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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION


This biography was first published in the autumn of 2010, when Alex Salmond looked as if he might lose the 2011 Holyrood election, and last updated a year later, when a referendum on independence had yet to be agreed. Obviously a lot has happened in the almost four years since, indeed the first two editions neatly illustrated the difficulties of writing a biography of a serving politician, for by the time the author’s observations are published, their career (and a reader’s perspective) will inevitably have moved on.


Initially, I believed Salmond’s resignation as SNP leader and First Minister in the wake of the independence referendum would finally give this biography a definitive ending, a chance to stand back and assess his eventful political career. Then came the SNP ‘surge’, a remarkable upswing in the party’s Westminster support that carried Salmond and 55 other MPs into the House of Commons at the general election on 7 May, 2015. It was, as a former adviser put it to me, ‘the fastest comeback in Scottish political history’, and thus a good reason for retaining this book’s original title: Salmond – Against the Odds.


The second edition ended up being overlong – more than 200,000 words – so this edition has not only been heavily edited but also extended to cover Salmond’s second term as First Minister and, obviously, the referendum. Chapters 13-15 comprise almost completely fresh material; while a new conclusion – an attempt to assess his ‘legacy’ – replaces the previous chapter entitled ‘Will the real Alex Salmond please stand up?’ It should also be said that the remaining chapters contain some new material, mainly gleaned from interviews, profiles and books published since 2011. Some of the material has already appeared in my 2013 book, The Battle for Britain: Scotland and the Independence Referendum (Biteback), and in a series of biographical essays for the Scottish Daily Mail in the autumn of 2014. I have also corrected several errors – major and minor – present in the last two editions.




It would be remiss, meanwhile, not to mention a widely circulated letter penned by my subject a few days after his resignation as First Minister. In this (published in the Herald on 23 September 2014) Alex Salmond referred to me as his ‘self-appointed biographer’ (which was true enough), followed this up with a cheap jibe about having deprived me of ‘a lucrative income stream’ (he clearly has not kept up with industry rates) and concluded with ‘two observations’: ‘First, I hardly know David Torrance. And secondly – and much more problematically for a biographer – he doesn’t know me at all.’


It was a typically Salmond response, playing the man rather than the ball, a journalist rather than his arguments. Laying aside the obvious inconsistency (I’m not sure how he could know me better than I know him), what Salmond might have meant is, as the historian Owen Dudley Edwards shrewdly pointed out, is that I do not know him intimately, which is of course true. But then I have never claimed to, although I do ‘know’ him very well as a politician and this, after all, is a political biography. Besides, if knowing one’s subject is to be a prerequisite for a biographer, then it presents obvious problems for those hoping to cast some light on long-departed historical figures.


The late Sir Bernard Crick put it well when he said a biographer had ‘a duty to show how he reaches his conclusions, not to pretend to omniscience’, while sharing ‘things that are moot, problematic and uncertain with the reader’,1 qualities I have attempted to bring to all three editions of this book. Another fine biographer, John Campbell, also said ‘probably the ideal relationship between a biographer and a living subject’2 was that between myself and Salmond, i.e. no direct co-operation but, at the same time, no attempt made to hinder my research (apart from an eleventh-hour phone call prior to publication of the first edition) nor prevent me speaking to friends and colleagues.


This edition is certainly a lot more critical in tone than those published in 2010 and 2011, not least because it is now much easier to assess his legacy as First Minister given more than eight years have passed since the 2007 Holyrood election. Still, as ever, I have endeavoured to be fair, showing where at all possible – in line with Sir Bernard Crick’s rule – how I have reached my conclusions.


Biographies are never possible without the help of papers, places and people, and the former archives at the superb National Library of Scotland proved invaluable, particularly its collection of modern political manuscripts. Regarding places, research trips to Linlithgow, St Andrews and Glasgow helped put my subject in context, while people provided  the most insightful source of information and analysis. The following, in alphabetical order, either spoke to me about Salmond, provided me with source material or offered feedback on sections of this biography: Geoff Aberdein, Malcolm Anderson, Peter Bainbridge, Grant and Glynne Baird, the late Professor Geoffrey Barrow, Ian O. Bayne, Colin Bell, Lucy Hunter Blackburn, Ian Blackford MP, Peter Brunskill, the late David Cairns, Antoni Chawluk, Pam Chesters, Peter Clarke, David Cobham, Andy Collier, Michael Crick, Rod Cross, Gordon Currie, Jim and Margaret Cuthbert, Tam Dalyell, Julie Davidson, Dr Jason Davies, Jennifer Dempsie, Christina Dykes, Jim Eadie MSP, Lord Elis-Thomas, Jim Fairlie, Kenny Farquharson, Colin Faulkner, John Fellowes, Lord Foulkes, Alan Frith, Professor Tom Gallagher, Duncan Hamilton, Margaret Henderson, Alistair Hicks, Claire Howell, Aidan Kerr, Andrew Kerr, Malcolm Kerr, Iain Lawson, Isobel Lindsay, Liz Lloyd, Colin McAllister, Lord McConnell, the late Margo MacDonald, Colin Mackay, Tim McKay, Chris McLean, Henry McLeish, John MacLeod, the late Stephen Maxwell, Professor James Mitchell, Jonathan Mitchell QC, Iain More, Peter Murrell, Stephen Noon, Quintin Oliver, Douglas Pattullo, Kevin Pringle, Colin Pyle, Harry Reid, Jim Sillars, Martin Sime, Dave Smith, Nigel Smith, Lord Steel, Stewart Stevenson MSP, Jamie Stone, Ian Swanson, Desmond Swayne MP, Michael Torrance, Lord Wallace of Tankerness, Andrew Wilson, Brian Wilson, Gordon Wilson, Charlie Woods, and many others who wished, for several reasons, to remain anonymous.


Finally, a big thank you to Hugh Andrew and his team at Birlinn for first agreeing to publish this biography six years ago and, subsequently, two new editions. Who knows, this might not even be the last.


David Torrance


London, June 2015


@davidtorrance











Chapter 1


‘A REAL BLACK BITCH’


Alexander Elliot Anderson Salmond was born on Hogmanay, 1954, in the midst of a particularly cold and snowy winter. Forty years later, Salmond reflected on the moment through the eyes of his grandfather, Alexander (known as Sandy) Salmond. ‘It was hardly the preparation for Hogmanay that Sandy had expected,’ he wrote.





With pipes frozen all over town times were busy even for a semi-retired plumber and besides his new grandchild was due. Indeed overdue. And here he was on the hill trudging through the snow to a lonely farmhouse. Still the weather would mean that the wean would more than likely be born in the royal burgh, for there was no safe route to Edinburgh on a day such as this. And just think if it were a boy, a namesake, and a real Black Bitch, born within the sound of St Michael’s bells.





Salmond then linked his birth with the final hours of a recluse called Bob Jamieson, whom Sandy was visiting at his farmhouse that night. A young doctor called McKay arrived just as Jamieson slipped away. ‘Well, that’s a blessing,’ he said to Sandy. ‘One going and one coming, because you’ll have a grandchild before this day’s over.’1


This story not only drew upon Alex Salmond’s obviously fond memories of his grandfather, but also suggested a heightened sense of his Linlithgow roots, and perhaps his place in the wider sweep of Scottish history. He did, after all, share a birthday with Bonnie Prince Charlie. The Scotland of 1954/55, however, was then at the height of its political Unionism, and Winston Churchill was approaching the end of his second premiership. ‘My mum thought Churchill was the greatest man who ever lived,’ Salmond later recalled, ‘and my dad wanted to hang him because of what he did to the miners.’2 Doubtless Mrs Salmond contributed to the victory at the 1955 general election of the Scottish Unionist Party (as  the Conservatives were then known north of the border), which won a majority of both seats and the popular vote.


The SNP, by contrast, barely registered in electoral terms. The party contested just two seats, Stirling and Falkirk Burghs and Perth and East Perthshire, only retaining its deposit in the latter. The SNP’s share of the national vote was a pitiful 0.5 per cent. The glory days of a decade earlier, when Robert D. McIntyre had triumphed in Motherwell as the first Nationalist Member of Parliament, were but a distant memory. The SNP was still perceived as a romantic movement, a collection of cranks who meant well but achieved little.


It was another two years before Harold Macmillan would famously declare that ‘most of our people have never had it so good’, and Linlithgow, which occupied a prime location along the southern shore of an eponymous Loch in a broad agricultural valley, would not have escaped this relative prosperity. The town boasted an illustrious past, its much-favoured royal palace (the birthplace of Mary, Queen of Scots) ensuring the town’s historical prominence. But the Linlithgow Salmond would have been familiar with in the 1950s and ’60s was no longer charmingly rural, its road and rail links having transformed it into a busy residential settlement.


