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Here’s freedom to them that wad read,


Here’s freedom to them that wad write!


There’s nane ever fear’d that the truth should be heard,


But they whom the truth would indite.


Robert Burns







PROLOGUE


I decided to write this book in the summer of 2023 and started while on holiday. I made quite a bit of progress, but the life of a busy constituency MP who is also a committee chair at Westminster doesn’t allow for much free time. I didn’t return to it properly until February 2024, when I rented an apartment in the south of France with the idea of working on the book for a week during the parliamentary recess. The conditions for doing so were perfect: the weather was unexpectedly dreadful and friends who were travelling down from London to join me were delayed by car trouble and marooned in northern France. But while I had plenty of time on my hands, I found it hard to write. It was not so much that I had writer’s block as that what I found myself thinking about and writing about was fundamentally very unsettling.


The more I thought and wrote about what had happened to the SNP over the past decade, the more I asked myself why on earth I was considering standing for a fourth term as an MP for a party with which I was deeply disillusioned, and which in many ways I had grown to despise.


I had reached the view that the chances of furthering the cause of independence at Westminster – the reason I went into elected politics – were very small. I was disappointed by the failures of Sturgeon and Blackford’s leadership and disgusted by much of what I had witnessed behind the scenes. I was ashamed of the party’s record in government in recent years. I was exhausted by fighting off attempts to smear my character and by the bullying, harassment, threats and abuse I had to endure for standing up for women’s rights in the face of the leadership’s espousal of gender-identity politics. I was also afraid of having my reputation for integrity tainted by being associated with a party dogged by tawdry scandals.


On the other hand, I knew that there were many in the independence movement who still had faith in me as someone who might be part of reforming the SNP and delivering their dream of independence. I also knew that many women, particularly lesbians, valued my parliamentary advocacy for their rights in the face of identity politics. I was proud of the work I had done during the Brexit years, halting the unlawful prorogation of parliament and the work I had done to help save the Human Rights Act, working cross-party and as Chair of the Joint Committee on Human Rights. I also knew I had the respect of the House of Commons and of my constituents.


Nevertheless, I could see the writing was on the wall for the Westminster SNP group, who were going to be first in line to take the electoral fallout for the Scottish government’s policy failings, the scandals bedevilling the SNP and the dropping of the ball on independence. I had reached the view that we would be getting a kicking and that the Liberal Democrats would be restored to the position of third party. I wasn’t sure I could face another five years as a backbencher in the fourth party, particularly when I had come to so dislike that party in its current incarnation.


Throughout 2023, the Labour Party made several overtures to me to defect, and many in the Alba Party were keen for me to defect to them, but neither option appealed. I also thought about running as an independent. But although I was used to feeling isolated within my own party group, the thought of being a one-woman band in parliament also did not appeal.


I came very close that month to deciding to announce my retirement from parliament at the next election. The more I thought about, analysed and articulated what had gone wrong with the SNP under Nicola Sturgeon’s leadership and the more I thought about the likely future of the SNP at Westminster, the less I wanted to continue doing a job I had once loved. But external pressures made it difficult for me to give up.


My primary concern was my staff and my constituency office. It is little recognised that when an MP resigns or loses their seat, their staff are made redundant. I’d had my ups and downs over the years with staff, but I had been blessed with a gifted chief of staff, Fraser Thompson, and in recent years he had put together a strong, dedicated and loyal team. My office was effectively running as a welfare and immigration advice bureau, and I knew how long it would take any incoming MP to be able to replicate the service that we had built up over years. I felt that by resigning I would be letting down my staff and breaking up a very effective team.


Another factor which weighed heavily on my decision to stay and fight on was the thought that throwing in the towel would give an undeserved victory to those who had attempted to grind me down with a steady diet of smears, bullying, harassment, social-media abuse and threats, ever since I had first dared to question the Sturgeon orthodoxy.


SNP internal polling showed that my seat was one of the twelve safest SNP seats in Scotland, and if I stood down it was likely to be lost. Friends and family counselled that I should stay and fight. My book would have to wait as I decided to stand in the General Election.


The end, however, came much sooner than I had anticipated. The good people of Edinburgh South West made my decision for me, so now I am free to tell the story of the dramatic rise and fall of the SNP at Westminster and to chart the journey from the hope and optimism of the Yes campaign to the malaise that gripped the party, Scotland’s government and the independence movement under Nicola Sturgeon’s leadership. It is not a pretty story, but it’s a story that needs to be told both for the sake of the SNP and, more importantly, for the sake of probity and integrity in public life in Scotland and the future of my country.




INTRODUCTION:
BEFORE POLITICS


In the run-up to the 1978 referendum on a Scottish Assembly, I attended an SNP meeting with my dad at Flora Stevenson primary school in Comely Bank, Edinburgh. Gordon Wilson, MP for Dundee East and the then leader of the SNP, was the speaker. I was twelve years old. At the end Dad took me to the front to speak to Gordon. He asked me what I wanted to do when I grew up. I replied that I wanted to be an SNP MP like him. He told me to go away, get a profession and work at it till I was in my forties, then bring that experience to parliament and the party, by which time I would be of more use to them than if I was fresh out of university. This is the sort of advice we hate when we are young, and I left a little disappointed.


It would be 37 years and a career in the law later before I was elected to parliament as an SNP MP at the 2015 General Election. I was 49 years old. Edinburgh always declares late on election night, and when the results started to be announced at about 4am, my seat came first. So it is that I can say I was the first SNP MP ever to be elected in Scotland’s capital city. I would love to also be able to say that the experience was one of unalloyed joy. But it wasn’t. Although I would feel elation in the days and weeks to come, on the night of my election, despite my pride and my defiant clenched-fist salute, I felt decidedly ambivalent.


