


[image: Cover image: Frankly by Nicola Sturgeon]






Nicola Sturgeon
   

FRANKLY

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Macmillan logo]





 

 

 

To the late Iain Ferguson – uncle, journalist, inspiration.

And to my parents, Joan and Robin, 
who have loved and supported me every step of the way.





 

 

 

Do what you feel in your heart to be right – for you’ll be criticized anyway. 

Eleanor Roosevelt






Preface


I’ve always wanted to write a book, but I haven’t always been sure I should write this book.

Before putting pen to paper, I had to convince myself that I was motivated by more than the vanity and self-justification that so often characterizes political memoirs. I don’t claim that these traits will be completely absent, but I do hope I reach beyond them.

I have tried to reveal the person behind the politician. The seemingly confident, combative woman who dominated Scottish politics for more than a decade, unnerved the Westminster establishment, helped lead Scotland to the brink of independence and steered it through a global pandemic is, underneath it all, painfully shy, an introvert, someone who has always struggled to believe in herself. On many days, even at the height of my political powers, the toughest battle I would fight was with the voice in my head telling me I wasn’t good enough.

Like all women, since the dawn of time, I have faced misogyny and sexism so endemic that I didn’t always recognize it as such. I have also encountered the snobbery and condescension that conditions many working-class people to believe that power and influence are not for us.

An understanding of the politician I became requires an appreciation of all of that. It also demands glimpses of the child, teenager and young adult I was. In the pages that follow, I will retrace my journey, from hiding under the table with a book at my fifth birthday party to standing on the steps of Bute House and leading my country for the best part of a decade.

I will describe the hurdles I overcame and the sacrifices I made. I will open up about my private life, including the heartbreak and guilt of losing a baby. I will reflect on my achievements and regrets, as well as the many lessons I learned along the way.
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My story, though, is more than just a personal one. My career on the frontline of politics coincided with the most momentous period in modern Scottish history. As either front-row observer or active participant, I was ‘in the room’ through all of it.

I don’t think anyone has written, in a single volume, the political story of Scotland over these years; certainly no one has done it from my perspective.

I grew up and became politically active in the Thatcher years and stood for Parliament in Tony Blair’s landslide election. I campaigned in the referendum that led to the re-establishment of the Scottish Parliament and became one of its inaugural members.

I was the Deputy First Minister and Health Secretary in the first ever SNP government and helped secure our landslide re-election four years later. I negotiated the Edinburgh Agreement which paved the way for the independence referendum, co-authored the White Paper independence prospectus, and was one of the key figures in a campaign that brought Scotland to the brink of becoming an independent country.

I became the first woman to enter Bute House as First Minister, the first female Keeper of the Great Seal of Scotland in more than six hundred years. In 2015, the party I led redrew the political map of Scotland. I won all eight of the elections I contested as SNP leader. I was also a leading advocate for Remain in the ill-fated Brexit referendum.

As First Minister, I interacted with five UK Prime Ministers, from David Cameron to Rishi Sunak, with Theresa May, Boris Johnson and, albeit for the briefest of moments, Liz Truss along the way. I represented Scotland across the globe, at the British–Irish Council and at five UN climate-change summits, including COP26 in my home city of Glasgow.

I led Scotland through the Covid pandemic, the most traumatic and disruptive experience of our generation. I spent hours of private time with the late Queen. I tried, and failed, to secure the second independence referendum that I still fervently believe will happen, and be won, in my lifetime. By the time I stood down as First Minister in March 2023, I was the longest-serving incumbent of the office.

These thirty extraordinary years of Scottish political history demand to be chronicled. This book does so from my unique vantage point.
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It always takes a while for the dust to settle when a leader leaves office. Early verdicts – especially in the modern media age – can be brutal.

If that is true in general, it has been more so for me.

Events that unfolded after I stood down as First Minister – the stepping up of a long-running police investigation into SNP finances – shook perceptions of me. How could it have been otherwise? However, as much as the opinions of others matter to me, it was my sense of self that took the biggest knock. Over the two years since leaving Bute House, I have endured some of the darkest days of my life. For me, the cloud of suspicion has now been lifted, but the experience has left its mark. 

I have always been resilient, and in recent times I have found reserves of strength I didn’t know I had. I have also been sustained by the love of my family and the support of a tight group of close friends. However, it is the writing of this book which has offered most solace. It has been a lifeline, a form of therapy in action, grounding me, at times calming me, amidst a constant cacophony of voices claiming to know me better than I do myself.

In these pages, I hope to remind you of who I am and what I stand for.

