions that convention and polite society stop you voicing. It was about gently leading people into revealing more than they ever thought they would so that I – and, by extension, the audience – would more fully understand. That’s the bit of journalism I miss most. 

Books are different from radio and television programmes, of course. There is more room to breathe and greater scope to cover more areas, from the deeply personal to the utterly professional. And this book is a mix of both.

The areas of women’s empowerment I wanted to examine – from starting out and overcoming barriers to changes in women’s rights around the world, to the age-old question of whether to have children and whether that affects your career – are all here, and the experiences and perspectives of my interviewees help, I believe, to see these issues in the round.

But just as these women are hugely qualified to talk on the issues examined, I wanted a bit more than that. I wanted you to feel that you weren’t just getting to know their opinions, you were getting to know them. Even just a little. That there’s a glimpse behind the curtain of their background or motivation, or an incident in their life that has stayed with them.

So, along with a wider discussion on the differences between men and women or a dissection of how far we’ve got to go before we see true equality, there are miniature portraits of these world-beating women in their own words. From what it’s like building the richest corporation in the world and deciding to use your money for good in the poorest places, to the work that is required to make a Hollywood career look effortless. How it feels when you have to take your children into hiding because of death threats, to the euphoria of winning an Olympic medal. It’s all here.

Between each chapter, there is the opportunity to understand each of these women a little better. To walk, if not a mile, then at least a few yards in their shoes. 

I cannot thank my subjects enough for their honesty. I hope, as you dip into an aspect of their lives between the wider debate, you will see there is nothing inevitable about the path each has taken. They truly are remarkable.


1

Getting Started

I didn’t grow up wanting to be a politician. When I was five, I wanted to be a sheriff with a badge, horse and gun. By eight, I wanted to be a professional snooker player. By ten, I’d decided the whip and hat of Indiana Jones meant that archaeology was for me. 

Then, the night before my eleventh birthday, the Berlin Wall came down. Usually more interested in sport than politics, even I could tell this was important and worth paying attention to – confirmed when my parents let me stay up an hour later than usual to watch the late-night news bulletin.

The wave of tumult unleashed across Europe in its wake was the white noise to that part of my growing up. Individual events – the velvet revolution in Czechoslovakia, the execution of Nicolae Ceaus¸escu on Christmas Day – punctuated the general haze that the world might be in uproar but, according to the six o’clock news, the good guys were winning as Communism was falling.

In the era of big news, there also came the generation of big news correspondents. While America might have had the Walter Cronkites and Martha Gellhorns of old, the UK – and specifically the BBC – gave a platform to a new generation of television journalists, like John Simpson, Martin Bell and Brian Hanrahan. It also launched a fearless correspondent, unafraid to enter the eye of the storm in the Balkans, Beijing and Iraq, armed only with a microphone and a cut-glass accent.

Kate Adie became such a fixture in the UK news firmament that playground and workplace jokes started up – you knew a country was utterly f*cked the moment Kate Adie stepped off the plane.

I thought she was fabulous. I had never seen a woman so professional and unflinching amid such danger. Later, on reading her autobiography, I learned that the on-air poise masked some truly frantic scrapes. Her account of evading Chinese soldiers, being shot in the elbow, clawing her way up an eight-foot wall and flooring a policeman with a swift kick to the groin, in an effort to get footage of the Tiananmen Square massacre broadcast to the world, made her a heroine in my eyes.

When I left university, I knew what I wanted to be. I wanted to be a war correspondent. 

The obvious first step was to get a job as a cub reporter with a local newspaper in my home county – The Glenrothes Gazette (incorporating Leslie and Markinch News). From there came a job as a newsreader at my local radio station, Kingdom FM, and with it, my first chance to go to a conflict zone.

In Germany for workup, practising their urban combat skills, then Kosovo on operations with the Black Watch, I met a young lieutenant from a Territorial Army regiment who was tasked with commanding regular soldiers in a theatre of war. I was immediately impressed. For someone raised on television shows like Dad’s Army, reservists were supposed to be old, unfit and with a list of functions extending no further than the Home Guard. That you could keep your real job, train at home but serve abroad changed everything. How much better a correspondent could I be if I’d actually served?