My campaign had been marred by some of the most unpleasant and boorish behaviour I had ever encountered, from two male SNP activists. Earlier that night at the count, they’d had me in tears with their shouting and bullying. I like to think I am a pretty tough cookie, but this was not the first time they had reduced me, or the young woman who had tried to organise my campaign in the face of their resistance to modern campaigning methods, to tears. Later that night they would arrange to cut us both out of the celebratory photographs of the campaign team. However, what upset me most of all was not their behaviour, but the total lack of appetite to do anything about it on the part of SNP HQ, despite my complaints.


At that time Nicola Sturgeon had only been leader of the SNP and First Minister for six months. She had not yet styled herself the ‘first feminist’, but she was making a lot of her status as the first woman to hold the role and of the importance of encouraging other women into public life. It did not seem to me that the behaviour of these men was conducive to encouraging women into politics, yet when I complained I was told to indulge them because they were ‘just old men who were upset at losing the referendum’. This was to be my first taste of the mismatch between the rhetoric and the reality of Sturgeon’s leadership.


However, when I got home from the count, after champagne and bacon rolls with my closest supporters, I began to absorb the enormity of the result. The SNP had won 56 of Scotland’s 59 seats at Westminster – and I started to feel the elation I ought to have experienced when the result of my seat had been announced.


On the Saturday morning after the election, the newly elected SNP MPs met up at South Queensferry beside the Forth Bridges for an iconic photo opportunity. I am in the middle of the back row with Alex Salmond’s hand on my shoulder. At that stage I was only just getting to know him. He had been my hero for years and I was flattered by his attention. Most of the other 56 were unknown to me. I had met Angus Robertson, Michelle Thomson, Hannah Bardell and Dr Philippa Whitford during the campaign. Tasmina Ahmed-Sheikh was already a friend from Lawyers for Yes, the campaign group I had set up during the independence referendum. I had known Ian Blackford as a teenager in the late seventies when he, John Swinney and I set up the Young Scottish Nationalists in Edinburgh. The others were strangers to me, as was Nicola Sturgeon.


On Saturday evening I staggered exhaustedly though a series of celebratory parties. First at the home of a friend from the Yes campaign, then at Tanners in Juniper Green, the pub where my local SNP constituency association were celebrating, and finally at the famous Diggers pub at Slateford, which was packed with SNP and Yes activists from across the city. I bought everyone in the pub a pint.


The next morning, I was up bright and early to be interviewed on Sky News. I’d received the usual briefings from the SNP media operation about the party’s key lines but was adjudged to have gone a little off-piste by suggesting that the SNP would lead a cross-party campaign to save the Human Rights Act, which David Cameron had pledged to repeal. At the time I could not understand why this should have annoyed the SPADs (special advisers). My interview and my promise received wide and positive coverage, and it was in line with our stated policy. Later, I would come to understand that in Sturgeon’s SNP showing initiative was not welcome, particularly if it gained headlines which might upstage the leader.


On Monday morning the full SNP MP contingent travelled to Westminster and converged at London City Airport. Mhairi Black, who was causing a stir having been elected at the age of just twenty, was whisked away in a taxi by Channel 4 News while us lesser mortals boarded first the Docklands Light Railway then the Jubilee line surrounded by a swarm of media. We were even filmed buying our tickets.


At that time we were a united group and a united party. United in our determination to make Scotland’s voice heard at Westminster and to hold unionist parties to their independence-referendum vow of more powers for the Scottish Parliament. Our victory signalled that, despite the short-lived triumphalism of the unionists at the referendum result and that of the Tories with their unexpected election victory (in England), so far as Scotland was concerned, it was not to be back to business as usual at Westminster.


The SNP had become the third party at Westminster, vanquishing the Liberal Democrats from the place their party had held for nearly a century. I was to be appointed as the SNP Spokesperson for Justice and Home Affairs and to make my maiden speech from the frontbench on the second day of the Queen’s Speech debate, following on from such seasoned politicians as Yvette Cooper and Theresa May.


Not in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that such a thing would come to pass. And it seemed Gordon Wilson had been absolutely right in his advice. My career as an advocate (barrister) meant the House of Commons chamber did not intimidate me as it might have done in my youth. No one who has appeared in the bear pit of Scotland’s Court of Criminal Appeal could be intimidated by much. The letters ‘QC’ after my name commanded respect and opened doors that might otherwise have been closed in my face as a rebellious Scot. Cross-party lawyers welcomed me cordially; Michael Gove invited me to his office to chat with him about prison reform, and Lord Hope of Craighead, the former Lord President of the Court of Session and Deputy President of the UK Supreme Court, summoned me to the House of Lords to discuss amendments to the Scotland Bill.


I was proud to represent the SNP and the Yes movement. My impression was that many at Westminster, particularly on the left, had been misled as to our character and intentions. I enjoyed being the face of measured, considered, respectful nationalism and finally getting to speak in the chamber where I had longed to end up as a wee girl.


However, I never forgot that my long-term goal was independence for Scotland and the chance to change my country for the better. No one who enters politics seriously wants to spend their career in opposition. The real opportunities for effecting change come with government. I won’t pretend that I did not sometimes look enviously at those standing at the Treasury Bench despatch box, but I saw myself as part of the government of a future independent Scotland in Edinburgh, not at Westminster.


I was careful in my maiden speech to be respectful to my predecessor as MP for Edinburgh South West, Alistair Darling. The former Labour chancellor had led the successful Better Together campaign during the independence referendum. I reminded the House that while he might have won that battle, I was confident the SNP would yet win the war.


The decision to run for office had been a leap into the unknown for me, but so far it seemed to be turning out rather well. If I could have seen what was to come I would have been horrified, but for the time being my idealism was intact.
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I had been involved with the SNP on and off since my childhood. My father had been a member in the 1970s and nationalist politics were regularly discussed at the family dinner table. I could still remember the depths of despair he and I felt when the 1978 referendum on a Scottish Assembly failed to deliver the pitiful degree of home rule then offered, and when the SNP lost nine of their eleven seats in the 1979 General Election. Now the party had swept nearly all before it, leaving only one representative of each of the other main parties in Scotland standing.