There was also ongoing redevelopment. Two large tracts of the northern side of the High Street – where Salmond’s grandfather had been born – were demolished in the 1960s and replaced by flats and public buildings in a contemporary style. In 1964 came a controversial addition to the townscape, a modernist aluminium spire – representing Christ’s crown of thorns – which was added to St Michael’s.3


The young Salmond obviously took a keen interest in the history of his home town and even decades later a friend conducted round Linlithgow’s magnificent ruins was surprised by the eloquence and feeling of ‘Alex’s guided tour’.4 In the early 1970s he devoured Angus Macdonald’s 1932 book, Linlithgow in Pictures, and used it as the basis of a knowledgably articulate letter to the local newspaper when he was just 17. It concerned a street in the town called ‘Beinn-Castle Brae’, of which he enclosed a print:





The ‘Beinn’ in Beinn-Castle comes not as ‘Incomer’ seemingly suggests from ‘Bean’, the leguminous plant but from the Scots’ ‘Beinn’ meaning ‘rich’ or ‘well to do’. The term probably has most truth when applied to the West Port House … which was completed by one of the Hamiltons [in] about 1600. It possessed extensive grounds, and is, not to become too involved, the largest and oldest inhabited property in town. The three mid-17th-century  houses in the foreground were demolished by the Town Council, showing a surprising, if somewhat familiar, lack of vision, in 1930, and made way for the incongruous, though no doubt necessary, public conveniences.5





The letter is signed, formally, ‘Alexander Salmond’. Prominent characteristics are already present: a love of history, confidence and a straightforward – if youthfully clumsy – writing style with a humourous turn of phrase. ‘Politicians gain by cultivating the local’6 observed Christopher Harvie, and indeed Salmond would assiduously cultivate Linlithgow, just as David Lloyd George did Criccieth, Nye Bevan Ebbw Vale and Gordon Brown Kirkcaldy. A university friend remembers Salmond making a point of going back home for a traditional ceremony known as the ‘walking of the marches’, ‘which was very important to him. He wasn’t a romantic at all but felt that where he came from was very important.’7





There had been people by the name of Salmond – a ‘Crusader’ name of Hebrew origins – in Linlithgow since the 16th century, and members of Alex’s family since at least the 18th century, before which they had been cattle dealers in Stirlingshire, one of whom, Peter, was the last Salmond to be born in an independent Scotland, in 1704. By 1841 Alex Salmond’s great-great-great grandfather John, a ploughman and a labourer, had moved his family to the West Lothian village of Torphichen, while by 1871 the next generation had ended up in Linlithgow.


At around that time another Alex Salmond – the nephew of the future SNP leader’s great-great-great grandfather – sailed to New York with his wife Jane, teenage son Peter, and nephew Robert, with records showing he ‘was wearing his kilt when he stepped off board and onto the new land’ 11 days later. His family flourished and Peter later moved to Canada where he built two houses and a farm in the new province of Saskatchewan. In her book, Alex Salmond: Cattle Dealer, Myrla Salmond (a fifth cousin of the other Alex Salmond) wrote that the ‘Salmond pioneers had the courage to flout adversity’.8


Back in Scotland, Alex’s great-great-great grandfather, John Salmond, shows up as a ploughman in the old parish records held at the National Archives of Scotland, while the forename Alexander, or Alex, appears to have become a family favourite when John’s son was christened in 1816. The Scottish Salmonds were modest citizens, mainly working as ferrymen or flour millers, while Alex’s grandfather, the aforementioned Sandy, became a plumber.


Sandy’s son (and the future First Minister’s father), Robert Dobbie  Salmond,9 was born on 21 August 1921 in an area of Linlithgow known as Low Port. Robert was by instinct a Labour voter, and indeed during his stint in the Royal Navy had been nicknamed ‘Uncle Joe’ because of his Stalinist leanings. During the Second World War Robert was an electrician on the aircraft carrier Indomitable, which was torpedoed (but not sunk) in the Mediterranean. Later he moved to the Civil Service, working as an executive officer at the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance where, in 1961, a young Margaret Thatcher was appointed a junior minister.


In September 1950 Robert married Mary Stewart Milne, who also worked at the local National Insurance office as a ‘clerical officer’ but came from a more middle-class background. Her father, William Milne, had been a headmaster and her mother, Margaret Hamilton, a school-teacher. Robert and Mary eventually had four children, the second of which was Alex, a baby-boomer born at 4.30 p.m. on 31 December 1954 at 101 Preston Road, the Salmonds’ family home.


Following a local church tradition Alex’s two middle names came from the minister who christened him, G. (Gilbert) Elliot Anderson. ‘I have tried to bear that name with pride,’ Salmond told the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 2009,10 and indeed the Rev Elliot Anderson appears to have made quite an impression on the young Alex, who later gave serious thought to becoming a minister himself.11 As Salmond recalled in 2008, Elliot Anderson had ‘a great liking for what Professor [William] Barclay12 used to do and looked at the exact meaning of words in Latin [and] Greek. He used to do sermons about what was meant by … the apostles or what did it mean when Jesus said such and such to this group of folk. I used to think it was fantastic. I used to demand to listen to sermons rather than go to Sunday school. I would be sitting in rapt attention listening to the full thing. He was not a great preacher in the Barclay spellbinding nature but he was a good minister and wholly good.’13


Salmond attended church almost every Sunday until he was 18, but later fell out of the habit. Like many politicians seeking to broaden their appeal, he would later talk up his Kirk background. ‘I do have a strong faith and always have had,’ he said in 2009. ‘I have a Presbyterian nature in that I like its ideas of individual responsibility and democracy.’14





Those trying to pin down the formative influences on the young Salmond need look no further than his grandfather, Sandy. ‘I was … instructed in the Scottish oral tradition,’ he reflected in 2002, ‘literally from my grandfather’s knee, and I have little doubt that this was the strongest  influence in my life in determining my attitude to nationality and identity.’15


Alexander Salmond liked to impart Scottish historical tales and, as his grandson later recalled, ‘the way my granddad told it gave it incredible local colour’.16 ‘If he was telling a story about the wars of independence,’ Salmond elaborated, ‘he didn’t tell it like a history book. For example, Bruce’s men captured Linlithgow Castle. They did it by using a hay-cart and stopping the drawbridge and charging in. But what my grandfather used to say was, there were a couple of Davidsons … an Anderson [and] the Oliphants were involved. The Oliphants were the local bakers, so at four years old I had this image of the local bakers, covered in flour, dusting themselves off and charging in. It was personal, colourful, vital. It would have won more Oscars than Braveheart.’


In retrospect, Salmond realised his grandfather had embellished these stories. ‘He showed me, for example, the ground where he said Edward I had camped before the Battle of Falkirk,’ he recalled, ‘he showed me the window from where the Regent Moray was shot dead in the High Street.’ It was because this oral history was ‘unofficial, almost subversive’ that made it so ‘irresistible’ to Salmond. He was detached enough to realise that while his grandfather ‘did get the sweep of things about right’, his ‘Braveheart version of Scots history may have been vulnerable in the occasional point of detail’.17


Nevertheless, Salmond’s grandfather did at least sow the seeds of Alex’s Nationalism: ‘Of course, a pro-Scottish inclination goes a lot deeper than economics. Robert Burns put it best when he wrote that the story of Wallace kindled a fire in his veins “which will boil along there till the floodgates of life shut in eternal rest”. Burns got his inspiration from Blind Harry’s epic poem, Wallace. I got mine, literally, from my paternal grandfather’s knee.’18


‘The fire that he lit still burns,’19 Salmond concluded. ‘Each of us is the product of all our experiences and I do believe there is a link between these early memories and the support I developed in later years for the Scottish cause.’20


This latent Nationalism was not, however, cultural. Salmond wore a kilt for the first time when he attended a family wedding at Harrogate in 1959; an experience that meant the garment was not part of his wardrobe until nearly 50 years later. It seems he found the ‘shortbread tin’ and ‘white heather club’21 image of the kilt in 1950s Scotland disagreeable.


