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PREFACE

‘No, Janet, It’s One of My Writing Thingies’

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing!!’ hissed Janet, her eyes flaming with anger and her voice almost incoherent with rage. Voting was drawing to a close in the 2005 general election and Janet, a family friend and longtime Labour voter, had spotted me outside the polling station in East Sheen, in the wealthy borough of Richmond in south-west London. I was wearing a bright blue Conservative Party rosette with the words ‘Vote Conservative’ emblazoned on it. I was also acting as a teller for the Tories, gently hassling voters for their polling card numbers as they went into the polling station, set up for the occasion in a local primary school.

At many a left-wing dinner party poor Janet had listened to me jawing on into the night about some socialist theme or other; I had even droned on to her about left-wing politics during chance encounters on the local streets. To Janet, I was a fellow member of the red team. ‘How can you be wearing that … that … thing?’ she gasped in horror, jabbing at the blue rosette, ‘and after that revolting election campaign!’ Physically cowed by Janet’s onslaught, I tried simultaneously to hide the blue rosette under my anorak – I thought she was going to rip it off – and hunched up in anticipation of a blow.

‘This is not what you think it is, Janet. I can’t really talk about it now,’ I gabbled. To my horror I saw another official Tory teller – an elderly woman with Margaret Thatcher hair and a piercing gaze – was bustling towards us with her blue ribbons waving in the breeze. Again I pleaded with Janet – through clenched teeth and a fixed smile – and gave what I hoped was a begging, puppy dog-like look. ‘Pleeeeze Janet … it’s one of my writing thingies! … we can talk about this later …’

Janet shot back: ‘Oh no we can’t! In fact, make bloody sure you never talk to me again! Have you got that?’ I acknowledged her with a sad and shame-filled nod and must have looked, I realized, like a naughty schoolboy. And with that Janet harrumphed off into the polling booth to cast her vote.



On Monday 11 April 2005 my friend the writer David Matthews officially took up residence at my house in Richmond in what the local tourist board still liked to call Surrey but which was, in reality, part of the sprawling but very prosperous southwestern suburbs of London. And with that one of the most extraordinary episodes in my life began. The two of us had decided to join the already faltering Conservative general election campaign taking place that year and write about it from the inside. It was to be a literary and investigative project, and we would be working largely undercover.

David and I were interested in finding out what sort of person might, these days, become a Conservative activist and what made them tick. That was the official Mission Statement. But we had another, even more powerful, motive. We just thought that ‘joining’ the Conservative Party would grant us access to all sorts of situations which would ordinarily pass us by, and we would get to meet people we would never ordinarily meet. The project, as things turned out, was to last well beyond that election – on and off, in fact, for the next three years.

Supposedly, we reasoned, ‘Conservatives’ should be very ordinary people. That was what the name almost literally meant – sort of ‘ultra-normal’. But just looking at the statistics for membership it became clear that this was no longer true – if it ever had been. Joining a political party of any sort was, by 2005, pretty deviant behaviour. (Admittedly, by the time our journey into Blue Britain was over, the image of the Conservative Party had improved considerably, and we were there to see, from the inside, how that transformation took place.)

But in 2005 the Tories were extraordinarily unpopular, especially with just about anyone under fifty. They struck David and me as more like a weird and unfathomable cult than a once unstoppable election-winning force. This was the Conservative leadership era, remember, of Michael Howard and a pre-makeover Ann Widdecombe, when the party’s claim to represent modern Britain seemed more than a little tenuous. So we saw voluntary activism in the Conservative cause as so unusual that it represented a sub-culture potentially more interesting than the groups and scenes we had reported on in the past – such as football hooligans, Muslim fundamentalists, professional boxers, tabloid journalists, gun-wielding inner-city criminals and the yacht-dwelling super-rich. All of those groups were, to a degree, tricky to understand, but their world-views were, we reckoned, a lot easier to figure out than the mentality of local Conservative activists in 2005.

I was living in a Conservative ward, consisting of lots of multi-million-pound residences stretching up to the walls and iron gates of Richmond Park, a royal deer park with actual herds of deer in it. The parliamentary seat was held for the Liberal Democrats at the time by Jenny Tonge, a medical doctor who seemed to have pretty extreme views about most things, especially the Iraq war. Jenny had endured a tabloid lynching after she advocated bombing the Taliban in Afghanistan with money and loaves of bread instead of cruise missiles. And yet the Richmond Tories could make no headway against somebody as plainly cranky and annoyingly worthy as her. Why was this happening? Had the population of Richmond, consisting as it did of one of the largest concentrations of rich, elderly white people in the country, suddenly decided that even it didn’t like the Tories?