It took a couple of job moves before I made it to the BBC – a media organisation big enough to have a reserve-forces policy that allowed me to sign up. Even better, there was a squadron of the Royal Corps of Signals housed just a few streets away from the studios.

I was army barmy. During my officer training, with a mixed cadre from all arms of the service, our intake pitched a seventeen-stone rugby-playing male police-officer-turned-infanteer against a five-foot-nothing female nurse, who barely came up to his armpit, with all sorts in between. It was brilliant.

After completing my training, I headed off to Westbury to do my pre-Sandhurst assessment during a particularly snowy February. A gung-ho attitude and cavalier disregard for personal safety resulted in a serious accident, several broken bones and an extended stay in Salisbury General Hospital.

After months of rehab, I was back in uniform – and sent almost immediately to Accident and Emergency after falling off the Pentland Hills during a night exercise. The cadre’s new commanding officer declared me an ‘insurance risk’ to the British Army and I was medicalled out.

One thing about hospital stays and enforced changes, they give you a bit of space and distance to make decisions about what you really want to do. At twenty-nine, with no spouse, no kids and no mortgage, I had to choose either to stay with the BBC for ever or make a leap – before comfort, routine and responsibility restricted my freedom to decide.

At the same time, British politics was hotting up. Tony Blair had resigned and Gordon Brown had taken the short walk from 11 to 10 Downing Street.

The BBC was going through another round of redundancies and there was money on the table for anyone who wanted to walk. Increasingly frustrated with a job that required me to tell people what was going on in the country, but prevented me doing anything to change it, I decided it would be a good time to try to find a way to do my bit to serve, but out of uniform.

I submitted my application to join the Conservative Party on the same day that I requested voluntary redundancy from the BBC – 31 October 2008. The plan was to go back to university and do a master’s in international development while I worked out a way to get involved.

It turned out the expenses scandal that engulfed MPs in 2009 would get there first. One casualty was the Speaker of the House of Commons, Michael Martin, who resigned, sparking a by-election in his Glasgow North East constituency. With no Territorial Army commitments, I had my evenings and weekends back and applied, successfully, to become the Conservative candidate.

Having already lost the next-door seat of Glasgow East to the SNP, Gordon Brown was reluctant to call this by-election too soon – and what I was promised would be a simple six-week campaign lasted the better part of five months. There were thirteen candidates, including the former Scottish Socialist leader and Celebrity Big Brother contestant Tommy Sheridan, local radio presenter and actual Big Brother contestant Mikey Hughes, and the baggage handler who became famous for booting the Glasgow airport bomber in the balls, John Smeaton. It was all a bit of a circus. I loved it.

I’d caught the bug. I abandoned the master’s and stood again in 2010, while helping out with the central campaign from the party’s press office. In 2011 I got myself elected to Holyrood in the Scottish Parliament elections. The Scottish Conservatives were not having a good 2011, losing two seats and attracting less than 12.5 per cent of the vote. The party’s leader, Annabel Goldie, announced that she would stand down. 

I had no intention of seeking to replace her. I was the youngest member of our parliamentary group and the only new face. I needed to learn my trade before I could even think about taking on any sort of leadership role. The party’s deputy leader decided to make his pitch for the leadership based on a bold plan to revive our fortunes by divorcing the Scottish party from the UK Conservatives, changing the name and setting up as a sister grouping – a bit like the arrangement between the CDU and CSU parties in Germany. I was appalled. 

I had just spent the better part of two years of my life trying to get elected in Glasgow as a Conservative – no mean feat. Now the party I had sweated for was going to wind itself up? The idea that a new party with a new name – but essentially the same people and policies – would suddenly succeed where the current model had failed struck me as illogical. To me, we would look like Tories who were ashamed to be Tory. And I wasn’t. This was the party I’d joined: it was the party I believed in, and I wanted all of our supporters and activists to be proud of it. 