The SNP landslide attracted attention across the world. Friends in Australia, where I had spent a year out in 2006–07, sent me links to coverage in The Age, Melbourne’s daily newspaper, and in the Sydney Morning Herald, accompanied by photographs of myself and Alex Salmond. A French friend in rural Provence texted to say that she had nearly choked on her cereal when she saw footage of me canvassing in an Edinburgh council estate on the French breakfast news. The news was also of interest in a small corner of Ireland, where, in what was once Ireland’s poorest county, the Leitrim Observer proudly declared a front-page headline: ‘Daughter of Manorhamilton becomes Scottish Nationalist MP’.


Manorhamilton is my mum’s hometown in the west of Ireland. Although she is a proud Irish woman who has always retained her Irish passport, she fell in love with Edinburgh and Scotland when she came here to train as a midwife in the early sixties. She stayed, married a Scot and had two daughters, me and my younger sister, Alison. She used to say that she tried hard not to bring her daughters up to be raging Irish nationalists and they ended up as raging Scottish nationalists instead. In truth, however, my sister and I are a bit of both, but we are a lot of other things as well.


Mum met Dad at a Catholic coffee shop called the Grail (run by the Catholic women’s movement of the same name) on George Street in Edinburgh in 1964. The Grail was a magnet for liberal Catholics in the sixties, as they discussed the excitement of the Second Vatican Council. It was run by my late and much-loved godmother Nora McGrath, an Australian, and her friend Florence Henderson, an American, who later caused a scandal in Catholic circles when she married the eminent theologian Charles Davis, who left the priesthood to marry her. The friends my parents made at the Grail were lifelong friends not just for them, but for me and my sister.


My parents married in Edinburgh on 5 June 1965 at St Peter’s RC church in Morningside, where four years earlier my dad had taken instruction to become a Catholic. Like a good Catholic baby, I arrived less than a year later, on 18 March 1966.


Dad was born in Maryhill, Glasgow. During the war he was brought up by his maternal grandmother in Carntyne, while my grandfather was away in the RAF. My grandmother went to work in London with her older sister as a cocktail waitress at what was then the Lansdowne hotel in Berkeley Square. They led a rather glamourous lifestyle, mixing with stars like Clark Gable. My great-aunt Jessie took over a house in Kensington and my dad fondly recalls wartime visits there and the excitement of visiting an American-style milk bar on Kensington High Street.


After the war, my grandparents moved into a new council house in Watford and my dad and his older brother, David, joined them there. David hated it and went back to Glasgow, but after a difficult period of adjustment my dad thrived at Watford Grammar School. He excelled at his studies and went up to Oxford to read History at St Catherine’s. Dad’s cousin Ronnie (Great-aunt Jessie’s son) had gone up a few years before him to Magdalen, where Dad celebrated his twenty-first birthday party. They were the first generation of their family to go to university and they did it in style.


Both my parents were independent thinkers who did not necessarily take the easy route in life. After university Dad was eligible for national service, but as a conscientious objector he was put through two tribunal hearings before he went off to do psychiatric nursing instead. His experiences at the Quaker-run Retreat in York shaped his outlook on life and he went on to take instruction to become a Catholic. Moving to the Royal Edinburgh Hospital in 1961, he completed his Catholic instruction long before he met my mum. I often tease him that he is one of the mad people who have actually chosen to become a Catholic rather than having it thrust upon them.


Suffice to say his Glasgow Protestant parents were not best pleased, but they got over it. I have very happy memories of visits to my paternal grandparents in the hot summers of the 1970s, with lunchtime picnics in Soho Square, near to the office where my grandfather worked as a clerk at the London Electricity Board. To this day I cannot go into Selfridges or onto the Underground without thinking of them.


My mother had a very different childhood in the west of Ireland, where she lived with her parents and younger brother in Manorhamilton. Their happiness was blown apart by the unexpected death of my maternal grandmother from a heart attack when my mum was aged only eleven. My mum was sent away to boarding school in Carrickmacross in the north where she was very unhappy. Later she transferred to a small convent school in Bundoran in Donegal which she adored. Her teacher there, Sister Melanie, remained a lifelong friend who used to visit us in Edinburgh in the seventies. She was always accompanied by a younger nun, Sister Annunciata, and they started a craze for shell craft among the little girls in our suburban street. They wore navy blue habits and veils, and I remember one of my friends asking her mum if she could lend them some of her summer dresses.


Mum was part of that generation of Irish women for whom university was not encouraged. She has a lifelong love of literature and would have been more than able for it, but instead she was sent to domestic science college in Dublin. She went on to qualify as a nurse in Dublin, before she travelled to Edinburgh to train to be a midwife. She fell in love with Scotland on her first bus tour to the Highlands and has never looked back. Later in life, after taking early retirement from her nursing career, she studied first at the Open University, where she graduated with a BA Hons in General Arts, and then at the University of Stirling, where she took an MPhil in Modern Scottish Literature, graduating with distinction.


The devout Catholicism of my parents dominated my childhood. I began my primary schooling at Flora Stevenson primary, near where we then lived. I moved to Holy Cross primary on Ferry Road after my mum passed her driving test in 1973 and was able drive me to and from school, a journey which otherwise would have meant at least two buses either way. Later, I attended St Margaret’s Convent school in Edinburgh, the oldest Catholic girls’ school in Scotland. We were a family who prayed together at night and went to mass every Sunday.


As I entered adulthood and realised that I was attracted to women rather than men, my sexuality made it difficult for me to continue to feel welcome in the Catholic Church and sometimes also in my family. Until later in life, my parents struggled to accept my sexuality, which was the source of a lot of pain for me when I was young. I have been fortunate that my sister, Alison, has always been 100 per cent in her support of my right to be who I am.


However, I cannot say the same of my Church. Later, during my legal practice, I acted for survivors of physical and sexual abuse in Catholic-run institutions and was appalled by the lack of compassion shown by the Church and its refusal to accept responsibility. The hypocrisy inherent in the contrast between the strictures placed upon gay and lesbian Catholics and the licence that was granted to those who had sexually abused children disgusted me.