Our plan was to treat the Conservatives and a broader swathe of ‘small c’ conservatives (such as country sports enthusiasts, village cricketers and the Women’s Institute) as a broad tribe or clan whose social anthropology we wished to study. We would work our way through their habitats in the manner of Colonel John Blashford-Snell (the pith-helmeted jungle explorer who turned up at one of the Conservative drinks parties we attended) and note their rituals. As we discovered, some of the people we met really were, in the nicest possible way, from another planet – not necessarily a worse planet than the one David and I live on, but certainly a very strange one.

David and I worried – briefly – about the ethics of ‘joining’ a party which we did not approve of, and aiding a cause that we felt was neither in the interests of ourselves nor the people we cared about and loved. Would we be able to live with ourselves if we accidentally helped to get a Tory elected to Parliament? Wouldn’t we be helping to propagate a world-view with which we fundamentally disagreed? What if the Tories liked us and started trying to make proper friends with us? We decided, though, that getting the inside track on the Conservatives and conservatism was a Legitimate Journalistic Exercise in the Public Interest: and that, together with it being fun and broadening our horizons a bit, trumped all our other concerns.

In the appropriately anonymous surroundings of a Battersea pub we decided that we would only be evasive if we needed to be. (If we said we were journalists we would get the usual flim-flam). We felt perfectly justified in taking this approach, because working as reporters we knew that Conservatives, like almost all politicians, aren’t above being evasive themselves. And while working on this book, we saw Conservatives giving enormously misleading accounts of things to journalists who approached them overtly with, as it were, their press cards poking out of their hat rims. We felt we needed to get beyond that.

So I admit that some mild subterfuge was involved in the process of researching the book. But there was never any malice. Most of the people we met were, we felt, essentially harmless and, if anything, just a bit lost or stuck in a rut. The Conservative Party, and other Conservative institutions, offered these people a much-needed anchor in their lives. We felt sorry for some of those we met, liked one or two and were repelled by a few.

At the outset we also resolved, as far as possible, not to do any harm to the Conservative cause in the process of writing the book, or to impose any additional costs or avoidable difficulties on Conservative supporters. For example, if we were given party leaflets to deliver we always delivered them. We had no contact whatsoever with the direct political rivals of the Conservative Party during the writing of the book. Nor did we divulge any Conservative secrets or engage in any sabotage. There was often the chance to provoke or entrap a Tory into a newsworthy ‘gaffe’ – especially on the issue of race – but we resisted that temptation.

In our dealings with the public we were determined not to damage the Conservatives, but we also decided not to give them undue assistance if we could avoid it. When party officials eventually trusted us to knock on people’s doors and try to persuade them to vote Conservative, we were not the party’s greatest salesmen. We restricted ourselves to neutral and truthful remarks delivered in a polite but flat tone of voice, such as ‘Hello, we are canvassing for the Conservative Party’ or questions like ‘Are you planning to vote for the Conservative Party?’ If people on the doorstep asked us about policy matters we would answer as accurately as we could, saying, for instance, ‘Well, the Conservatives believe that more money should be put into having cleaner hospitals.’

The plan was to join up and – while scanning discreetly for useful information – fade into the background. But that was not going to be easy. Neither of us looked or sounded anything like typical Conservatives. We were both relatively young by the standards of Conservative Party members (David is in his early forties and I’m in my early fifties). I am a scruffy ex-northerner, former squatter and one-time political activist for the likes of CND. David is a cooler, much more elegantly dressed and less politically obsessed character, and he is black. On top of this, we were also living at the same address, generally hanging out together as a closely bonded pair of males and casting a lot of meaningful glances at each other. We honestly did not think it through – we should have – but this led some Tories to jump to the conclusion that we were a non-camp mixed-race homosexual couple.

When any Conservative Party members grilled us about politics, it was very simple to repeat whatever right-wing tirade we’d heard about the matter at a previous drinks party or canvassing session. In fact, though, most of the Tories we met didn’t seem to be particularly interested in talking about politics, reinforcing our belief that being a Conservative was as much about belonging to a tribe with comfortingly familiar rituals as it was about having a firm grasp of a set of political principles.