Salmond’s first school was Linlithgow Primary, where he was once belted for making farmyard noises. ‘I kept clucking in class, which I thought was very amusing, but my teacher thought it was less so,’  Salmond recalled nearly 40 years later.22 A happier memory was his first foray into populist politics, standing for the SNP in mock elections. ‘It was the only party left,’ he explained later. ‘I had a landslide victory because I advocated half-day school and the replacement of free school milk with ice cream.’23


Given his allergy to almost every form of protein, however, the young Alex was not allowed to drink cow’s milk, though he could take that from a goat. In fact, health problems had plagued him since birth. As a baby, he had required ‘constant slathering in sulphurous jelly’ due to severe eczema, and when, aged three, that abated, it was replaced by severe asthma, a condition that has affected Salmond ever since. As the journalist Alex Perry later recounted:





Mumps and measles made the asthma worse. When Salmond was chosen for an experimental asthma treatment, he had an allergic reaction to the drug, ephedrine. Mary refused to give her son any reason to think he was different. ‘I’d be wheezing and she’d just fling me out to school, and over the day, the attack would wear off,’ he says … Mary also took him swimming twice a week, an exercise especially hard for her boy since his nose was always blocked. But Salmond remembers the trips to Falkirk pool as a treat: afterwards his mother would buy him fish and chips, one of the rare meals to which he was not allergic. ‘She gave the appearance of total normality,’ he says. ‘She told me not long before she died it was the most difficult thing she had ever done.’24





But despite Mary Salmond’s efforts, Alex later estimated he had missed half his schooling up to the age of 12. Whenever he suffered an asthma attack he was moved from his small room at the back of the house to his parents’ bedroom at the front. ‘It had a fantastic view over the swing park,’ he recalled. ‘I used to lie there, read and ponder.’ He essentially became an autodidact, teaching himself about the world from books. ‘My dad bought an encyclopaedia in 1960, when I was five,’ Salmond remembered. ‘There were 12 volumes, and I read them from cover to cover. I knew something about everything.’25


‘I wouldn’t wish my illnesses on anyone,’ reflected Salmond following his resignation in 2014, the first time he had spoken of his ailments in such detail. ‘But there is no question that kids who overcome illness or disability, it makes them much stronger.’26 Indeed, thereafter contemporaries would notice a sort of inner calm, a resilience and self-sufficiency about the young Alex that he retained as a politician several decades later.  Rarely prone to self-reflection or worry, Salmond would always make the most of whatever situation he found himself in, however bad.





Salmond has often spoken about his paternal grandfather, Alexander Salmond, but says little about his mother’s father, William Milne. This is understandable, for Milne died nearly 14 years before Alex was born, although he was also an impressive figure from whom one might have expected the future First Minister to derive some inspiration.


Milne moved to Linlithgow in 1929 to become Rector of the town’s academy, the same school his grandson would later attend. He hailed from a comfortable background in Kirriemuir (his father had been an insurance agent) and moved from Webster’s Seminary, where he was dux medalist in 1906, to St Andrews University – again like Salmond – from which he graduated with honours in 1910. ‘This considerable “lad o’pairts”,’27 as one newspaper described him, then worked as classics master at Bo’ness Academy for 19 years, interrupted only by a commission in the 10th Royal Scots during the First World War. Milne was drafted to France as a captain, and taken prisoner in the spring of 1918, spending the remainder of the war in a German camp.


Milne took over as Rector at Linlithgow Academy as the school became an ‘omnibus’ institution, or prototype comprehensive. The abolition of the primary fee-paying department provoked a storm of criticism but, as another newspaper later noted, ‘Mr Milne was a man who always said that difficulties and obstacles could be overcome’.28 In 1935 – in addition to his duties with the local Educational Institute of Scotland, the Freemasons29, local Boy Scouts and the church – Milne was elected to Linlithgow Town Council as a Unionist (or Conservative). ‘One cannot live long in an old “city” like Linlithgow without falling in love with it,’ he said upon his election. ‘I have no experience at municipal work, but will do my best to serve the town.’30


In 1937 Milne was appointed treasurer and successfully decreased local rates during a four-year tenure. A talented orator, he was also president of the West Lothian Discussion Club. At one notable meeting in February 1939 he presided over speeches by Sir William Y. Darling, the National government’s prospective candidate for Linlithgow (and great-uncle of Alistair), and Lieutenant-Colonel Dalyell of The Binns (father of Tam). Decades later, Milne’s grandson would spar with different generations of the same families. Too old to serve in the Second World War, Milne instead became commander of Linlithgow’s Home Guard.


Then on 31 March 1941, quite out of the blue, the West Lothian  Courier carried the following story: ‘On going to the school before the usual hour of nine o’clock, a cleaner found the dead body of Mr Milne lying on the floor of his room in a pool of blood with wounds in the head and body, and a firearm lying nearby.’31 As a mark of respect Linlithgow Academy was closed for the day and, in keeping with contemporary editorial etiquette, no speculation as to what lay behind Milne’s apparent suicide was offered. His death certificate noted that he had last been seen alive at 11 p.m. the previous evening, adding simply ‘Gunshot wounds (suicide)’ under cause of death.


Tributes were glowing. ‘There never could have been a more considerate or understanding headmaster,’ observed the Linlithgowshire Journal and Gazette. ‘Indeed, it was not too much to say that he was universally beloved by staff and pupils. A man of clear vision, he was, from his long experience, well fitted to advise parents in the directions best suited to the bent and ability of the pupil.’32 Milne had been, noted several reports, one of the best-known men in West Lothian.


Why, then, no public reference from Salmond? The primary reason must have been the stigma associated then, as now, with suicide. Any reference to the death of her father must also have been acutely distressing for Salmond’s mother Mary, only 19 at the time. Indeed, when asked to comment on the story in 2008 (although it never appeared in print), Salmond told the journalist Tom Gordon that the death had never been discussed at home. ‘I found out about about it because my dad told me when I was growing up,’ he said. ‘I’m not callous or uncaring about it, but he died more than ten years before I was born so I never knew him.’


Salmond also believed the tragedy had helped shape what Gordon called his mother’s ‘compassionate but pragmatic approach to life … she became a tireless volunteer who tried to instill a can-do attitude in her son’.33 Salmond also revealed a little more to a university friend. ‘Alex spoke of him as a man of honour,’ he recalled. ‘The story he told was that as treasurer of Linlithgow Town Council his grandfather had become aware of a discrepancy in the finances which he had rectified immediately; however he felt bound to report the error although at the time it had not been discovered. As a man of honour he then took his own life.’34 In 2010, asked to comment following publication of the first edition of this biography, all Salmond would add was that he had ‘never speculated’ on the reasons for his grandfather’s death.35





Salmond’s childhood appears, by all accounts, to have been a happy one. His parents were loving, encouraging and delighted not just in Alex’s  progress, but also that of his brother and two sisters. ‘Effectively my parents had two sets of family,’ Salmond later reflected. ‘Margaret and me three years apart and then, 10 years later, Gail and Bob.’ Indeed, Margaret Salmond had been born in 1951, followed by Alex in 1954, Gail in 1963 and, finally, Robert in 1967.36


The two Salmond families inhabited 101 Preston Road, what Alex later called ‘the best kind of council scheme in Scotland’. ‘The houses were nicely spaced out with a decent bit of garden,’ he explained. ‘My parents started their married life in that house. They had the downstairs and my aunt and uncle had the upstairs. A lot of folk lived like that back then.’37 The journalist Ian Jack noted that had Salmond been an English politician, he might have made more of the fact that he had been ‘born in a council house … to stress his knowledge of another social reality, but in Scotland it goes unremarked. Most of his Scottish generation grew up in council houses.’38 ‘We weren’t poor,’ Salmond stressed in 1990, ‘but money was tight. Education was important to my family and they managed to send all four of us to university. It can’t have been easy.’39


‘He was a very happy child,’ recalled Mary Salmond in 2001, ‘We never had any worries with him.’40 Salmond himself recalled that as ‘a boy growing up in Linlithgow, I was hugely fortunate in having an incredibly secure family background. If there were any problems during my childhood – at school, with friends, etc – I had a loving family of both parents and three siblings, and grandparents within 200 yards, to go greetin’ to. The extended family was very close – indeed, Linlithgow was a sort of extended family in itself.’41


When not playing with friends, Salmond was a devotee of the original Star Trek series then showing on British television, while an early enthusiasm for sports predated that for politics. Despite his asthma, Alex usually played golf every Saturday evening, and ‘Gentleman John’ Panton was a childhood hero. Three generations of Salmonds were also enthusiastic supporters of the Edinburgh-based team Heart of Midlothian, or Hearts. ‘I watched Hearts home and away all season, every season,’ Salmond recalled in 1993.42


Blessed with a good memory, Salmond took a train-spotter’s delight in memorising footballing facts and figures, while following the team also took him south of the border for the first time in 1971, for the second leg of the Texaco Cup final. Cricket, which Robert Salmond followed avidly, was less attractive to the young Alex, although he began indulging in ‘the sport of kings’ aged just nine. He watched in ‘grainy black and white’ as Arkle won the 1964 Gold Cup, on which he had placed a  bet on his uncle’s advice. ‘My half-a-crown became seven-and-six,’ he recalled in 2003, ‘and I suddenly started to become interested in horse racing.’43


Betting also gave rise to an early moral dilemma when, having placed a bet on behalf of his grandfather (Sandy), a betting shop employee misread his initials as ‘FPP’, or ‘first past the post’, and erroneously paid out on a horse that had actually been disqualified. Perhaps revealingly, Salmond ‘solved the dilemma’ by telling himself that Sandy ‘wouldn’t know the horse had been disqualified … so when I got home I told him they’d all come in’.44 Interviewed in 1999 Salmond revealed that his grandfather had taken ‘to the bottle in his old age’45 and Alexander Salmond died, aged 83, in September 1975.