While I am no longer a fully practising Catholic, I am still a believer. My Catholic upbringing instilled in me the values of integrity, caring for others, and striving for justice and peace. I feel this has served me well in adult life, both in my legal career and particularly in politics, where I have tried to live up to those important values.


During the 2017 General Election campaign a man turned up at my campaign office asking if I was Alastair Cherry’s daughter. He had worked with my father at the National Library of Scotland as a very junior member of staff, and my dad, who was in a considerably more senior position, had always treated everyone equally and with respect, unlike some of his colleagues. This gentleman was a serious left-winger (Dad used to call him ‘Red Rab’), but he was also an independence supporter, and he wanted to campaign for me because he had so admired my father.


Nationalist politics as well as religion was a major influence in the Cherry household. We were steeped in the history, culture and literature of both Scotland and Ireland. In the same way that my mother had fallen in love with Scotland, my father fell in love with Ireland. Most of our childhood holidays involved visiting family in the west of Ireland, where we enjoyed long glorious days on sunny beaches followed by evenings of storytelling about Irish history, the famine and the events that led to Irish independence.


My mum’s home is in Yeats country – after the poet W.B. Yeats – in the west of Ireland, and she encouraged me to learn many of his poems by heart. Once at primary school when, for being opinionated and cheeky, I was set a punishment exercise of learning a poem and reciting it off by heart, I astonished and no doubt irritated the teacher by reciting ‘The Fiddler of Dooney’ from start to finish on the spot. My mum sadly has advanced dementia now, but she can still recite from memory Yeats’s great poem ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’.


When we weren’t holidaying in Ireland, we explored the Western Highlands of Scotland. My mum always said that she was going to write a book called Castles, Tea Shops and Public Toilets of Scotland. My dad was an avid Scottish historian, and these trips were accompanied by erudite lectures largely about the Stuart dynasty, particularly Mary Queen of Scots and the Jacobite risings. Long before Scottish history was properly taught in our schools, my sister and I were well versed in it. These history lessons, which helped instil a love of my country and an appreciation of its culture, were central to my childhood. As was my parents’ passionate interest in politics and current events.


Dad had grown up a Labour supporter, but after Winnie Ewing’s Hamilton by-election victory in 1967 he embraced Scottish nationalism as his natural home. Like Mum, he was an idealist. She had run beside John F. Kennedy’s motorcade in Dublin when he visited Ireland in 1963 to try to shake his hand. My mum insists that one of my first words was ‘Czechoslovakia’, as my parents followed avidly the events that led to the Prague Spring in 1968. When Nixon resigned in 1974, we were staying in a hotel in Wicklow full of Americans who gathered around the television each night to watch events unfold. As a little girl of eight I joined them, intrigued by the political melodrama and the sense of being a witness to history.


The Troubles in Northern Ireland had a profound effect on our family. While my parents supported the civil rights movement, were appalled by Bloody Sunday and internment, and longed for a united Ireland, they could not support the violence of the IRA, particularly against innocent civilians. My dad marched with the Peace People when they came to Edinburgh in 1976. The Troubles also made getting to the west of Ireland to see family a great deal more expensive, as my parents didn’t want to drive through the North. We had to fly to Dublin and hire a car. This was long before the days of cheap air travel.


In the early seventies my parents argued over the swingometer on election night when Grail friends would come round to stay up late to watch the results. A couple of years after my election as an SNP MP in 2015, I received a letter from a fellow party member which included my dad’s membership card from the 1970s. He asked if I was the little girl who used to answer the door when he came to collect my dad’s subscriptions and wondered if my dad or I had ever envisaged that I would grow up to become an SNP MP.


We hadn’t. By the end of the 1970s the SNP, which had achieved a third of the popular vote and eleven MPs in 1974, were in serious trouble. After their 1979 General Election rout the party moved to the right, and, like a lot of other young people, I felt alienated. Around that time, along with John Swinney and Ian Blackford, I was one of the founding members of the Edinburgh branch of the Young Scottish Nationalists. However, after the expulsion of members of the 79 Group, a radical caucus that wanted to move the party to the left and which included a young Alex Salmond, the SNP seemed an inhospitable environment for those of us who thought that left-wing progressive policies were required to combat Thatcherism. I wasn’t the only member of the Edinburgh Young Scottish Nationalists to give up on the SNP and join the Labour Party, which I did in 1983.


I was impressed by the leadership ticket of Neil Kinnock and Roy Hattersley. I remember the front cover of the New Statesman, to which I had a weekly subscription (along with Smash Hits): they were pictured with the headline ‘Can They Stop the Rot?’ I believed that they could and that the Labour Party was the best way to fight the Thatcher government and its malign influence on Scottish society.


People often assume that, because I am an advocate and went to a small girls’ private school, I am very middle class. Class is not such a big issue in Ireland, but in Scotland my family are very decidedly first-generation middle class, thanks to the opportunities afforded to my grandparents and my father by the post-war Labour government. My parents drove around in second-hand car and eschewed foreign holidays in order to pay the fees to send me and my sister to our convent school, and I am not ashamed of it.


In the Labour Party I continued to argue for home rule, and I was active in the campaign for a Scottish Assembly. In my experience, with a few honourable exceptions, such as Dennis Canavan, most Labour parliamentarians only paid lip service to the notion of devolution. While, in fairness, the Labour Party ultimately came good on their promise to hold a devolution referendum when elected to power in 1997, what won that referendum was a cross-party campaign in which the SNP played a leading role.