The fact is I am neither the hero that my most ardent supporters revere, nor the villain that my fiercest critics revile. I have made my fair share of mistakes, but I have always done my best. I have dedicated my life to public service and tried to make Scotland a better place. Along the way I have enjoyed huge privileges and, at times, paid a heavy price for them. I have achieved more than I could ever have imagined and believe I have made an impact to be proud of.

If your opinion of me is already formed, there is no shortage of caricatures out there to reinforce your views. However, if you want to know something about the real me, warts and all, and about how my life has interacted with the recent history of the remarkable country I was so lucky to be born in, then this story is for you.

Nicola Sturgeon

April 2025






CHAPTER ONE

In the Beginning

I am a few months shy of my seventeenth birthday and find myself standing on the doorstep of a large detached bungalow on the curve of a quiet cul-de-sac in Dreghorn, the former mining village in Ayrshire that my parents and I moved to when I was two. My finger is hovering uncertainly over the doorbell.

The walk from my own house to that doorstep took less than ten minutes, but the psychological distance I travelled to get there was huge. The cul-de-sac forms one of the ‘posh’ private estates in Dreghorn, a busy main road and a whole world away from the social housing scheme I grew up in. The house belongs to Kay Ullrich, the SNP candidate for the constituency I live in. I am awkward, bookish and painfully shy. And yet here I am, about to ring the doorbell of a woman I know only by reputation and offer to help in her bid to become a Member of Parliament. I don’t yet realize it but in this moment the course of my life will be set. Everything that has gone before has been leading me here.

[image: Paragraph break image]

I was born on 19 July 1970 at sixteen minutes past three in the afternoon at Ayrshire Central Hospital in Irvine. My mum, Joan Kerr Ferguson, was a dental nurse, though she had given up work to have me. My dad, Robert (Robin) Sturgeon, was an electrician.

They named me Nicola, having changed their minds at the last minute from Stephanie. With no offence to the Stephanies of this world, that was a lucky escape. The alliteration would have been a mouthful. I was given Ferguson, my mum’s maiden name, as my middle name.

I was born into a world in transition, at the dawn of a new decade. Paul McCartney was leaving the Beatles. The Swinging Sixties were giving way to glam rock. The British Commonwealth Games were happening in Edinburgh. Across the pond, Richard Nixon was in the White House, not yet embroiled in the Watergate scandal, but with anti-Vietnam war protests raging around him. In the UK, a General Election just a month earlier had seen the Tories oust Labour and Ted Heath replace Harold Wilson as Prime Minister.

Economic conditions then were similar to those in the final year of my time as First Minister. High oil prices were driving up inflation. Cost-of-living pressures, stagnant wages and the looming spectre of deindustrialization had sparked significant unrest. In the 1970s, which culminated in the ‘winter of discontent’, more working days were lost to strikes than in any other decade since the Second World War.

My arrival in the world, though unnoticed by anyone outside my family, wasn’t drama-free. My mum, not quite eighteen when I was born, was in labour for more than twenty-four hours and became seriously ill as I was delivered. Two bouts of rheumatic fever in her childhood had left her with a damaged heart valve, so there was panic and alarm when her blood pressure suddenly dropped and she went into cardiac arrest. She recovered, thankfully, but didn’t get to see or hold me until I was more than a day old.

Home in those days, when we eventually made it there, was modest: the attic of a cottage in Prestwick belonging to my mum’s aunt Jean. We stayed there for the best part of two years while waiting to secure a home of our own. That turned out to be our flat in Dreghorn.

Dreghorn is a former mining village, a couple of miles east of Irvine, one of Ayrshire’s biggest towns, situated on the coast of the Firth of Clyde, about twenty-six miles south of Glasgow. Both Dreghorn and Irvine are steeped in history. Irvine was one of the earliest Scottish capitals. It was designated a Royal Burgh in the late fourteenth century by King Robert II, the grandson of Robert the Bruce, who had led the Scottish troops to victory at the Battle of Bannockburn during the First War of Scottish Independence.

Dreghorn is even more historic. The site of a significant neolithic settlement, possibly dating as far back as 3500 BC, it is thought to be Britain’s oldest continuously inhabited village. It was the birthplace of John Boyd Dunlop, the inventor of the pneumatic tyre. The Dunlop Hall in the village was the venue for a few of my childhood activities, including a short-lived and not very successful spell of ballroom dancing.