Although current affairs were discussed at home, a neighbour once told Mary Salmond that she could ‘see him in Parliament one day’.46 The neighbour was Nan Borthwick, ‘who figured very large in Alex’s life’, recalled a university friend, ‘she was almost a surrogate grandparent.’47 One of Salmond’s favourite lines about post-independence relations with England – ‘England will lose a surly lodger and gain a good neighbour’ – might also have come from Borthwick.48


Robert Salmond was still voting Labour at the 1964 general election, although when – most likely at the 1966 election – a Labour canvasser came to the Salmonds’ door, he shifted allegiance. His father joked that the party would have his vote, but that his wife’s was lost to the Conservatives. ‘That’s OK,’ said the canvasser, or so Alex recalled. ‘Just as long as she’s not voting for the Scottish Nose Pickers.’49 It so happened that Robert’s golfing partner was a miner and staunch Nationalist. Reacting badly to the indirect slight on his friend, he told the Labour activist he would never vote for the party again. ‘Like so many Scots who love their country and its traditions,’ Salmond said of his parents in 1990, ‘they were nationalist with a small ‘n’.’50


Robert instead backed the SNP in West Lothian, whose candidate, Billy Wolfe, would later take Alex under his wing, although his son was impressed by the then Labour Party leader and Prime Minister Harold Wilson, a skillful media operator, orator and tactician. ‘What tends to get lost in the fog of his dubious behaviour in office is the inspiration Wilson provided as Opposition leader,’ Salmond reflected in 1994. ‘For example Wilson went into the 1964 election campaigning against Polaris.’51 Wolfe, meanwhile, was the closest the SNP had to a household name at that time, arguing that the party’s future ‘lay in developing coherent policies, addressing the socio-economic conditions of ordinary Scots and  explaining how self-government would deliver economic growth and social justice’,52 an analysis consistent with Salmond’s as a future SNP activist, MP and party leader.


Even as a teenager, Salmond formed a lasting impression. ‘He was confident, didn’t go with the pack,’ remembered a contemporary. ‘He wasn’t a loner but certainly stood out as an individual, he also wasn’t afraid of standing up to teachers. In fifth and sixth year we all used to play cards in the common room and Alex played a big part in that.’ Salmond had clearly added another gambling hobby to his growing interest in the sport of kings, while another fellow pupil recalled Salmond – known as ‘Wee Fish’ – once bringing a loaded roulette wheel into the sixth year common room. There was, however, ‘no interest in girls at school’, while a popular rumour was that Salmond had ‘sub-contracted his paper round’,53 being a ‘junior agent’ for the Edinburgh Evening News on Saturdays. This love of gambling together with an aptitude for delegation clearly pointed to a career in politics.


Back in his first year, however, Salmond astonished his parents by revealing himself a talented boy soprano. Mary remembered arriving late at the school for a ‘little concert’ and being struck by a moving performance of the traditional Irish folk song, ‘The Lark in the Clear Air’. ‘I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard,’ she recalled. He sang a lot at home and on the way to school, and it seems that when the organist at St Michael’s Church decided to start a boys’ choir, a teacher at the Academy ‘pointed Alex out’. ‘He took us completely by surprise,’54 added Mary. ‘It was a strange thing,’ Salmond recalled in 2009, ‘on the one hand you kind of kept it quiet because some of my pals would have made a bit of a fool of me; on the other hand once you did it and everybody clapped and said that’s terrific and you felt good about that.’55


Salmond’s vocal talent reached a wider audience when an Edinburgh organist called Dr E. F. Thomas, who also taught at Callendar Park College of Education (a teacher training college), sought out a boy soprano for what would be the only Scottish touring production of Gian Carlo Menotti’s Amahl and the Night Visitors, an hour-long one-act opera which was then a popular Christmas classic. Alex did two performances in the lead role at Callendar Park and St Michael’s Church over the Christmas of 1967/68 and was, according to his mother, ‘absolutely marvellous’.56


Covering the first performance at the end of 1967, the Linlithgowshire Journal and Gazette noted that Salmond was co-starring with 20 girls (Menotti had stipulated that Amahl must be played by a boy) but ‘did not seem overawed in the slightest by his female company’, an indication  of his self-confidence even at a young age. Jean Graham of the Falkirk Herald also observed that ‘Alex is a fine wee singer. He has a very pleasant voice and carried the part very well indeed.’57 An alternative career might have beckoned, but Salmond’s voice inevitably broke. ‘I used to be able to sing lots of octaves and I ended up being able to sing about four notes, so I wasn’t good at it anymore,’ Salmond recalled. ‘But the one thing it left me with was being able to be in front of audiences.’58


Otherwise Salmond’s school reports were ‘satisfactory without being brilliant’. In his second year he got the prize for history, no doubt aided by his grandfather’s early tutorials, while for Sixth Year Studies English Salmond was urged by his English teacher to study the poetry of R. S. Thomas, a cleric who had become a committed Welsh Nationalist. His poetry largely concerned his twin passions, the Welsh landscape and the Welsh people, with graphic descriptions of the harsh working conditions many of them had to endure.


Evidence of how his prose and poetry shaped Salmond’s thinking can be found in Thomas’s essay, ‘Some Contemporary Scottish Writing’, which first appeared in 1946, and part of which reads: ‘And so we come full circle back to the crude reality, the necessity for politics, distasteful as they may appear. For it is England, the home of the industrial revolution, and the consequent twentieth-century rationalism, that have been the winter on our native pastures, and we must break their grip, and the grip of all the quislings and yes-men before we can strike that authentic note.’ Salmond quoted from this in one of his Herald columns in the 1990s and later reflected that it had been ‘corroboration from the outside’, an ‘empowering’ indication to his teenage self that Scotland had produced literature of some importance.


In his dissertation, ‘R. S. Thomas: Poet of Mid-Wales’, Salmond dwelled on the poet’s ‘middle period’, finding himself ‘particularly interested in the commentary behind the work – the political commentary, the nationalist commentary, the language commentary – and some of those attitudes, towards deforestation, industrialisation, ways of life being challenged’. Politically, he believed Thomas’s poetry had ‘consolidated’ and ‘articulated’ thoughts he already possessed, although his favourite poem, ‘Song for Gwydion’, was not actually political. He also recalled reading another called ‘The Musician’ to his singing teacher, Old Beezer Brown, which reduced him to tears.


Salmond even wrote to Thomas seeking input for his dissertation and was ‘gobsmacked’ when he replied. Independently he also read the poet’s early work concerning a Welsh hill farmer called Iago Prytherch, later  telling a close university friend he identified with him, someone who remained an ‘Enigma’ to his creator: ‘What is he thinking about? What’s going on inside his skull?’ The same question would later be asked about the equally enigmatic Alex Salmond. ‘Thomas’s work has had a powerful influence,’ he reflected again in 2011. ‘It’s been incredibly utilitarian: it’s been practical. It’s not been some namby-pamby theory, it’s been something that’s really useful and has added, I hope, to the strength of human understanding.’59


His other Sixth Year Studies topic was history, with Salmond opting to study the American Revolution. ‘It was my first year [1971] teaching at Linlithgow Academy and Alex chose the topic himself,’ recalled Gordon Currie, Salmond’s history teacher. ‘When I spoke to him he knew more about it than I did.’ They also discussed current affairs. ‘When we spoke about politics it was obvious he wasn’t a novice,’ said Currie, ‘he was very keen on it. I told him that in politics you’ve really got to capture the imagination of the people you’re trying to get on board.’60


By then Salmond’s political hero, Harold Wilson, had been replaced by the Conservative Edward Heath following the 1970 general election, at which an SNP surge beginning with Winnie Ewing’s 1967 by-election victory in Hamilton fizzled out, returning just one MP in the Western Isles. In 1971, Salmond later recalled being ‘fully behind’61 the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders work-in, while a contemporary at Linlithgow Academy (though three years younger than Alex) was his future on-off political confidante Kenny MacAskill.