I never felt that home rule was that important to most Labour activists, and in truth my active support for the campaign for the Scottish Assembly led them to regard me with suspicion. They were probably right to do so. By the early nineties I had become deeply disillusioned with the Labour Party, particularly because of their failure to protect Scots from the iniquity of the poll tax. The Scotland United and Democracy for Scotland cross-party movements for home rule were gaining momentum after the 1992 General Election, when the Tories had unexpectedly won, again. I marched with them to the Meadows in Edinburgh in December 1992 for a rally where I was particularly impressed by speakers from the Scottish National Party. I left the Labour Party and became an SNP supporter again, although I was as enthused as most people by Labour’s 1997 victory and did not actually rejoin the SNP until 2008.


My legal career was consuming me in the 1990s. While at Edinburgh University I had been involved with student politics, but even then, as a young woman, the endless virtue signalling and posturing irritated me. I decided that perhaps a political career was not for me after all and chose to concentrate on the law. No one was more surprised than me when I got a first in my LLB Hons in 1988, together with the Constitutional Law essay prize and a scholarship for postgraduate study. I toyed with the idea of an academic career and planned to do a PhD, but instead, having completed an LLM (masters degree) I decided to qualify as a solicitor.


My traineeship interviews in Edinburgh in the late 1980s were an interesting experience. Those were very different times. At least two firms expressed surprise that a Catholic lefty thought that they might give her a job. During the Diploma in Legal Practice, which all those wanting to be a solicitor must take before leaving university, I and some of my female fellow students were appalled by the sexism of some of the instructors from the legal profession. We formed a feminist society – the Women’s Legal Network – and, as a result, were blackballed by many of Edinburgh’s leading law firms.


Some of those who most hated what we were doing were men who could not understand why they should be excluded from ‘women only’ meetings, but we also made enemies of some of our fellow female students who were terrified that they might be tarred with our brush, unable to get a job or a boyfriend and, heaven forfend, be suspected of lesbianism. This was a foretaste of what was to come when I challenged gender-identity orthodoxy in later life.


Despite all this nonsense and prejudice, I secured a traineeship at Brodies in Edinburgh, who appointed their trainees on merit. But I found that office life was not for me. What I really wanted to do was work for myself and be an advocate – the Scottish word for a barrister.


My parents thought I was mad to leave the salaried position of solicitor, which I had secured after the end of my traineeship, and to go to the bar, where I would be self-employed without the benefit of any legal connections in our family or friendship circle, apart from the family solicitor. At that time there were only 25 women at the Scottish bar and no female judges in Scotland. However, I was determined to proceed and was called to the bar in December 1995 at the age of 29, after becoming the first person to have two female devil masters, the Scottish word for pupil masters.


In truth, I did not struggle to get work as much as my parents had feared. I had made some good connections while working as a solicitor at Brodies; the company itself gave me some work and both my devil masters ensured that more was passed my way, including an interesting spell junioring to Donald Findlay QC.


I went on to become both a Standing Junior to the Scottish government from 2003 to 2008 and Advocate Depute from 2008 to 2011. While I was serving in the Crown Office, I successfully applied to become a QC and took silk in September 2009 at the age of 43.


Holding these public appointments precluded me from political campaigning, but I was an enthusiastic observer. My election night parties in my first flat in Iona Street in Leith were legendary, when twenty or so people would be crammed into my small living room. On the night of Labour’s victory in May 1997 and on the night of the devolution referendum that followed in September 1997 we went wild, popping champagne corks out into the street from the top-floor window.


I was utterly elated by the election of a Labour government after eighteen years of the Tories and by the advent of the Scottish Parliament. I voted SNP in the first elections to the Scottish Parliament and was a little disappointed by their showing – 35 seats to Labour’s 56 – but at least they were the official opposition. On the beautiful June day in 1999 when the Scottish Parliament opened, I was there in the street, observing the parade to the opening ceremony with the hair on the back of my neck standing up. I felt change, real change was in the air for my country.


That evening there were two free concerts in Princes Street Gardens, one in the West Gardens by the rock band Garbage and one in the East Gardens by Scottish Opera. I was only 33 but I felt a little middle-aged as I elected to attend the opera concert with my friends. We brought a picnic, and as I lay back on the grass listening to a soaring aria, I started to think that I wanted to be part of the change that was happening.


The Scottish legal profession has always contained a healthy proportion of nationalists, and a group was brought together to see what we could do to support the new SNP parliamentarians. When I arrived at the first meeting, I was surprised to see a rather patrician and haughty QC, whom I had assumed was a conservative. A colleague explained that we were a broad church, and this gentleman was a supporter of the restoration of the Stuart dynasty.


Nevertheless, it wasn’t until after what was for me the unexpected victory of the SNP at the 2007 Scottish Parliament election that I decided I must rejoin the party.


In the run-up to the 2007 Scottish election, I was in Australia having decided to take a gap year for my fortieth birthday. But I was keeping an eye on what was happening at home. I could see that the SNP under Alex Salmond, in his second spell as leader, were pressing the Scottish Labour government hard as the 2007 Scottish Parliament election approached.


In the end it was a close-run thing. The SNP ended up with 47 seats to Labour’s 46, but Salmond seized the initiative, declared himself the winner and secured the support of parliament as First Minister of a minority administration. Most people did not think it would last six months. In the event it lasted four years, governed effectively and provided the springboard to an unprecedented outright SNP victory at the 2011 election.


I was home from Australia by the time of the 2007 election and back at the bar. The celebrations at my house were wild. I remember being up all night and sitting with a calculator in front of the television in the late afternoon while on the phone to my friend and colleague Gail Gianni, with whom I would later set up Lawyers for Yes in 2014. When we worked out the SNP had succeeded, we did a quick phone around and convened an impromptu party at my house. The attendees included a Court of Session judge. Once again champagne corks were popped out the window into the garden, this time for an SNP victory.


I was delirious but still working in a public appointment as a Standing Junior to the Scottish government. I made inquiries and established that it would be acceptable for me to be a member of a political party but not to be active, so I rejoined the SNP in 2008.