We felt that most of the Tories we met made instant decisions about whether or not we were worth talking to. All of them seemed to think that there was something fishy about us, especially when meeting us for the first time. In any Tory situation I felt that roughly two-thirds of those present would give me the cold shoulder, and only a few would want to welcome me. In David’s case the proportion of people who gave him a wide berth rose to around three-quarters – especially outside London – and it was hard to escape the conclusion that this was because he was black. Oddly, though, whereas I was exposed to outright hostility once or twice this never seemed to happen to David.

In the main, the Tories we met seemed fantastically uncomfortable around David, and it seemed to be because of the colour of his skin. I felt that none of them believed David’s story that he was a disenchanted Labour voter who wanted to cross the line (we could not, of course, establish this beyond doubt; perhaps once those involved have read this book they will let us know). The feeling we had was that virtually everyone we met thought that David was either on the make – offering to add a spot of much sought-after ‘blackwash’ to the Conservative Party’s predominantly white profile – or some sort of spy, perhaps for a newspaper or for another political party. On one occasion he was mistaken for a Premier League footballer by an Italian sex kitten of mature years dressed in gold lamé, whom we met at a Conservative cocktail party in Richmond. She chatted David up while at the same time promising meetings with people back in Italy in the ‘construction industry’ who could guarantee massive returns on any investments he might like to make using the gigantic wages she assumed he got in return for playing for the Fulham Hotspurs or whoever it was.

What they made of me I was never able to work out. Long after I left the Richmond Conservative Party behind, in order to progress around the rest of the Home Counties on my Tory journey with David, they would telephone from time to time asking if I wanted to become a local councillor in Richmond which, they said, they could ‘fix’. That was the first step towards a full-time professional political career. All that suddenly stopped when I politely asked the local organizer, Mr Leach, to stop calling me. (I told him that, although I had been perfectly happy to join in the 2005 election campaign in Richmond, ‘that phase of my life was now over’.)

Leachy seemed hurt and bewildered by my departure and, on a personal rather than a political level, I had some sympathy for him. His social life seemed, to a large extent, to revolve around the local Conservative Association, whose membership included many very, very old people. I think he saw me, despite my greying hair, as vigorous new blood, and perhaps the first swallow of a new spring of enthusiastic support for the Conservative movement, someone who might help to revitalize the thing he loved.

‘Why have you gone off us?’ he asked plaintively. ‘You know you could have a really great future with the Conservative Party … You did such marvellous work for us during the election campaign … We really need energetic young people like you, you know …’



ONE

The Sound of the Suburbs – Richmond, Surrey

Joining the Conservative election campaign was very simple. We just walked off the street into the party’s Richmond constituency office, which was on East Sheen high street, near to where we were living. The Conservative Party’s premises were next to a butcher’s shop and a takeaway pizza place. We had prepared the ground by calling the office the previous day when, to our surprise, the phone had been answered by Marco Forgione – the Conservative parliamentary candidate for Richmond – in person. We recognized the name from the blue election hoardings which were starting to appear in some of Richmond’s more ample front gardens.

When we sauntered into his office – pausing only to wipe our feet noisily on the welcome mat – Marco looked astonished. He rose from behind his desk in that very slow way you see in gangster films, when the bank clerk stands up gingerly while at the same reaching for the alarm button hidden under the desk. Looking well into his forties, Marco had a manic smile, dark hair and devilishly sparkling eyes. His smile revealed a slight gap in his teeth, which gave him his distinctively boyish look. With his mouth open and his eyes as wide as saucers, he struggled to speak before greeting us in a stilted voice.

With the awkwardness beginning to build nicely, a high-spirited OAP named Robert bowled into the room, emitting a stream of completely unfathomable banter and ignoring us completely. We looked pretty out of place, so we later thought that he might have taken us for photocopier technicians or something similar. When Marco cut into Robert’s bonhomie to introduce us, the old gent almost jumped out of his skin. ‘Good grief!’ he said, recoiling as though he’d just stumbled across a nest of rats.

Robert was charm itself and instantly likeable – much more so than Marco, who was pleasant enough, but, like many professional politicians, came over as a bit oily. And Robert had what seemed to us a really killer look – he sported a luxurious Second World War Spitfire-ace-meets-Rajput moustache, slicked-back hair, multi-coloured cravat and a vast blue silk hanky tucked into the top pocket of his brass-buttoned blue blazer.