In the summer of 1972 Salmond left Linlithgow Academy having been encouraged by certain teachers to study at St Andrews University. His next year, however, was spent at the Edinburgh College of Commerce (later known as Napier College), an Edinburgh Corporation institution established in 1966 to provide the city and its surrounding area with vocational education. Salmond studied for a Higher National Certificate in industry at the College’s Sighthill campus. Curiously, this year of Salmond’s life has seldom been mentioned since, frequent accounts of his education giving the impression that he moved seamlessly from one medieval town to another. There was, however, a racing anecdote:





Back in 1973 I put the whole of Sighthill College HNC Business Studies course onto Crisp, who was the best chaser I had seen since Arkle and the most imposing horse I had ever seen … Crisp powered past fence after fence only to falter just after the very last. Crisp didn’t so much hit the wall as almost hit the elbow on the famous finishing straight and in the shadow  of the post was caught by the young Red Rum, to whom the gallant Australian horse was conceding 24lbs in weight. I thought that my fellow students would be suitably grateful that they had had such a memorable run for their money not to mention their each-way profit. Not a bit of it – they were all cheesed off that my tip had got beaten!62





For the next four years, Salmond backed Red Rum every time; although the HNC does not seem to have engaged him and he considered switching to advertising or journalism instead. Above all, however, Salmond had left school with – as a 1997 profile put it – ‘a burning desire to be a somebody’.63 The first stage in his determination to fulfil that ambition would take him to the University of St Andrews.










Chapter 2


‘ACT OF REBELLION’


St Andrews, wrote the Nationalist Douglas Young in a 1969 history, is a ‘town at the centre of three great facets of Scottish life – learning, religion and golf’. These were three facets that, to varying degrees, interested the 18-year-old Alex Salmond when he arrived at the town’s university, particularly the golf. Appropriately enough, as Young also noted, St Andrews had also been the ‘Headquarters of Militant Nationalism’. The 3,000 students studying at St Andrews in 1973, however, were more likely to preach Conservatism than independence, and it remained ‘a relatively small and intimate university’.1


‘I just absolutely loved it,’ Salmond recalled in 2009, ‘and if it hadn’t been for the money and the lack of it, I’d still be there.’ There had been an element of chippiness in his choice, as he later admitted. ‘St Andrews is a very Anglicised University, a very socially select university and so I went as a kind of Scottish punter because I wanted to demonstrate something.’2 Having toyed with studying astronomy, instead he opted for both Medieval History, an obvious choice given his grandfather’s influence, and Economics, perhaps chosen with an eye on a future career.


But neither Peter Brunskill, who became perhaps Salmond’s closest friend during this period, nor Pam Chesters (née Beveridge), another student contemporary, could recall Salmond doing much work, rather he would sit ‘in the SRC office reading the Racing Post rather more diligently then any economics notes’.3 ‘My most embarrassing moment’, admitted Salmond in 2006, ‘was when I attended a senior modern economics class and the entire class got up and applauded because it was the first time I’d been there.’4 As a result, his degree took five years (rather than the standard four) to complete.


The pleasures of the turf provided an obvious distraction, and Salmond had an account with his local bookies, which was just off Lade Braes. ‘There was a bookie there [in St Andrews] who used to give a  quarter the odds place-only,’ he recalled in 2000. ‘That was extreme value – it certainly helped finance my studies.’5 Quintin Oliver, an exact contemporary of Salmond’s (and later a political opponent), remembers approaching him on their first day in David Russell Halls. ‘I put out my hand to say hello and was warmly greeted with an expansive description of how Scotland was so suitable a place for a Northern Irish student to study,’ he recalled. ‘We later that day attended together a freshers’ event on gay rights, commenting that the concept of “cottaging” summoned up images of the rural idyll.’6


Studying economics, meanwhile, consolidated Salmond’s pre-existing interest in Nationalism, as fashioned by his grandfather’s tales and R. S. Thomas’s poetry. ‘I had a natural sympathy with the idea,’ he later told the journalist Ian Jack, ‘but it was the economic arguments that convinced me.’ He added: ‘I’d grown up with an assumption that Scotland was a poor, wee deprived place that had never had a fair kick o’ the ball and could certainly never stand on its own two feet. I started to question that assumption. And then I read a lot and thought a lot and decided that assumption was based on hee-haw apart from an ingrained indoctrination and pessimism.’7





‘The [economics] department was a bit moribund,’ recalled Peter Jones, who did first- and second-year economics at around the same time as Salmond, ‘and very Keynesian.’8 Charlie Woods, who studied economics with Salmond, recalled that ‘both leaned towards the Keynesian viewpoint’.9


History, however, was probably Salmond’s main preoccupation as a student, and it was the Nationalist-inclined Geoffrey Barrow, Professor of Scottish History at St Andrews 1974-79, who taught him about the Wars of Independence. His book, Robert Bruce and the Community of the Realm of Scotland, was highly valued by Salmond, and Barrow later told the SNP’s Paul Henderson Scott that Alex had been his ‘star student’; someone it was obvious ‘was going places’.10


St Andrews, however, was not an obvious context in which Salmond could go places politically, unlike Michael Forsyth, Michael Fallon, Robert Jones and Desmond Swayne, James Younger (son of George), Eamonn Butler and Madsen Pirie, all of whom would later become MPs, peers or policy advisers associated with the Conservatives, the party that dominated campus politics. Jones, Butler and Fallon were members of the Students Representative Council (SRC) when Salmond arrived at St Andrews in the autumn of 1973, others including two future Scotsman  journalists, Joyce McMillan (who was treasurer) and Peter Jones. Those on the left included the future Labour MP Mark Lazarowicz, Martin Sime, later head of the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations and Kevin Dunion, who later became Scotland’s freedom of information commissioner, while the student newspaper, Aien, was edited by both the future Green MSP Chris Ballance, and Brian Taylor, who rose through the ranks at BBC Scotland to become its political editor.


Taylor remembered Salmond as





a lean and energetic individual who wore what I was later to lampoon as a Maoist cap while he rushed about the old town pursuing the cause of Scottish Nationalism … Clearly on the Left, he could easily have been an influential figure within the university Labour Club. Indeed, he confessed to me that he had once voted Labour at St Andrews in a contest where there was no SNP candidate. He neutralized this, however, by also registering to vote in his home town of Linlithgow – where there was an SNP candidate to gain his support. Such options were available to wandering students.11





Salmond, however, appears to have remained aloof from SRC and journalistic activity for at least his first year at St Andrews, and his name does not appear in Aien until 1976, lampooning Liberals who believed ‘in a federal Scotland, in a federal Britain, in a federal Europe, no doubt in a federal world’.12


But by Salmond’s own account he wasted little time in joining the SNP, the result of an argument with an English girlfriend, Debbie Horton from Hackney,13 who was secretary of the St Andrews Labour club. She apparently said: ‘If you feel like that, go and join the bloody SNP.’14 Salmond later took up the story: ‘The next day, that is precisely what I did, trekking to Dundee from St Andrews … Arriving [there] at the local SNP office in 1973, a companion and I were promptly given an address in St Andrews – and hitch-hiked back again, finally to sign on the dotted line. It may not have been the most auspicious and organised beginning to a political career but I like to think that at least it did display a degree of enthusiasm and fortitude.’15





That same evening, according to Salmond, he and his ‘companion’, Tony Lawson, turned up at a sparsely attended AGM of the St Andrews branch of the Federation of Student Nationalists (FSN). As the only two paid-up members, they were duly elected president and treasurer. But  Peter Brunskill, Salmond’s best friend at St Andrews, remembered Alex assuming control about a year later. He recalled:





I was sitting in my room one evening when there was a knock on the door and it was Alex. He sat there and talked to me for about two-and-a-half hours and a lot of it went way over my head, because this was a guy with a highly developed political philosophy even at the age of 19. He spoke about his influences, all left-wing radicals, then he spoke about the St Andrews FSN, which he said had been controlled by a right-wing group, so he and some mates had got some people elected and staged a coup. Thereafter a bunch of us followed the Salmond whip, but we were happy to do so. He was the best sort of evangelist; he made you feel happy to be helping out.16





The political backdrop of the times must also have influenced Salmond. The SNP’s high-profile ‘It’s Scotland’s Oil’ campaign had begun the year before, and when Salmond arrived on campus for the first time, the local SNP association and university FSN were actively promoting the oil campaign. Then, in October 1973, the Royal Commission on the Constitution recommended a directly-elected Scottish Assembly, and on 8 November Margo MacDonald won the Govan by-election. It was, in short, an exciting time to be a Nationalist student at St Andrews.