By the time I was born, Dreghorn was part of Irvine New Town. Irvine was the last of Scotland’s five new towns to be established and the only one situated on the coast. Many of my friends at school were from families who had migrated from the tenements of Glasgow. In the early part of the 1970s, the town underwent substantial regeneration, most notably with a new shopping mall and leisure centre. The Magnum Leisure Centre, since demolished, was the first of its kind in Scotland. People came from far and wide to visit it. It would later be the epicentre of my cultural universe.
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The world I inhabited as a child was small and tight-knit.

At its heart was Broomlands Road. A blend of pebble-dashed flats and terraced houses, it was built by the Scottish Special Housing Association in the 1960s. Our flat at number 56 was on the upper floor of a two-storey block. Along the landing lived Auntie Bunty and Uncle Dave (no relation). It was from Uncle Dave that I first learned about death. He was thrown from a horse and killed during the annual Laminar Day celebrations in his hometown of Lanark. I was around six and still remember being utterly dumbfounded by the fact that I would never see him again.

Downstairs was Aunt Pat (also no relation) and her daughters Karen, around a year older than me, and Debbie, a year younger. Karen and Debbie were my best friends growing up. When we weren’t playing in each other’s bedrooms, we would be ‘out the back’, running around a paved yard where our mums hung up the washing and sat outside for coffee on those rare Ayrshire sunny days, or on the oblong patch of grass in front of the flats.

We lived there until I was eight, when we moved up the road to a terraced house with front and back door and a garden. A quirk of the door numbering meant that, although we moved half a street away, the change in our address was slight: 56 to 55 Broomlands Road. By the time of the move we were a family of four, with my wee sister, Gillian, arriving on the scene just before I turned five.

My upbringing was loving, and quite traditional for the time. I could not have wished for a better mum and dad. For most of my childhood, my mum was a stay-at-home parent. Later, when I was a teenager, she worked as a cashier in a petrol station and then as an NHS laboratory assistant. Much later still, she would be elected as a local councillor and serve as the Provost of North Ayrshire. My dad worked for a burglar-alarm company, which involved him being ‘on call’ every two or three weeks. He would regularly have to drag himself out of bed in the middle of the night to reset an alarm that had gone off.

I would frequently wake up when the phone rang and lie with my heart in my mouth, waiting to hear him tell my mum where he had been called out to. If it was somewhere close by, like Irvine or Kilwinning, I could go back to sleep. My childish logic dictated that nothing bad could happen to him on short distances. But when he was headed to one of the further-flung parts of his beat, places like Dumfries, Newton Stewart or Port Glasgow, I would convince myself that disaster was about to strike. Then, I would stay awake until I heard his car pull up again hours later.

An upside of my dad’s job was that we always had a car. I loved our regular family excursions, especially shopping trips to Ayr, which in those days was the retail metropolis of Ayrshire. One of my earliest memories is from one of these trips. Aged about four, I was obsessed with the entertainer Cilla Black. I loved her. The Liverpudlian accent, her singing, the bright red hair. I used to plead to stay up to watch Cilla, her Saturday night TV show. In Ayr with my mum and dad one Saturday, I had a tantrum in the department store because I spotted a picture of Cilla, on the cover of her latest album. I wanted my parents to buy it for me but they said no. When we met up with my paternal grandparents later, my grandad, wrapped firmly around my finger, took me straight back to the shop to buy the record. I still have it.

My maternal grandparents, Marjory (née McWilliam) and Kerr Ferguson, lived in Prestwick, where my mum was born. They were ‘Mum’ (I’ll keep her in quote marks to distinguish her from Mum) and BoBo to me. The former came from me mimicking my own mum and the latter must have been some childish pronunciation of grandad or papa that just stuck. I was also close to my great-grandfather – my Papa – who also lived in Prestwick. My great-grandmother – Nana – whom my mum adored, died when I was little more than a baby. I have no real memory of her.

Golf was BoBo’s passion. He was captain of the junior players at St Cuthbert Golf Club in Prestwick. I enjoyed walking across the golf course with him on the rare occasions I was allowed to. For BoBo, a golf course was hallowed ground. He came alive when he was watching or talking about golf, but otherwise I remember him as quiet and calm. He always seemed to live in the shadow of ‘Mum’ and her larger-than-life personality. In the final years of his life he became virtually housebound, which cruelly kept him away from the golf club and drained him of any zest for life. His death came suddenly, and shockingly, from a heart attack, when I was at the start of my second year at university. He was only in his early sixties.

In contrast to Bobo, ‘Mum’ was glamorous and vivacious. She had been a hairdresser in her younger days, with her own salon in Prestwick. She later worked in Hourstons, the department store in Ayr. At her best, she was exceptionally good fun to be around, and Friday nights at ‘Mum’ and BoBo’s were often a highlight of my week.