I won’t pretend that my relationship with the SNP was always a happy one after that. I remember feeling uneasy at the total adoration of Alex Salmond I witnessed at the 2011 SNP conference in Inverness – it seemed to me that he could have read out the local phone directory rather than give a speech and the audience would have swooned and clapped like seals. I was to remember this in the years to come when so many of his erstwhile friends and admirers deserted him when he was in trouble.


More importantly, I was alarmed at the SNP government’s approach in areas of policy where I had some expertise, including criminal law reform, which seemed to me cavalier both in its lack of respect or understanding for unique aspects of Scots law and for the importance of human rights, even when protecting those rights makes life difficult for the authorities or the government.


A prime example of this came in 2008, when the Grand Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights delivered a landmark judgment in the case of Salduz,1 a seventeen-year-old Kurdish boy who had been taken into custody by Turkish anti-terrorist police on suspicion of having participated in an unlawful demonstration in support of an illegal organisation. The court ruled that it was a breach of his human rights for him to have been denied access to a solicitor while in custody and before he was interrogated about the alleged offence, to which he had confessed.


Despite contesting the accuracy of the statement he had made to the police without the benefit of legal advice, it was relied upon to convict him. The court held that this was a clear violation of his right to a fair trial under Article 6 of the European Convention on Human Rights.


This decision was to have momentous consequences for the Scottish legal system. While historically there had been a right to legal assistance while in custody in Scotland, this had been abolished in the 1970s and it had long been a talking point that the decision to do so would not survive a challenge under the European Convention on Human Rights. Now that the Convention had been incorporated into the domestic legal systems of the United Kingdom in the Human Rights Act 1998 and the Scotland Act 1998, it was inevitable there would be a challenge to the legal position in Scotland from an accused person who found him or herself faced by a prosecutor who intended to use a confession procured without the benefit of legal advice. And indeed such challenges followed thick and fast.


A bench of seven judges in Scotland’s Criminal Appeal Court held that the practice of not affording access to a lawyer before interrogation in Scotland did not breach Article 6 because, unlike other countries, it is not possible to be convicted solely on a confession in Scotland because of the requirement of corroboration.2


The UK Supreme Court disagreed in the landmark case of Cadder3 and the Scottish Parliament had to introduce emergency legislation ensuring that accused persons would be afforded the right of access to a solicitor before they were questioned by the police.


To understand the politics of all of this it is important to appreciate that the Act of Union between Scotland and England in 1707 protected Scotland’s separate legal system. In criminal justice matters the Scottish Criminal Court of Appeal is a final court of appeal. However, because of the incorporation of the ECHR into domestic law, accused persons can raise an issue as to the safety of their conviction on human rights grounds at the United Kingdom Supreme Court.


Many Scottish nationalists resent this, as do many of my colleagues in the legal profession who are not necessarily political nationalists, but who jealously guard the independence of the Scottish legal system.


There was uproar as a result of the Cadder decision. Members of the Scottish government including Alex Salmond and Kenny MacAskill, who as a lawyer ought to have known better, made the cardinal error of attacking the judiciary.4 It was not the SNP government’s finest hour.


It was obvious to me from the moment I first read the Salduz decision that the Scottish legal system was in trouble and that we were out of step with many other countries, and now importantly the European Convention on Human Rights, in our failure to afford accused persons the right to legal advice. Indeed, this had been obvious for some time. While it is true that the requirement for corroboration means that an accused person in Scotland cannot be convicted solely on his unadvised confession, in my experience as a prosecutor it takes very little additional evidence to corroborate such a confession and therefore the requirement of corroboration isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.


The government decided it was going to abolish corroboration under Scots law. This led to further uproar in the legal profession because it was rightly pointed out that corroboration is central to the criminal law of Scotland and that you can’t simply remove the central plank of any system without replacing it with other checks and balances or safeguards.


While working as an Advocate Depute, a Scottish government SPAD phoned me to ask if I would speak out in favour of the SNP stance on the Cadder judgment and their plans to abolish the Scottish requirement for corroboration. They wanted the weight of a nationalist QC behind their position. I explained that I could not because it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to make a public contribution in my current role, and in any event I strongly disagreed with the policy. They were not best pleased. The following year, 2012, when I had left the Crown Office, I was moved to write to the Herald newspaper stating my opposition.5


Shortly before I completed my time as an Advocate Depute, I represented the Lord Advocate in one of the further appeals which arose as a result of the Cadder decision, commonly referred to as the ‘Sons of Cadder’. It was my first time appearing at the UK Supreme Court and was judged to be something of a triumph, particularly as we won.6


At that time I was nearing the end of a three-year appointment where I had been promoted to Senior Crown Counsel and led for the Crown in some of the most important criminal appeals of recent years. After the 2011 SNP election victory, the law officers were changing and there was a round of appointments to the role of Principal Advocate Depute and his/her deputies. I had a very good reputation and everyone in the profession expected me to be promoted to one of the top roles in the Crown Office. I wasn’t, and I have often wondered whether my private views expressed to the SPAD in that phone call might have affected my chances of promotion.


My hopes for further promotion within the Crown Office having been dashed, I returned to private practice in the autumn of 2011. Now that I no longer held a public or government role, I was free to be actively involved in politics. However, my misgivings about the policy direction of the SNP government in some areas were such that I felt reluctant to pursue this freedom.


I busied myself with getting my private practice up and running again and chaired the Faculty of Advocates law reform committee, which became closely involved in consultations to make sure that if corroboration was to be abolished, sufficient replacement safeguards would be put in place. In the event this reform never happened, but at the height of what I consider to be the Scottish government’s mishandling of the matter there were moments when I seriously thought about cutting up my SNP membership card.


I am glad I did not. The unexpected attainment of an outright SNP majority at the 2011 Scottish Parliament election meant that an independence referendum was on the cards. From a distance I watched with admiration Alex Salmond’s skilful negotiations with David Cameron’s government, which resulted in the Edinburgh Agreement. This was an agreement very much to the SNP’s advantage because crucially it allowed the Scottish Parliament to decide the date of the referendum, the question, and the franchise. This meant that Alex Salmond was able to choose a date that would enable a long campaign, a question that begged the answer yes – ‘Do you agree that Scotland should be an independent country?’ – and a franchise that included sixteen- to seventeen-year-olds, who were known to be very pro-independence.