So what sort of student was Salmond? Like other contemporaries, Christina Dykes remembered him ‘as very thin – almost wiry – with long greasy thin hair, wearing a denim jacket with lots of political badges and frankly rather unkempt’,17 while like most undergraduates he also drank, enjoyed himself and probably spent too little time actually studying history and economics. One indulgence was a board game called ‘Diplomacy’, also a favourite of Henry Kissinger and John F. Kennedy, which he ‘sometimes stayed up all night playing’.18


Another obsession was pinball, which Salmond would also play throughout the night at David Russell Hall. ‘Alex had something called the “Salmond bum-up”,’ recalled Peter Brunskill, ‘in which his first ball would knock down everything, producing the biggest score possible. At that point, just when he had everything, he would want that little bit more; tilt the machine and then lose the game. I mention that because that’s Alex all over. He just had this idea that there was no limit to what he could do. I was the same as him, brought up in a council house and from a modest background, but while I reckoned I’d done pretty well to  get into St Andrews; while the rest of us were pleased with position “A”, Alex was already thinking about position “C”. It wasn’t just ambition, he had this feeling that the whole world was out there and that he could do what he wanted. This was really inspiring stuff and that’s how he persuaded people to follow him.’19


Christina Dykes, who shared a medieval history tutorial with Julia Barrow (Professor Barrow’s daughter) and Salmond, had a similar recollection. ‘There was a breeziness about him which came from an inner confidence,’ she said, ‘while the rest of us were struggling with self-doubt and hesitation … he had the confidence from knowing what he wanted.’20





It was at this stage that Salmond’s parents back in Linlithgow must have become aware that their son had caught the political bug. In the long summer holidays Salmond would base his political activities at 101 Preston Road, and Brunskill remembers him being ‘massively devoted to his family’.21 ‘I used to sit here and they [Alex and his friends] would traipse through out to this old car,’ recalled Salmond’s father Robert, ‘there was hardly room for them because of SNP banners.’ He also remembered his son going ‘about with Billy Wolfe a bit, being in Linlithgow’.22


Indeed, Wolfe’s brand of Nationalist social democracy, as well as his emphasis on professional organisation, must have had a strong influence on the young Salmond. He later remembered advice Wolfe had given him ‘as a young lad in West Lothian’: ‘always remember that the SNP stands for two things – independence for Scotland and home rule for Bo’ness!’23 Salmond’s first major political campaigning experiences were the general elections of February and October 1974, at which Wolfe was once again the SNP candidate for West Lothian. Quintin Oliver recalled having lengthy ‘psephological conversations’ with Salmond as to how the SNP would advance on its result in the latter election, at which it won 30 per cent of the vote and 11 MPs. ‘An excited Alex drew a graph in the air with his finger,’ he recalled, ‘indicating the trajectory for victory next time round; his target was 50 per cent of Scottish seats, thereby, he argued eagerly, securing a mandate for independence.’24


The following year Salmond was also active in the referendum on the UK’s continuing membership of the European Economic Community (EEC). Although the SNP formally campaigned for a ‘no’ vote, its opposition hinged upon being compelled to join as part of the UK rather than on Scotland’s own terms. His speeches from this period reveal him to have been vehemently opposed to continued EEC membership.  ‘Scotland’s bright economic future will be jeopardised by the remote and centralised policies of the Common Market,’ he declared at one gathering.





With no Scottish representation on the Council of ministers, oil will be next when the Scottish interests of controlled, planned development conflict with the exploitative, ‘boom-and-bust’ proposal of the EEC Common Energy Policy. The Common Market will drain jobs and investment away from Scotland to the ‘Golden Triangle’ of London, Paris, and the German Ruhr. Scotland knows from bitter experience what treatment is in store for a powerless region of a common market.


Our economic future does not lie with that small segment of Europe called the Common Market,’ Salmond continued. ‘It lies with the wider world and it is there that the best trading prospects are to be found. If we in Scotland are to take full advantage of our tremendous economic potential, we must break the Brussels stranglehold.25





Salmond was also prepared to work with other parties to ensure this. In May 1975 he joined Mark Lazarowicz, chairman of the university’s Labour club and later a Scottish Labour MP, to form the ‘Students Against the Common Market’ committee. Indeed, Lazarowicz recalled campaigning closely with Salmond. ‘The only time when Alex Salmond put up a Labour poster and I put up an SNP poster,’ he recalled, ‘was when he had his SNP “vote no” posters and vice versa, so we’d take it in turns holding the ladders and so on.’26 The party political dimension of the Europe debate would of course change over time. Gordon Brown, for example, was secretary of the East Fife ‘Get Britain Out’ campaign.


The dominant political issue of the mid-1970s, however, was that of devolution for Scotland. At this stage all four of Scotland’s main political parties were committed to some degree of autonomy in the form of a Scottish Assembly, although the SNP obviously wanted to go much further. In November 1975 the Labour government finally responded to the Kilbrandon Commission by publishing a white paper, Our Changing Democracy, which promised directly-elected Assemblies in Scotland and Wales.


Tam Dalyell, Salmond’s MP back in West Lothian, was already emerging as his own party’s principal devolution rebel, and while staying with his parents in the summer of 1976, Salmond wrote to the local newspaper to criticise Dalyell’s ‘extreme Unionist standpoint’.27 The wider Labour movement had also experienced a split in January 1976,  when Jim Sillars quit the party to establish the ostentatiously pro-devolution ‘Scottish Labour Party’. It is possible that Salmond met Sillars as early as December 1975, when he visited St Andrews to speak about the devolution white paper, just weeks before he resigned the Labour whip.


Even at this point, meanwhile, there was no overtly cultural dimension to Salmond’s Nationalism. ‘Alex wasn’t a cultural Nationalist at all,’ recalled Brunskill. ‘I learned to play the bagpipes when I was at university but he hated the sound of them, and especially the sound I made. He also abhorred tartan of any sort.’28 When the historian Owen Dudley Edwards offered Salmond the opportunity to visit the poet Hugh MacDiarmid, for example, he ‘passed it up for a football match’.29 Otherwise he saw John McGrath’s influential play, The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil, during its 1973 tour, enjoyed a BBC adaptation of Douglas Hurd’s thriller Scotch on the Rocks (concerning tartan terrorism) and listened to the music of Paul Robeson, a big left-wing icon whose LPs could be purchased via the SNP. ‘He was big on Paul Robeson and would quote him,’ remembered Brunskill. ‘It wasn’t just the music and the voice, he admired the dignity of the man.’30 ‘Paul Robeson is a hero of mine,’ Salmond later admitted, ‘both musically and politically.’31


It is important to remember that Salmond’s political consciousness developed, or coincided with, two big growths in Nationalism, between 1967 and 1968 when he was still at school, and between 1973 and 1977 when he was at university. During most of Salmond’s university career the SNP were not a fringe concern, they were Scotland’s second-biggest party and seemingly on the cusp of a great breakthrough. So although he was in a minority on the St Andrews campus, Salmond was not alone, particularly among young people. Indeed, Keith Webb observed that ‘the party has for some years been disproportionately gaining the allegiance of new and young voters … nearly half of these voters between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four declare for the SNP, compared with around 20 per cent for Labour and Conservative’.32 Most contemporaries from this period remember being impressed by perhaps the brightest of this youthful crop of Nationalists. To Mark Lazarowicz, Salmond ‘had quite a coherent political philosophy’,33 while Michael Forsyth remembered always having ‘the greatest respect for Alex’ because ‘he has always had the courage of his convictions’.34 Indeed, Forsyth and Salmond make for a fascinating comparison. Both arrived at St Andrews from modest backgrounds (Forsyth’s father owned a garage), and both were initially socialist by inclination; but while St Andrews transformed Forsyth into an evangelical Thatcherite, it consolidated Salmond’s nascent Nationalism.  ‘Michael only became a Thatcherite,’ said a dismissive Salmond in 1990, ‘when he saw that was the way forward in the party … it was more ambition than ideology.’35


Throughout the next 30 years – as both became MPs and rose through their parties’ respective ranks – Salmond’s distaste for Forsyth did not diminish. Rather sharp barbs about Forsyth litter Salmond’s Hansard entries; in 1997, for example, he described Forsyth as ‘the Mekon, a malign influence in Scottish politics’.36 Only occasionally did he admit to grudging admiration for Forsyth, reflecting in 1995 that ‘then and now his real talent has been for ferocious backroom organisation … a determination to pick an opponent’s weakness and then devote all resources to pursuing ruthlessly the point to destruction’.37 Salmond regarded Forsyth as beyond the pale, someone from a modest background who had betrayed his class by aligning himself with the elitist and ‘anti-Scottish’ Conservative Party.


Snide references to ‘Mike’ Forsyth also litter the pages of the Free Student Press (FSP), the publication of which marked Salmond’s first significant foray into front-line student activism. Peter Brunskill remembers





getting visions of this student paper from Alex, which he wanted to give a free copy of to every student at a halls of residence in Scotland, which he calculated to be 20,000. He had no money, no support from the party, no journalists, no advertising, nothing. I think he needed to raise £2,000 to publish each edition. Undeterred, Alex called in favours from various people for advertising, for instance the Lea Rig Bar in Bo’ness was one of his locals and they agreed to place an advert, as did various party people. Then we distributed 20,000 newspapers on our own, using my beat up old car.38





The first edition duly appeared on university campuses across Scotland in October 1975, and its ‘political position’ was avowedly Nationalist. Salmond wrote many of its articles himself, including the mischievous ‘McSlickley’ diary column. He was a natural writer, if a little rough round the edges, and enjoyed the business of gathering quotes. Decades later Brunskill could still picture Salmond buttonholing Margaret Thatcher during a visit to St Andrews in 1976, although his attempt to photograph the unlikely duo did not work out. Another snap taken later that day shows a rather coy Alex, sans ‘scruffy cap’ but with shoulder-length hair and sporting his trademark beige jacket adorned with FSP and SNP stickers.