Growing up in a part of Scotland that had seen great industrial change, and attending a school in what was then euphemistically called an ‘area with multiple indices of deprivation’, I fought against the idea of the state narrowing people’s horizons. Too many kids in my class had been told by one arm of government or another which house they had to live in, which school they had to go to, which jobs their parents could do and which towns they could do them in, depending on the bus routes. It was stifling, and above it all sat the pall and prejudice of low expectations. 

Crucially, the 2011 Scottish election saw the return of a majority nationalist government in Scotland for the first time. There was going to be referendum on Scottish independence where a separatist first minister of Scotland would argue against a Conservative prime minister of the UK that the country should be broken up. If the deputy leader’s plan succeeded – and there was no longer a Conservative party in Scotland because it had re-badged – how could David Cameron argue for Scotland to stay when his opponents could counter that even his own party wanted to leave him? It would put him – and us – in a terrible position for fighting the upcoming campaign, the most important any of us would be involved in.

After a long talk with a senior member of the Scottish party, I was persuaded to stand for the leadership. Visiting every constituency in Scotland, I met members in front rooms and hotel bars, and took part in hustings held in conference halls and even an ice rink. By the narrowest of margins and in the final round of voting, I was elected the leader of the Scottish Conservatives in November 2011. I had been a member of the party for less than three years and a politician for barely six months. I was thirty-two, most of my parliamentary group had backed other candidates and the press variously called the role I was about to undertake ‘the worst job in politics’ and one even went so far as to say it was ‘akin to resuscitating a corpse’.

I was the youngest party leader of a major political party anywhere in the UK, as well as the least experienced. I had no idea how to lead, and on the horizon I had the single biggest and most important vote in my lifetime – on the very existence of the United Kingdom. 

I might not have grown up wanting to be a politician, but through a combination of Kate Adie, the BBC’s generous redundancy terms, the MPs’ expenses scandal and the electoral performance of a nationalist party putting Scottish independence at the top of the UK’s political agenda, I became one. And for the first time in my life I felt I was exactly where I was supposed to be, doing exactly what I was supposed to be doing.

I believe we are all the sum of what’s gone before – the places we’ve been, the decisions we’ve made, the relationships we’ve been in and the difficulties we’ve overcome along the way. Politics is my second career, but I doubt it will be my last. However, the road I took to get here has been pretty winding so far. Goodness knows where it will ultimately lead. 

That’s why I find stories of beginnings instructive. Just because someone works in a similar field to their parent, does that mean the choice was made for them, or did they try several other things before they came back to what they knew? Is their current career a happy tangent to something else they were pursuing? Or has tragedy diverted their course? There are so many examples of obstacles overcome and lessons to be learned from the journey rather than the destination.

Not everyone started in their chosen career as late in life as I did. And some train for the occupation that’s made for them, without even knowing it. Professor Dame Sue Black is one of the pre-eminent forensic anthropologists in the world. She has spent her career solving crimes, identifying disaster victims and teaching anatomy students how to dissect dead bodies. She started her knife work at the age of twelve:

“My parents were quite typical Scottish Presbyterian – no nonsense, a spade’s a shovel. And when I was twelve my father said, ‘Go and get a job because you need to earn money. Half of your income should go to your mother for board and lodging.’ I thought nothing of it. My father told me to do it, so I went.

My friend Susan had got a job in a vegetable shop on a local farm, and said, ‘There’s a job here if you want it.’ I worked there two Saturdays and thought, I’m not doing this. This is muddy, dirty and horrible. I’d really quite like to work just across the yard in the butcher’s shop. 

So I got a job at the butcher’s and loved it. From the minute I went in – every single Saturday, I never missed one, every single holiday, until I was seventeen – I just loved it. I learned how to make mince, how to link sausages. I used the knives. They taught me how to sharpen them, how to cut the meat, how to use the cleavers, the whole thing. Nothing ever fazed me in the butcher’s shop.

Then one of her teachers showed Black the world that lay beyond her horizon.

I had the most marvellous biology teacher, Dr Archie Fraser. I would have moved planets for him, if he’d asked me. He was such a lovely man, such an inspirational teacher.