When Marco introduced us as ‘new members of the team’ Robert twitched with apparent bafflement. Then, composing himself, he launched into a long-winded speech designed to clinch the vote of what the Richmond Tories liked to call ‘a wavering Liberal Democrat’ (we were to hear a lot about these creatures, who seemed to be largely mythical). As Robert waffled off into a shaggy-dog story about the local Liberals, Marco nodded at him with a mixture of patient tolerance, punctuated by a slightly panicked air when Robert began to veer into politically incorrect territory, as he often did.

Robert said that when the Liberals had been in charge of the local council, they had set up a rehab clinic for drug users and alcoholics. But then, he said, the council ‘just had to go one step further – and set up a second clinic just for ethnic minorities’. He paused, as though expecting laughter or possibly applause. ‘Now,’ Robert continued, deciding he had paused long enough, ‘I can see why some Asian women, for example, might need to be treated on their own, because they have their own customs and so on …’

Marco seemed very uneasy with this racially-based talk. But it was something I noticed throughout our Tory journey. Whenever David was present, older Tories would often spontaneously start talking about racial matters. It was like an itch they had to scratch. And it struck both of us as incredibly gauche. Maybe it was just their way of trying to be friendly, or even welcoming.

Perhaps sensing the bad vibes from Marco, Robert suddenly changed the subject. ‘Do you know, in the end it’s all about pavements,’ he said, puffing out his chest, ‘pavements and dog messes.’ Marco relaxed, but started to look bored. At length, Robert explained that since the Conservatives had got back in control of Richmond council they had, cunningly, copied Liberal Democrat tactics and repaired ‘hundreds and hundreds of pavements, all over the place’.

We got the formalities out of the way and it wasn’t long before we were junior players in the campaign to elect Marco Forgione. That meant delivering campaign leaflets or, as Marco liked to put it, ‘blitzing the streets’. We’d seen plenty of politicians using a battle bus for touring from one triumphant PR stunt to another – occasionally they would splash out on a helicopter or even a private jet. But for Marco, transport consisted of the much more modest Battle Banger, which was usually parked outside the constituency office, next to a karaoke noodle bar.

The Battle Banger – an ancient, dented, off-white Rover with a cracked windscreen, barely legal tyres and a peeling tax disc – was a complete heap, and had, we guessed, a resale value of about £150. In the back window was a yellowing Countryside Alliance sticker, which was probably a relic of Marco’s previous incarnation as the unsuccessful Conservative parliamentary candidate for Yeovil in Somerset. The Battle Banger looked as if it had been welded together from two stolen cars and driven down from Glasgow.

The Battle Banger’s interior complemented the exterior: it was a tip. There was litter everywhere – scrunched-up newspapers, sweet wrappers and mud-covered leaflets, along with Marco’s collection of music cassettes. The cassettes included Ibiza Uncovered (The Return); Frank Sinatra’s Greatest Hits; Classics For a Summer Day; American Pie by Don McLean and, most bizarrely for a Conservative candidate, The Best of Two Tone, by a clutch of late seventies Midlands ska bands. We also noticed a page printed from the internet giving directions to a model railway club in New Malden and, in addition, technical information about the equipment club members owned – types of trains, track gauge and so forth.

Our first day of campaigning for the Richmond Tories consisted largely of giving out leaflets up and down the streets around the Vineyard ward, an enclave of slightly bohemian Georgian streets just to the north of Richmond town centre. The Vineyard ward covered the area of Richmond Hill, which includes some of the most expensive residential property in the country. One particularly upmarket group of Georgian mansions in Richmond Hill sits high up on a terrace overlooking the Thames, from which there is a beautiful view of bucolic woods and flooded meadows in the foreground and the entire county of Surrey in the distance.

We parked up near the Georgian mansions and Robert, with child-like delight, set about getting the Battle Banger ready for a spot of what he called ‘loudspeaker work’. Chuckling softly to himself as his cravat flapped gaily in the breeze, he began to lash the loudspeaker system onto the roof with bits of string. Then he linked it to a valve amplifier which looked so old and battered it might once have belonged to the Troggs. The amp was plonked on the back seat of the Battle Banger and was powered by an oil-streaked car battery which smelled strongly of acid.

As he was going about all this, Robert dropped the ball of string onto the street and it rolled under the car – just the first of a series of minor operational disasters that seemed to bedevil the Richmond Tories whenever they ventured forth into action. Instinctively, Robert tried to retrieve the ball by pulling on the strand already tied to the roof rack of the Battle Banger. It took him a while, and several good hard jerks, before he realized that the more he pulled on the string, the more the ball would unravel. Marco decided he would leave the string problem to Robert, who scratched his head thoughtfully.