A regular target for the FSP was the National Union of Students (Scotland), then dominated by what was known as the ‘Broad Left’, a coalition of Labour, non-aligned and Communist students, and Salmond used the newspaper to promote St Andrews’ disaffiliation from NUS Scotland and its memberhip of the new Scottish Union of Students, of which Salmond was one of the principal architects.39


Editing the FSP also brought Salmond into contact with Stewart Stevenson, who would become a lifelong friend (and ministerial colleague) despite being eight years older. ‘He’d heard that I could take and develop photographs so he got in touch,’ recalled Stevenson. ‘It was typical of the way he approached things, he was able to draw people in, that was his absolutely key skill.’40 The FSP’s inaugural edition, meanwhile, captured the lively Scottish student scene in which Salmond was now a player, prominent figures including Gordon Brown (Edinburgh), John Reid (Stirling) and Alistair Darling (Aberdeen).


Salmond, in common with many other student activists at this time, appears to have fallen a little under the spell of Brown. Contrasting the performance of ‘celebrity rectors’ at Scotland’s four ancient universities with that of ‘student rectors’ in an FSP editorial, Salmond praised the latter as ‘models of diligence and effective representation’.41 Salmond could only have been writing about Brown’s tenure at Edinburgh University, where in 1975 he had edited The Red Paper on Scotland, a widely read tract that included contributions from the Scottish Labour Party MP Jim Sillars and Vince Cable, the future Liberal Democrat MP who was then a Labour member of Glasgow Corporation.


Partly in response, the SNP produced The Radical Approach: Papers on an Independent Scotland, which was prominently advertised in the summer 1976 edition of the FSP and described (probably by Salmond) as a work that ‘promises to become a standard text’.42 Edited by Gavin Kennedy and including contributions by left-wingers such as Margo MacDonald, Stephen Maxwell (a contributor to the FSP), Andrew Currie, Owen Dudley Edwards and Isobel Lindsay, The Radical Approach was an important early influence on Salmond. Indeed, in February 1977 he helped organise a conference entitled ‘Scotland at the Crossroads’ with seminars focusing on the SNP’s ‘radical approach’ to political and social questions.


Salmond was also fully involved with the SNP beyond the St Andrews campus. He acted as press officer for the SNP’s East Fife association, while in September 1977 he organised walkabouts by four leading SNP ‘personalities’, Stephen Maxwell, Margo MacDonald, George Reid and  Winnie Ewing. The last of these was a great success, and a beaming (and very thin) Salmond was pictured alongside Ewing in the 8 October edition of the St Andrews Citizen. The wider goal of the SNP’s autumn campaign was, Salmond told the newspaper, ‘to show how wealthy a country is in actuality and how, properly used by a Scottish Government, this wealth can eradicate unemployment’. By ‘wealth’ he did not simply mean oil. ‘We also mean our wealth of energy,’ added Salmond in a remarkably prescient outline of one of his favourite themes as First Minister 30 years later.





How many countries have the potential choice of Hydro-electric, wave, solar and wind power to heat their homes and supply their industries with reliable sources of non-pollutant electricity? But above all, by wealth, we mean the people of Scotland … All the Scots need is the self-confidence that knowledge of their country’s wealth can give them – and the Scottish Government to make the wealth work for them. Our slogan “Get the strength of Scotland’s wealth around you” may sound terribly un-British to the comfortable mandarins of Whitehall. To almost two hundred thousand unemployed in Scotland it is a message of hope.43





After two years at the helm, Salmond resigned as editor of the FSP in June 1977. ‘I have decided to make way for a younger man,’ he joked.44 Launching and editing a Scotland-wide student newspaper had been an ambitious undertaking for Salmond, but amply demonstrated – even in his early twenties – his self-assurance, campaigning flair, journalistic talent and capacity for hard work. He was, as Brunskill recalled, ‘a phenomenal multi-tasker’.45





Another of those tasks was as a member of the St Andrews University SRC. It is not exactly clear how much time Salmond actually spent on the SRC (he failed to win a place, for example, in elections on 24 February 1976, despite polling 179 votes), but he was certainly one of a small band of SNP members who spent five years trying to outwit a dominant Conservative contingent (membership of the FSN in 1976-77 was 72 compared with 509 in the Tory club).


In debate Salmond was formidable but, according to Jamie Stone, later a Liberal Democrat MSP, ‘had no lightness of touch. If you scored a lighthearted point he would come back with all guns blazing. He was fully in command of the facts during a debate, indeed he was feared, if not the most feared speaker. He would always enter debates late on  and come in quickly and make the killer points. He was savage; spoke without notes. During a short pause you could see his mind whizzing and that was the moment he would formulate the attack.’46


Likewise, student contemporary Alistair Hicks recalled that ‘he was always jumping up to intervene, often on a point of order. He could usually be relied on to make it difficult for the ruling clique. His rhetoric was not as well-honed as it now, and he had a hectoring, repetitive tone that made some of his audience doze off, as they thought they had heard it all before.’47


However Tim McKay, later a Liberal Democrat councillor in Edinburgh, remembers Salmond’s rhetoric being polished and apparently spontaneous. ‘I remember asking him what he was going to say and he replied: “I never know what I’m going to say until I stand up”, then it just sort of came to him.’ ‘He was a serious politician even then,’ added McKay, ‘and it was obvious that’s what he wanted to pursue. I remember debating Proportional Representation with him and Alex saying “PR’s not a policy, it’s just a procedural issue.”’48


The budding Nationalist politician also aired his rhetoric beyond the confines of the SRC. One contemporary remembered accompanying him to an SNP meeting in 1977: ‘He was in his early twenties but he was already a leader. The meeting felt like a gathering of a revolutionary cell in St Petersburg before the Russian Revolution. It was full of wild ideas and unrealistic people. Alex stood out because he was realistic and he could speak. People twice his age loved him for what they thought he could do. He was capable of sounding like a firebrand, hell bent on immediate independence and nothing less, but his mind was already in control of his emotions.’49





The St Andrews SRC was also a very social body, although the consensus is that Salmond remained aloof from that side of student life. Tim McKay remembered that he ‘wasn’t a social animal; he wouldn’t go out drinking a lot although he liked to drink’. The fiercely private side of Salmond’s personality was already evident. ‘He kept himself to himself,’ added McKay, ‘In some ways he didn’t open up a lot to people so I couldn’t say what it was that motivated him.’50 This did not mean that Salmond was unpopular. As fellow student Dave Smith put it, ‘he wasn’t the life and soul of the party but he was a good guy’.51


Des Swayne, later a Conservative MP, recalls a more convivial impression of Salmond:







He was a really nice guy. We were poles apart politically but we could not have been better friends. I recall cycling from Edinburgh to St Andrews having missed the last train to Leuchars one night and he passed me on the way back from some crucial by-election in 1978 on some windswept moor and he and Margo MacDonald insisted on cramming me and my bike into their little car. He was very left wing and a unilateralist but an excellent fellow to have a pint with.52





There were, of course, also girlfriends. One was Marion Macdonald, the daughter of a local SNP activist called Dennis Macdonald (whom Salmond and Brunskill tried very hard to get elected to North East Fife District Council at a May 1976 by-election). Described invariably as ‘a complete doll’ and ‘absolutely gorgeous’, Brunskill remembers staying with the couple at Salmond’s parents’ house ‘and them both leaning out of the window to smoke – he smoked a lot – and it wafting into the flat’.53 Likewise, Tim McKay remembers Marion being ‘very pretty’. ‘I remember thinking “you’ve done very well there Alex”. The thing was he didn’t see much of his girlfriend because he was always away at political things, and for about two years he didn’t have a girlfriend at all.’54 It seems the Macdonald residence became something of a ‘home from home’ for Salmond, and he ‘organised and planned many of his political activities’ there.55


As already mentioned, Salmond’s closest friend throughout his student days was Peter Brunskill, who was the only other Nationalist member of the SRC. Both considered running for president in February 1977, but decided to pull out at the last minute, Salmond claiming that ‘due to pressure of work he would be unable to give enough time to the campaign’. Aien had a bit of fun spoofing this joint withdrawal as the ‘Society wedding of the year’. ‘After a courtship of five years, Alex Salmond and Peter Brunskill finally took the plunge and bluffed their way to the altar,’ the article spoofed. ‘Both bride and bridegroom withdrew their nomination forms shortly before the five o’clock deadline as their respective campaigns would have “interfered with their honeymoon.”’56


Instead, Salmond decided instead to stand for the education vice-presidency, probably with the intention of using it as a launch pad for the SRC presidency the following year. He won, and even 30 years later recalled the ‘huge fights’ he had with St Andrews over failure rates among first-year students in the science faculty, and it was a battle with Nationalist overtones: Salmond believed that the students ‘weren’t failing because they weren’t clever. They were failing because the course  structure in the 70s at St Andrews was oriented towards [English] A Levels, despite the fact that it was a Scottish University’.