With ‘Mum’, though, drama was never far away. She was volatile and had unpredictable mood swings. My mum’s relationship with her was complex. Whereas ‘Mum’ idolized her two sons, my uncles Iain and Scott, she was often hypercritical of my mum and, at times, very harsh towards her. In retrospect, it is obvious that she suffered from poor mental health, but in those days that wasn’t easily acknowledged. Though I loved her, my fierce protectiveness towards my mum resulted in my own relationship with ‘Mum’ being difficult, particularly as I entered my teens. Nevertheless, I was devastated when she also died young. A couple of years after BoBo’s death she suffered a stroke and it was discovered then that she had bowel cancer. She died in October 1991, aged sixty-two, just a few hours after I had been formally selected as the youngest candidate in the UK for the 1992 General Election. ‘Mum’ didn’t live to witness my political career, but I like to think she lived long enough to know the path I was on.

The bond with my paternal grandparents was even closer. Margaret (née Mill) and Rob, Gran and Grandad to me, lived in Dunure, a small fishing village about five miles south of Ayr. Like his father before him, Grandad was the gardener at the local estate house, and he and Gran lived in tied accommodation, the Croft.

My gran came from Ryhope, a coastal village just south of Sunderland, in the north-east of England. She lived in Scotland for most of her life and supported Scottish independence – I think she voted SNP before I did – but she was also fiercely proud of her roots. She passed on to me certain attitudes that would shape how I see the world. First, she believed that it doesn’t matter where you come from, if you make a country your home it belongs to you just as much as to someone who traces their ancestry back generations. Second, she showed me that identity is complex and multilayered. My gran was English by birth, and proudly so, but she described herself as Scottish by choice. Crucially, she didn’t feel that she had to give up one for the other. She was comfortable with both.
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It is hard to overstate what an idyllic environment Dunure – the Croft in particular – was for a child. The Croft was a smallholding. Hens pecked around everywhere. There were cats and dogs galore, including two black Labradors named Maura and Heidi that I loved, which makes the canine fear I developed later in life even more inexplicable.

Access to the Croft was down a steep hill – the brae – from the main road leading to the village. The house felt hidden away, almost secret, and to me it was a gateway to an adventurous and exciting world. The back garden opened onto a field, and a quick run across it – dodging the cows and the cow pats – led to Dunure beach with its rockpools and hidden ‘caves’ underneath the rocks. I loved playing there, sometimes with Gillian and my cousins – the children of my dad’s siblings, Leslie and Dorothy (also my godmother) – but more often by myself, reflecting the fact that I tended to be happiest in my own company.

If I was forced to choose my favourite place in the world, that stretch of coast, both for its rugged beauty and the special place it has in my heart, would be it. Standing on the shore, looking out at Ailsa Craig – the uninhabited island about sixteen kilometres west of the mainland, home to puffins and gannets, and from which microgranite is quarried to make curling stones – still gives me a sense of peace and tranquillity that I don’t find elsewhere.

For a child, Dunure was truly magical. In my primary-school years, I devoured Enid Blyton’s Famous Five books. In Dunure, I recreated these adventures. The Croft was my Kirrin Cottage, and I imagined that Ailsa Craig was Kirrin Island. In my mind I was George, of course, the intrepid tomboy. Dunure gave me freedom and fuelled my imagination in ways that wouldn’t have been possible elsewhere.

I think it also helped instil in me the hatred of injustice that has always driven my politics. In Dunure I would tag along with my dad to the ‘big house’ to see Grandad at work. The gardens he tended seemed huge. I would eat strawberries and raspberries, peas from the pod and whatever else was on the go. The people who owned the estate – a family called Morton – were nice, and yet, even though I wouldn’t have understood it at the time, let alone been able to articulate it, I was aware of a sense of ‘them’ and ‘us’; that ‘they’ were, or certainly considered themselves to be, superior to ‘us’.

They referred to my Grandad as ‘Sturgeon’. Much of the garden was behind a wall, so locals or passing visitors had no access to it, which always seemed to me both unfair and a waste. The kitchen where Grandad had his cups of tea – and where I would sometimes be given an ice lolly or piece of cake – was effectively the servants’ quarters. It was only after Grandad died, though, that I became aware of the depth of the inequality. I was only seven, but what happened lit something in me that shaped my outlook on life.

Because the Croft came with Grandad’s job, it could be taken away if he was no longer working. Not long after Grandad died, that is exactly what happened. The Mortons decided to sell it. 