Instead, Marco turned to us and, with what looked like a wicked glint in his eye, produced a pair of large bright blue satin ‘Vote Conservative’ rosettes. ‘Do you guys want to wear one of these?’ he asked. We hesitated and exchanged glances. ‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to,’ he added, a touch teasingly, perhaps thinking this might weed out anyone who wasn’t a true Tory. We had to agree – or risk blowing our cover – so Marco went into overdrive, fussily helping to fasten the rosettes onto our chests. When he’d finished he stood back to admire his handiwork and said with exaggerated pride, ‘There you are … FAN-TASTIC. You are proper Tories now … FAN-TASTIC!’

Later, David and I talked about the moment the blue rosettes were pinned onto us: it was a far more traumatic experience for me than it was for David. As I wandered around the quiet residential streets of Richmond Hill I felt incredibly self-conscious, a bit like a half-hearted novice streaker. I genuinely thought that I would encounter a lot of hostility from people – and get lots and lots of dirty looks and perhaps even worse than that. But I was wrong. I scrutinized the faces of the few passers-by I saw and, as they clocked me, to my surprise there was no reaction at all. It was an important moment of revelation for me. I had enormously overestimated people’s interest in politics and the significance they attached to political symbols. People just didn’t seem to care.

David thought the pinning on of the rosettes was probably an attempt by Marco to play some basic mind games – it was either a wind-up or a loyalty test of some sort. And, being David, he wasn’t going to let Marco psych him out quite so easily, so he had taken the rosette with a beaming smile on his face. The chances of David having an embarrassing encounter with anyone he knew were practically zero, since he was only living in Richmond temporarily. An East Ender by birth, he had recently lived in Willesden, in suburban north-west London before moving to Battersea, south of the Thames. Knowing pretty much only me in this part of London, David would be more likely to bump into somebody he knew in Romania than in Richmond.

But David was uncomfortable, nonetheless, while wearing a blue rosette. On this and other occasions he got stares from other black people that he found a bit unnerving. He said that black passers-by would see him, then the rosette, then do a double-take straight at him as if to say, ‘Fool!’ Richmond’s white majority, David felt, either ignored him or regarded him with the usual air of, variously, fear, resentment or wonderment. His biggest fear was that he would be mistaken for Ainsley Harriott.



A couple of days later I met up with Marco in a down-at-heel pub that nestled among the opulent Georgian homes of the Vineyard ward. There I found him holding court with the day’s campaign team, which now consisted of not just Robert and myself but also half a dozen local stalwarts, mostly elderly yet formidable Tory women. They were part of a larger group of Conservative women who were clearly the engine room of the local Conservative operation. For Robert, the sex ratio was great news as he revelled in the company of all these women and flirted with them constantly, if harmlessly – to the amusement of all concerned.

Marco addressed these iron ladies in staccato phrases, stringing his favourite expressions together in an accent that uneasily mixed received pronunciation with Estuary English. ‘Well,’ Marco said, ‘we are doing very well, vrrrrr well in this ward. Vital ward. Vital! Important. What’s really encouraging? Labour people are coming straight over to us. Not stopping at the Lib Dems. Our vote? Solid. FAN-TASTIC. Lib Dems? Soft! Vrrrr vrrrrr soft!’

As far as we could tell, the only evidence that Labour people were coming straight over to the Conservatives was the arrival on the scene of David and me. Marco was, in fact, basically showing us off as evidence of his dynamic and effective leadership. If people like us – so far beyond the Conservatives’ usual pool of voters – were coming over to the Tories, Marco probably reasoned that his party was heading not only for victory, but for the biggest landslide in electoral history.

But despite Marco’s enthusiasm, the iron ladies listened to him with what struck us as thinly disguised contempt. Their leader was an elderly woman called Pam who looked fragile and fearsome in equal measure – terribly thin despite efforts to bulk herself out with a pea-green padded Barbour-style body warmer. With her weathered features and rural outfit she looked as if she might live on a farm. In fact, she made lampshades and sold them on the internet.

Pam spent a lot of time chatting to her friend Jane, a short, plump woman of about seventy who wore her white hair swept back under a 1950s-style Alice band. Jane seemed to have more intellectual gravitas than anyone else in Team Marco – including Marco himself. Unusually, she talked about politics from time to time, often referring to what she had read in the Daily Telegraph. (It was odd to meet someone who referred to the Telegraph with such reverence and such confidence – doubtless justified – that everyone else in her circle would also have read it that morning.)