Two years later, during Scotland’s ‘Summer of Love’ in the last six months of the referendum campaign, I was to become one of the Yes campaign’s most enthusiastic proponents and a well-known face as the spokesperson for Lawyers for Yes, one of the many grassroots groups that emerged in support of the Yes campaign.


When the referendum was lost, it might have been prudent to pause and take stock. Clearly, there were issues that should have acted as a warning to me that there were aspects of the SNP’s approach that were alien to my values. My misgivings included the party’s unquestioning support and adoration for its leader, a tendency towards authoritarianism, and a sometimes cavalier attitude towards human rights protections and the rule of law. These were anathema to me.


So why, then, did I put myself forward as a representative of the party? The answer lies in my burning desire to ensure that the spirit of the Yes campaign, particularly during its last six months, be kept alive. It was a spirit of hope and optimism. A collective effort to make a better country. Above all, it was about debate and ideas for reform. I was an idealist who entered politics because of a cross-party campaign for radical change, not a party-political careerist.


In this book I set out to explore how the spirit of the Yes campaign was crushed and replaced with an authoritarian leadership which encouraged a cult-like adoration that went far beyond anything that had troubled me during the Salmond years. I will reveal why Salmond and Sturgeon became enemies and how crucial opportunities to further the independence cause were squandered. I also want to look at what can be done to recapture the spirit of hope, optimism and intellectual inquiry that lit up Scotland in the summer of 2014 and how to ensure that our polity can never again be so dominated by a small leadership cabal’s ambition and hubris.


I was privileged to play a part in the extraordinary upheavals in the British constitution that followed the Brexit vote in 2016. I’m proud to have been the only member of the SNP who scored a significant hit against Boris Johnson when the case I led against the unlawful prorogation of parliament triumphed in the Supreme Court. What happened in the wake of the Brexit vote – the fact that a charlatan like Johnson was able to become British Prime Minister and behave as he did during the Covid crisis – and the terrible disappointment that is the Starmer government have simply underlined for me that Scotland could do better as an independent country. Unfortunately, in their current incarnation, the SNP are a hindrance rather than a help to that notion.


I decided to write this book to give my perspective on why, despite the turmoil of the last decade, the SNP has failed to advance the cause of independence. I want to give an insider’s perspective on what went wrong and what was going on behind the scenes. It is vital to address what has gone wrong in order to lay the groundwork for the future. Lessons must be learned in order for the SNP and the independence movement to progress. I love my country and I share the internal optimism of an idealist who wants to shift the status quo. I believe the dream of independence can be kept alive and that the dream could be made real. However, in order for that to happen we need an honest appraisal of what has gone wrong before addressing how we might do things better in the future. In the chapters that follow I shall endeavour to do both.





1 Salduz v Turkey [2008] ECHR 3693/02 [Grand Chamber] (27 November 2008)


2 HM Advocate v McLean [2009] HCJAC 97


3 Cadder v HM Advocate [2010] UKSC 43


4 https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/jun/01/alex-salmond-scotland-supreme-court


5 ‘Justice for victims and accused is the priority in corroboration argument’, Herald, 24 October 2012: https://www.heraldscotland.com/opinion/letters/13078146.justice-victims-accused-priority-corroboration-argument


6 Jude v HMA [2011] UKSC 55
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‘Get me the name of that woman from Lawyers for Yes’


On a miserable, cold Friday evening in early November 2014, I came home from working in the Advocates Library, got straight into my pyjamas and poured a gin and tonic. The clocks had just gone back and it was dark already. It seemed a long time since the summer of love which had preceded the independence referendum. I had no plans to go out and was savouring a solitary night in with a takeaway listening to Any Questions?. Then I looked at my emails and saw a message from a contact at SNP HQ warning me to ‘expect a call from the FM’. His email was the last in a long email trail and I scrolled down. The first email was from Alex Salmond, and it simply said, ‘Get me the name of that woman from Lawyers for Yes.’


At that stage, although he had announced his resignation the day after the referendum, Alex Salmond was still First Minister (FM). Nicola Sturgeon was due to take over on 20 November. I had met Alex only twice before: once while I worked in the Crown Office at Lord Advocate Elish Angelini’s leaving party, and the other during the referendum campaign when I was campaigning as the co-founder and leader of Lawyers for Yes. I was still very much in awe of Alex, so I was impressed, excited and a little daunted.


When the phone call came it was from an aide who invited me to a drinks party at Bute House, the official residence of the FM, the following evening. I asked what I should wear. She said smart casual and that there would just be a few people there. When I arrived there were only seven other guests: Michelle Thomson of Business for Scotland; Jeane Freeman, the former Labour SPAD who had campaigned with Women for Independence; Kate Higgins, an SNP stalwart who later became a SPAD to Nicola Sturgeon; Michael Stewart, the footballer who had played for Hibs and Hearts and been capped for Scotland; Brendan O’Hara, a TV producer and SNP stalwart; Jim Spence, the football commentator; and Rab Wilson, the Scots poet and NHS whistleblower.


It was an odd but very enjoyable evening. Alex plied us with drink, canapés and entertaining chat. It wasn’t until late in the evening that he explained his purpose in inviting us all there. He wanted us to consider standing for Westminster at the General Election, which was due in May 2015. Some of us, including me, were members of the SNP; others, like Jeane, were not. But at that stage Alex had it in mind to have some sort of Yes alliance at the General Election and to allow non-aligned members of the Yes movement to stand under a broader banner in place of SNP candidates in some constituencies.