He said to me, ‘You need to get some work experience.’ He sent me up to Raigmore Hospital, to the medical laboratory, and I spent two afternoons there and told him, ‘I’m going to be a medical laboratory technician …’ and I remember the shock: he turned to me and swore! ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid, you’re going to university.’ 

And I thought, Oh, am I? I didn’t think I could. None of my family had ever been to university. I assumed I’d leave school and get a job. But because Archie said I was going to university I thought, Oh, I must be. So I applied and never told my parents. 

I didn’t know what I was going to do, but because Dr Fraser had said, ‘You’re going,’ I thought it would be biology. I got into Aberdeen University and I hated – absolutely hated – my first and second years. It was things like counting dead fruit flies with rounded bottoms and pointed bottoms – I just didn’t care.

At the end of the second year you had to make a choice about junior honours and the only two things that I was any good at were histology, which is cells, and botany. And I thought, I can’t name and draw plants for the rest of my life, so I’ll go into anatomy. 

And when they said the third year was dissection, I thought, I can do that because I’ve worked in a butcher’s shop. 

In the third year you were given a body and asked to dissect it all year – from the top of head to the tip of the toe. I named mine Henry, because we were working from Gray’s Anatomy, which was written by Henry Gray. Henry was my cadaver for the entirety of that year and I’ve never looked back since then. 

It’s the most amazing experience to be given permission to look underneath somebody’s skin and see what’s in there … I loved the logic of it. There was no theory, this was fact. 

In the fourth year, all students were expected to pick a research project, most opting for work with lab rats. Black’s pathological phobia of rodents meant she begged to do anything that kept her away from furry specimens. She opted for human bone. During the course of her research, a microlight crashed along the Aberdeenshire coast. Several weeks later, a body washed up, without head, hands and feet – suspected propeller damage from a passing boat. Before the advent of DNA testing, a team from the university, including Black, was called in to help with identification of the remains. It set her future course in forensic recovery work.

I thought, I can go from the butcher’s shop to the dissecting room, to the mortuary – where the body is badly decomposed – and, actually, I’m okay in this world. That was a process of desensitisation, in some ways, and meant I could work happily in that field. 

Then I went to London. I applied for a job lecturing at St Thomas’. The Metropolitan Police had a case of a missing person they believed had been dismembered, body parts put into plastic bags and stuck in a landfill site. 

They were bringing in bits, saying, ‘Is it human or is it not?’

The pathologists were getting upset by the number of police coming in. ‘Get the girl down from Anatomy,’ they said. 

When I got there, one policeman looked me up and down as if to say, ‘Girl? What does she know?’ I took the bones they’d brought, put them in a plastic bag, sealed it, stuck it on the radiator and let it warm up. I took it off the radiator, opened the bag and stuck it under his nose. ‘What can you smell?’

‘Roast lamb.’ 

And I said, ‘Exactly. That’s because it’s a sheep.’

He was okay with that and thought, She’s not bad.

The next bits they brought in they thought they’d have the girl down again. Gradually I won their confidence. That was when I started working with the Metropolitan Police. Before I knew it, I was at the Home Office and the Foreign Office …

Her progression has taken Black from war zones to disaster zones and she has worked domestically on cases of murder and sexual abuse. She fully acknowledges that it is a dark world, but believes in the importance of speaking for the dead. She also says it has been the most wonderfully fulfilling career.

I bore very easily. I’m probably hyperactive – a bit of attention deficit somewhere. I like the fact that one day you’re doing something, the next day you’re doing something else, and you can’t predict it.

Someone might phone to say we need to be on a site that afternoon and I love not being able to plan.

I like my interaction with students because it keeps me alive mentally. I like my interaction with the police because I’m thinking, How do I solve the problem? I hate going into the courtroom – because I’m out of my comfort zone: it’s always somebody else’s game, with somebody else’s rules. They can make you an idiot or an expert – I’ve been both. I just love the unpredictability of it.