Eventually Jane decided to call my bluff. ‘Why have you joined us?’ she said. ‘You don’t look like a Conservative to me. You seem quite nice. Don’t you know we are the nasty party?’ There were cackles all round at this. I repeated my cover story that I was a Labour voter, but I didn’t like Tony Blair because of the war, and that there was no point in voting Liberal because that would only help Labour. Jane listened to this sophistry, blinked, and looked bemused. It struck me that she did not believe a single word.

A few moments afterwards, as if to bring me up to date on the politics of the election campaign, Jane said in a stage whisper of foghorn volume: ‘You know, the Lib Dems are very, very strong here – verrr strong – because they have got a FANTASTIC candidate, a really, really capable candidate – and that makes SUCH a difference … yessss – a really EXCELLENT candidate … such a difference …’ If this was bait, Marco decided not to rise to it. His mobile phone rang and he excused himself before rushing off on some vital mission or other.

Later, following an afternoon of door-to-door canvassing that merely revealed the rock-solid nature of Liberal support in that part of Richmond, Jane complained bitterly about Marco. She said he had been parachuted into Richmond, had no roots in the area and was, generally speaking, a bit of a lightweight. ‘The Liberals know how to do it,’ Jane grumbled. ‘They are like we were years ago. They are at it all the time. Coffee mornings, jumble sales, petitions. We don’t do anything. You can’t just bring the party to life at election time. It won’t work.’

As we canvassed another leafy avenue flanked by expensive houses – territory in which you might reasonably expect the householders to vote Conservative – Jane began to despair. Exasperated, she threw her arms in the air and cried out, ‘There’s nothing here!’ She meant there were scant promises of Tory votes, and added, mystified and almost tearful, ‘All of this was ours when Maggie was in! Don’t they realize that their taxes will go up! What are they thinking?’



My time with the Richmond Conservatives passed quickly and soon I had become a key player in their election campaign – and so, to a lesser extent, had David. With so few keen activists there was a vacuum at the heart of the organization, and we had been sucked into it. What made us even more valuable was that hale, hearty and physically fit party workers were especially thin on the ground. These problems seemed to be nationwide but in Richmond the rot was so bad, we discovered, that the party was paying a firm that used Eastern European immigrants to deliver campaign literature door to door. The story appeared in the Liberal-leaning Independent and made out that the Richmond Tories were a bunch of utter hypocrites, employing the very immigrants on whom many right-wingers wanted more stringent controls.

A few days into the campaign I found myself in Robert’s car, with him at the wheel, driving towards yet another canvassing rendezvous point to deliver yet more leaflets (I had put aside my concerns that this was taking bread from the mouths of asylum seekers). During the journey Robert happily recounted stories about his escapades as a Tory campaigner, such as the time he had stood as a candidate in an unwinnable seat in the North East in the 1980s. As Robert told it, one day Cecil Parkinson arrived at a railway station to support his campaign and to speak at a public meeting. According to Robert, ‘Cecil’ had turned up at the station and, instead of saying hello, had pointed at a ‘lady station guard’ and said, ‘Look at the enormous knockers on that!’

As we trundled slowly along Hugo, the other passenger, was not the least bit interested in Robert’s stories. Instead, he was sitting in the back seat, wriggling like an excited puppy and pointing at all the VOTE MARCO signs he had put up in people’s front gardens. Hugo was staggeringly enthusiastic about political signage. As Robert rambled on, Hugo would butt in excitedly with ‘Oooh – look at that one up there! That’s a bloody great position! Everyone will see that! Hey! Three signs in a row! I hope Marco drives this way and sees that! Over the back there, there’s a street you can’t see from here, but there’s loads and loads of signs! Yep, loads of them! Loads of them.’

As we arrived at a busy road junction Hugo pointed out a large but dilapidated house with a big garden, and Hugo shared his plans to persuade the householder to let him plant an enormous VOTE MARCO sign in the front garden. ‘She’s barking mad,’ Hugo confided, ‘and her house is a complete wreck. I think there’s something seriously wrong with her. But I think she might let me put a sign up – she’s mad enough.’ Sure enough, a few days later a gigantic blue sign was securely and proudly standing in the garden, plonked down like the Stars and Stripes on the surface of the moon.