He told me that he would like me to consider standing in the Edinburgh South West constituency against the incumbent Labour MP, Alistair Darling. I’d had a fair bit of champagne to drink and replied that if he hadn’t been the First Minister of Scotland, I would have told him he was off his head. It seemed unthinkable to me that there would ever be an SNP MP in Edinburgh, much less that it would be me, and that I would gain a seat by defeating Alistair Darling, who had successfully led the Better Together campaign. He had also on at least one occasion bested Alex Salmond in debate, so I didn’t fancy my own chances against him.1


I was, of course, immensely flattered. Alex Salmond had been my political hero for many years, so to be asked by him to do this was a big deal for me. And I was not completely unprepared. The idea of standing as a candidate for the SNP had already been raised with me by colleagues and friends in law and politics. Having developed an appetite for frontline politics during my involvement in the referendum campaign, I wanted to remain involved, but the prospect of becoming an MP seemed remote and daunting.


That night at Bute House was a magical evening for me, and I walked home in the early hours of the morning with my mind made up. It was a decision taken on instinct rather than on rational analysis. I just knew it was the right thing for me to do, and from there, despite all the ups and downs that were to come, I never really looked back.


This decision would have been wholly unforeseeable to me at the start of 2014, when I was suffering from anxiety and depression. Since my late teens I have been prone to episodes of depression, but on this occasion it was combined with a level of anxiety I had not experienced before. My mood was worsened by the break-up of a relationship that I felt had shown promise, but in truth my depression had contributed to that break-up.


My ex had told me that she thought I was unhappy in my life and my job. She said that when she asked me where I saw myself in ten years’ time, I replied that I would be a judge, but I said it with no enthusiasm. When she said this I was annoyed, but I immediately realised she was right. Over time I was to come to realise that, while I enjoyed advocacy, joining the judiciary as part of the natural career path for a successful advocate did not necessarily appeal to me. I am not really an establishment person – more of a natural rebel. For fulfilment I needed to do something I was passionate about and to use my advocacy skills to crusade for a cause I really cared about.


With the benefit of hindsight, I can now see that part of my depression was caused by a lack of satisfaction in my job. When I worked as a prosecutor, I had a real sense of purpose, and, after leaving that position, up until the autumn of 2013 I had been very focused on a big mental health appeal I was conducting in the Supreme Court. When that case was over, I think I had a huge sense of anticlimax.


To make matters worse my closest friend, Nina Hallowell, to whom this book is dedicated, was heading off on sabbatical to Australia. My family and other close friends were very supportive, but I was unsettled by Nina being so far away.


I decided that it might be good for me to get as far away as possible from my everyday life, to try to get over my depression and gain some perspective on my situation. So I followed Nina to Australia, spending a month travelling there. While down under, I realised I needed a greater purpose in life and resolved to get properly involved in the independence referendum campaign on my return.


After contacting an old friend from my university days, Susan Stewart, whom I knew to be working for Yes Scotland, I soon became active in Women for Independence (WFI), the grassroots group which had been established by Susan’s partner, the late Jeane Freeman, among others, to make sure that women’s voices and interests were put centre stage in the campaign.


It was April 2014 and the referendum was still more than six months away. I had little idea that I had started on a course that would completely change the direction of my life and give me the sense of purpose I needed.


The independence referendum campaign


It’s a curious feature of the Scottish referendum which reflects badly on our media that only one newspaper supported the Yes side, despite almost half the country voting Yes. The Sunday Herald announced its support for Yes on 4 May 2014 with a beautiful front page designed by the late Alasdair Gray. Yes supporters were ecstatic to finally have one newspaper on our side. My Yes-supporting advocate colleague Gail Gianni arrived at my front door with a bottle of champagne to celebrate. I made us steak and chips while we discussed the current situation. We knew that there were many other lawyers who supported independence, and we decided to set up a group called Lawyers for Yes. We felt that contributions to the debate from a professional group who could speak with expertise on what the constitution of an independent Scotland and accession to the EU would look like might increase the appeal of independence. Gail is a skilled networker and gathered over a hundred supporters within a short period of time.


On 23 June 2014 we held a press event to launch the group. Gail encouraged me to be the group spokesperson and so my frontline political career began. Lawyers for Yes joined the many other grassroots groups which had been set up such as WFI, NHS for Yes, and Business for Scotland. Our group, like most others, had been set up completely independently of the SNP and the official Yes Scotland campaign, but both were soon in touch to ask if I could cover TV and radio bids for the Yes campaign. I found myself appearing regularly on radio and television and travelling Scotland to take part in debates, from Glasgow (a bastion of Yes) to St Andrews (a bastion of No-voting upper-class English students). I was told by Yes staffers that Peter Murrell (then the chief executive of the SNP and husband of Nicola Sturgeon) was impressed with my communications skills and wanted me to be utilised by the campaign.


As well as becoming the spokesperson for Lawyers for Yes, I did a fair bit of doorstep and street campaigning, and met Fraser Thompson, the coordinator of the Yes campaign in Edinburgh Central, who was later to become my chief of staff, as well as a close friend and a rock in difficult times.


Much has been written about the unpleasantness and division allegedly generated by the independence referendum. Those with an agenda blame it largely on the Yes side. I don’t dispute that some of the cybernats, as they came to be known, went too far, but I had equally unpleasant experiences at the hands of some of the more vitriolic supporters of the unionist campaign. These went beyond social media attacks and extended to some very deliberate attempts to try to malign my personal integrity and my professional standing as a member of the Scottish bar. This continued after I was elected and got worse.


By early 2017, research by Amnesty International showed that I was one of the top five most-abused female MPs in the UK.2 At that stage I had not yet reared my head as a gender-critical feminist and most of the abuse was related to my support for Scottish independence and my support for the UK remaining in the European Union. In addition, some of the sectarian troglodytes who take an interest in Scottish politics had uncovered the fact that I was a Roman Catholic.


The Scottish independence referendum was a vicarage tea party compared to the Brexit referendum, both in terms of vitriol and in terms of the lies told. We must never forget that a Member of Parliament was murdered at the height of the Brexit referendum campaign. The most violent incident that happened during the Scottish referendum was the throwing of an egg.
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