I can’t imagine how you prepare yourself for a day of picking through the debris after a fire trying to find remains, or how you close your eyes at night without snapshots of the horror imprinted on your eyelids. I’m not squeamish. I’ve had to edit raw footage of natural disasters, attend crime scenes and listen to court testimony as a journalist, but it’s not the same. The warmth, care and light that Sue Black brings to her dark work are truly arresting. And while her skills were noticed way back in the butcher’s shop, her empathy with victims’ families and her dispassionate scientific professionalism are as much a gift as a steady hand and an encyclopaedic brain. It is a world away from the average office or, indeed, the television studio.

The BBC is the world’s oldest national broadcasting organisation and the largest broadcaster in the world by headcount. Known the world over, it has reported on every major national or international news story in its near hundred-year history. In July 2015, the corporation appointed its first ever female political editor, Laura Kuenssberg. From editing her school magazine to broadcasting from 10 Downing Street, her career choices may have evolved, but her motivation has stayed broadly the same.

I grew up in a household where everyone was quite interested in the news, so having the radio on in the morning was completely standard. Having your Shreddies and hearing Margaret Thatcher talk, my dad behind the newspaper, was normal. And on Sunday, the newspapers were always on the breakfast table.

When I was about fifteen I did work experience at a paper. I really liked it, and I got to write a piece about housing and actually put my by-line on it. But for some reason, I thought broadcasting might be better. I loved watching telly and wanted to work in it.

When I was at university I wanted to make documentaries, and I was told that a good way to get into television was to train as a journalist. So I did student radio and edited my school magazine. I’m really nosy and very interested in the world. I remember the Berlin Wall coming down – a massive event – and watching it on Newsround. 

So, she started very young in journalism and broadcasting. Political journalism came much later.

I grew up in Glasgow in the eighties and early nineties – with the poll tax and such, it was a time when politics was spiky and interesting. I remember being off sick from school – which was very rare – on the day that Thatcher left Downing Street with a tear in her eye, coming out of the door, getting into the car and glancing up at the cameras. 

I also grew up in a part of Glasgow where there seemed always to be interesting MPs – Roy Jenkins, Donald Dewar and then George Galloway. So, as the boundaries moved, my mum and dad’s home was always in a place where there were real characters. I suppose I was quite politically conscious, but I didn’t want to be a political journalist: I wanted to make documentaries. I wanted to be the editor of Panorama. I wanted to go and find things out, and I came to politics quite late. I thought everyone in Westminster was kind of a weirdo for being interested in Westminster. 

For Kuenssberg, television is best able to deliver the message from the corridors of power. It is precisely the accessibility of television – its ability to reach millions of homes – that appeals to her.

I’m a huge believer in the power of TV when you get it right. For all that the media has changed – and it has changed enormously since I started – people still want television. 

In a rapidly evolving world it’s challenging to make a traditional format feel fresh and lively, but I think the onus is on us to be creative. We have to keep pushing at the boundaries. I really love TV, and I’m trying to make TV rather than news. To make things watchable. You’ve got to want to watch. Otherwise, what is the point?

Laura Kuenssberg has covered every major twist and turn of UK politics in recent times: from the UK’s decision to leave the European Union and the resignation of Prime Minister David Cameron, to the subsequent leadership election, installation of Theresa May as prime minister, and snap general election in which the Conservatives lost their parliamentary majority but remained in government. So what of the path of one of Kuenssberg’s more regular subjects?

Theresa May is only the second female prime minister in British political history and, at the time of writing, one of only ten female heads of government among the recognised nations of the world. She took a circuitous route into politics, studying geography, then working in finance. 

I first became interested in getting into politics and becoming an MP when I was still quite a young teenager at school. I was an only child, so I got involved in quite a lot of discussions with my parents. I was brought up in an atmosphere where the news was always on and I read the paper. It wasn’t always a discussion about current affairs – I used to argue with my father as to who was the best England opening batsman, things like that. 

I was brought up in a vicarage, so there was that concept of public service. But I can’t say there was a sort of light-bulb moment – one day when I thought, Yes, actually, that’s something I would like to do. But I recognised that not everybody who wants to do it gets to do it. And that’s why I pursued another career first.

Geography was the subject I enjoyed. I went to Oxford but I didn’t have the idea that you had to do PPE [Politics, Philosophy and Economics – very popular among prospective MPs as
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