As we drove past a thicket of orange diamond-shaped Liberal Democrat signs along the main road, Hugo filled up with respectful admiration. ‘You know, those Lib Dem signs are much better than ours, the colour is much better and it stands out more. You’ve got to hand it to them.’ After that Hugo decided he wanted to cheer everyone up and badgered Robert – who was telling a very long story about some sort of mishap with John Major’s portable soapbox during the 1992 election campaign – into taking a considerable detour around Barnes Common. This was so that we could see the sign Hugo had erected in the garden of the multimillion-pound mansion that belonged to Chris Patten – the wealthy former Tory minister and last governor of Hong Kong.

‘He agreed to have the sign up straight away,’ Hugo yapped. ‘I met him and he was really nice about it.’ Hugo then insisted we take another detour so that we could see the signs he had erected along the edge of Barnes Common itself. A neat row of blue signs planted amid some brambles came into view. ‘Yes! Reeee-sult!’ Hugo cried, punching the air. He had been worried, he explained, that because they were on common land ‘vandals’ might have pulled them down.

Later that afternoon Robert dropped me off at Tory HQ and I walked the short distance back to my house where I was due to meet David for a spot of evening canvassing. It was five o’clock on a bright spring evening. I turned the corner and was confronted by the sight of an eight-foot wooden pole with a VOTE MARCO FORGIONE – CONSERVATIVE poster stuck to a large piece of hardboard in the style of an estate agent’s For Sale sign. As chance would have it David turned up at exactly the same time and, pointing at the sign, began laughing like a drain.

He watched me look at the sign and then go into a state of shock: ‘Oh f***! Look at that,’ I said. And I kept repeating this two-word mantra, involuntarily burying my head in my hands. Being a coward, I peeped in through the window to see if my wife was in. She was. ‘Oh f***, oh f***!’ My wife is a dedicated Labour supporter (and feminist!) and, even more than this, very committed to gardening and the overall look of the front of the house. She had reservations about the project in the first place. This was not going to play well with her.

I hit upon the brilliant plan of blaming David. It was in fact true that David had agreed to ‘display a poster’ during his original, fateful phone call to Marco. What he had in mind was maybe an A4 poster that could be put in the window and then obscured by shrubbery in some way. Instead, we had ended up with this carbuncle, this Day-Glo Nelson’s column of political shame. In the event my wife, who had grown wearily used to my escapades over the years, displayed a boundless degree of tolerance. She restricted her retaliation to a series of withering looks, adding the observation that the very sight of the sign made her flesh creep.

I mulled over the sign question with David as we drove through Richmond Park to the rendezvous point in Tudor ward where we were scheduled to start canvassing with Marco and his ‘boys and girls’ (our experience to date led us to expect they would actually be mature women). I was feeling very paranoid about it. And I was very paranoid about the sign. I was in a dark place at the time, partly because of the powerful kidney drugs I was on, which had mood-altering and anxiety-heightening properties.1

The Tories were devious, I reasoned. They had obviously arranged for the sign to be stuck up as a way of smoking us out. It was a test. David, who was not on drugs and who had a healthier and less Machiavellian outlook anyway, was more inclined to think that it was just routine idiocy and, perhaps, wishful thinking. ‘These people just go round putting up these signs,’ he explained, adding: ‘It’s a waste of f***ing time and effort. But it is what they do.’ And he shrugged and told me to calm down a bit.



It seemed likely that the Tories thought there was something suspicious about David and me. But we were doing no harm. And what were they going to do if they felt they needed to act? March up to David and say, ‘You cannot possibly be a Conservative – we can tell because you are black’? Some of them might think that, but they were not going to come out and say it.

Notwithstanding the powerful side effects of my kidney drugs, it didn’t always feel great to be deceiving Marco, Robert, Pam and the rest of the Richmond Tories. But, then again, a bit of research on Marco revealed that the image he liked to present wasn’t, as we saw it, always completely in tune with the reality. A quick look on the internet had turned up the fact that when he had joined the Tories in the mid-1990s the party’s national machine had trumpeted him as a prized Labour ‘defector’. But while he had said he had been a Labour sympathizer shortly after studying at university, it soon emerged that he had never in fact been a Labour Party member. There were other inconsistencies and exaggerations in his background, so the last thing he could complain about was people not presenting a full and accurate picture of themselves, politically speaking.