Early the following year Salmond drafted a paper for the SRC urging action. ‘It was a huge scandal,’ he reflected in 2009.57 These negotiations also brought Salmond into close contact with the university establishment. ‘Even in his dealings with the university he had a certain authority,’ recalled Tim McKay. ‘He dealt with a chap who was master, Stuart McDowall, a well-known economist and establishment figure, and you could see that he was dealing with Alex as an equal.’58 In December 1977, meanwhile, Salmond was nominated, along with two other members of the SRC, to join St Andrews Community Council, his first taste of non-university office.


Another contemporary political event that impinged upon St Andrews was the bitter Grunwick dispute, a long-running battle for trade union recognition among employees of the Grunwick Film Processing Laboratories in Willesden, North London. In early 1978 the campus Conservative Association invited George Ward, who ran the plant, to make his first public speech since the dispute began. Salmond responded by tabling a motion at a meeting of the SRC that condemned Ward’s visit ‘since it was likely to lead to violent demonstrations’. Des Swayne, however, introduced another amendment welcoming Ward that was eventually passed.


Salmond, however, sought to extract maximum political capital from the meeting, accusing the Tory Steve Masty of using Ward’s visit as ‘a crudely engineered publicity stunt depending on a violent demonstration for its success’. The accusation of publicity seeking was a little ironic considering Salmond’s own flair for self-promotion, and his exploitation of the Grunwick affair has to be considered in the context of his bid for the SRC presidency, which was then well under way.


Indeed, Salmond’s manifesto appeared in the same edition of Aien that covered Ward’s speech. ‘The job of SRC President is basically one of an advocate,’ he wrote. ‘Two things are crucial if the job is to be done well. First, realising that priority should be given to things the SRC can change rather than to things which are outside its control and second having a good idea of what your priorities are.’ Salmond’s priorities included weekend library opening, 24-hour visiting in halls of residence, financial help for self-funding students and keeping up the pressure on failure rates among science students. ‘These things can be done this year and will be done if the arguments are put clearly and forcibly,’ concluded Salmond, ‘which is the way to get a positive response from the University.’59




Salmond’s campaign flyer (entitled ‘Are YOU sitting on the Fence?’) took a more humorous approach:





Dear Student,


In this leaflet I have tried to steer clear of the usual ridiculous drivel found in SRC leaflets, what a nice guy I am etc. What is surely more relevant is what my record is and what my policies are.


One final point. The basic division in student politics is not between left and right but between students and their own representatives. The one way that gap can be closed is for the SRC to be seen to be achieving results. That is what I pledge myself to ensure.


Yours aye,


   Alex Salmond.60





He continued by reminding students that he had implemented the manifesto upon which he had stood as education vice-president the previous year. Although Salmond was well known on campus as chairman of the FSN, he stood for the SRC presidency on a ‘Broad Left’ platform.


At this point there was only one other candidate, a post-graduate divinity student called Bill Hogg who was also the SRC’s publicity officer. He was, in Salmond’s retrospective opinion, the best candidate, although it was the Conservative candidate, Peter Bainbridge, who posed a much bigger threat to his chances of success. The final result in what Aien described as ‘the closest ever fought presidential election’61 was nail-bitingly tense. Although Salmond pulled into an early lead of more than 100 votes, a new voting system meant Hogg’s votes were reallocated according to his supporters’ second preferences.


Initial reallocations were fairly even but after three hours of counting it became clear that Bainbridge was ahead, and he won by only 54 votes out of a poll of 1,311. On the face of it, however, Salmond had performed extremely well considering the relative strength of Nationalists and Tories on campus. Anticipating this, Salmond had enlisted virtually all the foreign students at St Andrews, who voted as a block, but it still had not been enough. Salmond came to refer to it as the only election he ever lost. ‘It serves me right because I called him Braindamage throughout the campaign,’ he reflected in 2008. ‘Last I heard of him he was an executive with BP, doing very well.’62


Bainbridge, in fact, went on to work at RMIT University in Vietnam. He remembers Salmond being sharp (‘not an intellectual but savvy and hard working’) and possessing a ‘caustic sense of humour and a clear  determination’.63 He also had ‘faint memories of Alex storming out of the count quite vociferously’64 following the declaration, something later denied by Salmond. ‘Peter … acted like St Andrews Tories in those days in thinking they had a divine right to win every election,’ he recalled in 2011. ‘I had no hard feelings at all.’65 Peter Brunskill also remembers Salmond’s temperament in this sort of situation. ‘I said to Alex once that he wasn’t a good loser,’ he recalled. ‘He quoted Jackie Stewart: “Show me a gracious loser, and I’ll show you a loser.” He really felt it because he’d thrown everything into it. It was personal to him; he didn’t think there was any need for graciousness in defeat.’66


It must have been all the more galling that Bainbridge, by his own confession, was a political ‘amateur with no real interest in a political career’, although he ‘enjoyed the cut and thrust of political debate’.67 Bainbridge did, however, contest the Clydesdale constituency for the Conservatives at the 1983 general election, abandoning active politics thereafter. Salmond later pinned a photocopy of the front page of Aien, which announced the result, to the wall of his office at Westminster, as a reminder of his early political failure.


Salmond’s defeat coincided with the beginning of a steep decline in the SNP’s electoral fortunes. This was clear from its performance in the May 1978 local government elections, as well as in three Parliamentary by-elections throughout the year. For Salmond, however, the experience was invaluable in both personal and political terms, and also betokened a growing inclination to take advantage of political circumstances.


One such opportunity presented itself at around the time of the SRC elections, when the Young Liberal magazine Liberator alleged that the Scottish wing of the Federation of Conservative Students had agreed to draw up blacklists of left-wing students for employers concerned about giving jobs to known trouble makers. ‘Even Alex Salmond, not noted for his right-wing affinities,’ reported Aien, ‘conceded that no legitimate organisation unless it was ridiculously naïve would associate itself with such politically suicidal underhand activities.’68


Salmond had colluded with Brian Taylor, Aien’s editor, to get the story on the campus newspaper’s front page, which was then picked up by the Dundee Courier & Advertiser. ‘It concerned, of course, the outrage of Scotland’s oldest university keeping tabs on potentially disruptive students,’ Salmond joked in August 2008. ‘There was a modicum of vested interest for Brian and I in exposing this story, it should be said … in retrospect I can find and see that it was an entirely sensible precaution. But the university’s authorities were dressed up by Brian to look like a major sinister conspiracy.’69




The months leading up to Salmond’s graduation were busy politically as well as journalistically. The sitting MP was Sir John Gilmour, whom Salmond defeated in a debate (assisted by the Nationalists Willie MacRae and Hamish Watt) on the Union in February 1978, while the prospective Liberal candidate was Menzies Campbell, and the Labour hopeful Henry McLeish. At an FSN day school Salmond (still its vice-president) launched a bitter attack on the economic policies of successive Tory and Labour governments. ‘The Scottish economy has reached the point of no return,’ he said. ‘A generation of Westminster bungling and indifference has reduced Scotland, a country with immense economic potential, to the status of an underdeveloped region. The message coming from Westminster is quite clear – Labour government works, 200,000 Scots don’t. The message we should send back is that only a Scottish Parliament with economic muscle and full control over Scotland’s resources can pull Scotland out of the Westminster cycle of unemployment and emigration.’70


The similarity of Salmond’s language to that used decades later is quite striking. There were also regional council elections that May, at which Dennis Macdonald and Salmond’s friend David Hunt stood for divisions in St Andrews, and the Hamilton by-election on 31 May, at which Salmond once again campaigned for Margo MacDonald. More prosaically, that year saw him earning some extra cash by ‘ball spotting’ for the Royal and Ancient golf club.


Salmond collected his MA honours degree in Economics and Medieval History on 6 July 1978, having been awarded a second-class degree. Almost 30 years later, and just a few months after becoming First Minister of Scotland, Salmond took to the same stage in the Younger Hall to deliver the graduation address in November 2007. St Andrews University, he told them, had been a ‘massive success story in Scotland’.71
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