David and I mulled it all over as we drove through Richmond Park to the evening rendezvous in the car park of a sports centre. Marco was waiting for us with a small knot of two or three blokes. A tall man called Frank loomed physically over the proceedings, but the brightest spark was Sean, a forty-something who was introduced as an official of some sort for the party. Sean had all the lists and papers we needed sorted out in advance, and introduced the concept of ‘running the board’ – whereby one member of the canvassing team didn’t actually knock on doors at all but, instead, kept the running total of promised votes up to date.

We were to canvass the Tudor ward, a relentlessly suburban patch with an entirely different feel from the more fashionable Vineyard ward. Housing in the Tudor ward was much more modern, with a good sprinkling of boxy sixties- and seventies-style semis with built-in garages. Parts of the ward looked like the remnants of a privatized council estate, with boring looking but good quality cottage-style red-brick semis.

The key thing about door-to-door canvassing, the Richmond Tories emphasized to us, was not to waste time trying to change anyone’s opinion. That would be done by the TV appearances of the party leader Michael Howard (‘God help us!’ I said to David), by the negative smear stuff on the front pages of the tabloids, by the leaflets and by the national billboard advertising campaign (featuring, on this occasion, the vague and frankly useless ‘dog-whistle’ slogan ‘Are you thinking what we’re thinking?’).

Big Frank drove us to the canvassing starting point, a few streets away. I was still feeling a bit sick because of the arrival of the sign at home, and I was at the worst point of my kidney drug therapy, so I was slightly out of it and everything seemed a bit weird and threatening. Big Frank was openly hostile and unfriendly – narrowing his eyes for one heart-stopping moment and saying with real menace: ‘Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?’ Frank’s car didn’t help either. It was a monstrous Mercedes-like affair which seemed hermetically sealed. The mood was tense and there was no conversation. Instead the car was filled with the booming sound of Barry White which happened to be playing on Frank’s choice of easy-listening radio station. For a little while it was like being in a David Lynch movie – sailing through the suburbs in Frank’s hermetically sealed bubble with a bunch of odd characters and this insane sex music blasting over the stereo.

Robert had previously told me all about Tudor ward. It was pretty solid Conservative territory, a ‘Thatcherite’ place where the house prices were steep but not ridiculously so. That was because the transport links to London were no good, interrupted by the Thames on one side and Richmond Park on the other. In a borough which had one of the oldest populations in the country, this was where younger couples could just about get on the housing ladder.

Tudor ward was where the ‘hard-working families’ lived, the typical potential swing voters to whom politicians of all parties like to pay homage. From what we could tell, Tudor people were moderately well off and had white-collar jobs; they were the kind of people who were probably juggling their mortgages and credit card debts while trying to work out whether they could really afford private education for their kids.

Voters around here, Marco said, were sensitive to taxation and changes in interest rates. Once we were on the doorstep it quickly became clear that, although there were plenty of Tories in the Tudor ward, there were also plenty of non-voting former Tories who were still angry with the Conservatives for overseeing interest rate hikes more than a decade earlier. When you met such people they were pretty hostile, in the main, to politics of any kind. We received comments such as: ‘You only come round here when you want our vote’ – as though that was somehow a bad or irrational or hypocritical thing to do rather than an obvious and perfectly reasonable one. It seemed to me and David that these people wanted a straight cash bribe in return for their vote. None of them seemed to exude much ideological zeal or public spiritedness. I had the feeling that with most of them you needed to repeal the law on the secret ballot, so that they could then simply sell their vote to the highest cash bidder.

The official Conservative campaigning materials didn’t really help us deal with these characters. What they were really after was the abolition of all taxes and all laws that adversely affected them, combined with draconian measures against everyone else in the country. The leaflets were vague, and talked about side issues such as hospital cleanliness. What you needed here was something more along the lines of VOTE TORY AND WIN A MINI METRO. To get through the psychodrama of canvassing we developed a technique we came to call ‘Zen’ canvassing, based on the main official slogan of the Conservative campaign which was ‘Are YOU thinking what we’re thinking?’

David and I would repeat this meaningless sentence and then wiggle our eyebrows inscrutably, while noting the perplexed reactions of the householder. One middle-aged woman – who looked a bit Lib Dem – asked, ‘Is this a joke?’ to which I replied, ‘No, no!’ before showing her the slogan on an official leaflet. I coughed and announced, ‘I am canvassing for Marco Forgione and I was just wondering “Are yoooooo thinking what we’re thinking
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