My gran had lived in that house, or the original gardener’s cottage just adjacent to it, for her entire married life. She brought up three children there. Grandad and his father before him had given loyal service to the Mortons for decades, and yet my gran had no security of tenure. No doubt, some of the upset I felt was on my own behalf. I was losing my magical playground. But I was deeply distressed for my gran too. We went with her to view a council house in Ayr. It was in a fairly run-down scheme and I just couldn’t imagine her moving from the Croft to live there. Thankfully, she was later offered and accepted a flat in Dunure, further into the village than the Croft, on the first floor of four in a block, with a view of the sea and Ailsa Craig. She lived there, happily it seemed to me, until her death more than twenty years later.
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The death of my grandad had shattered a world I had taken for granted. The loss of the Croft was part of that, but I think his death also marked the end of the innocent, totally trusting phase of my childhood.

He had gone, very suddenly, from being the fit, healthy, full-of-fun grandfather to someone who was always in bed. His doctor had said it was just a bad flu, and that he’d get better with rest. Except he didn’t. He got thinner and weaker and eventually he was diagnosed with cancer.

I visited him in hospital shortly before he died. I didn’t understand it at the time but I was being taken to say goodbye. I can see him in my mind’s eye even now. Grey-skinned, frail, propped up on pillows. I remember feeling scared. I had never visited a sick person in hospital before. But he made me laugh just as he always had. He was still my grandad. This would be the last time I saw him, but something he said convinced me he was going to be fine. I still remember his words:

‘I’ll be out of here soon, lass [he always called me lass], and we’ll take the dogs for a walk across the field.’

He died a day or so later. He was just fifty-six years old.

I was at Karen and Debbie’s, being looked after by Aunt Pat while Mum and Dad were at the hospital. I was playing with them in their bedroom when my mum arrived back. I could hear her and Aunt Pat talking in the hallway outside, and it was clear that my grandad had passed away. I was suddenly full of rage. I screamed and shouted at my mum and later my dad, accusing them of lying to me. Grandad couldn’t be gone. He had told me we would take the dogs for a walk. He wouldn’t have lied to me.

After this, I was always more questioning of what adults told me.
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What I loved most as a child was reading. Whereas Karen, Debbie and my sister Gillian were girly girls who liked playing with dolls, I was a tomboy. Dolls bored me and I was much happier with my nose in a book. My mum tells a story of me crawling under the dining table with a book at my fifth birthday party while my friends played games. The book, so I am told, was an Enid Blyton Brer Rabbit story.

My fascination with words started even before I went to school. My parents got the Daily Record, the paper of choice in those days for left-leaning working-class Scots. Every morning at the breakfast bar in our kitchen, I would point to words in the headlines and ask my mum and dad what they were. By about age four, I could decipher basic sentences. What confused me most were words like ‘some’ and ‘done’ – I knew what they were but couldn’t grasp why they had an ‘e’ at the end. The Daily Record’s role in helping me learn to read, and the fact that in later years my Uncle Iain – one of my mum’s brothers – would become its assistant editor, meant that, even when it openly backed Labour or encouraged Scotland to vote No in 2014, I still had a soft spot for it.

I was desperate to go to school. One day just before I started primary one, I was sitting with Karen on the concrete steps leading from her flat to ours. With all the wisdom of someone about to enter primary two, she told me sternly that once I was at school, I’d only get to play outdoors for fifteen minutes a day. She was probably trying to scare me, but I recall thinking that fifteen minutes to play was OK, because I’d be learning to read for the rest of the time.

Enid Blyton was an early favourite, not just the Famous Five but also the Secret Seven and later Mallory Towers and St Clare’s, both lesser known series set in boarding schools. On rainy days or if I was off school ill, I would crawl behind the living-room couch or hide under my blankets and lose myself in a story. My favourite place to visit was the local library in Irvine.

Reading was everything to me, yet somewhere along the line I started to play it down. I worried that people would think spending hours with my head in a book was a bit weird or not a proper use of my time. I wanted to fit in with other kids but, no matter how hard I tried, I always felt different, a bit apart, and I think others could sense this. As a result, I was occasionally bullied at primary school.

There were some girls in my class, dominant personalities, who would swing repeatedly from being best friends with each other to sworn enemies and back again. Inevitably, and always against my better judgement, I would become a vocal protagonist in their battles. Partly this is because I am, by nature, loyal to the causes I choose. But I think it was also because the girls sensed my desire to be accepted and exploited it by pushing me forward to do their dirty work. When they became bosom buddies again, they would decide it had all been my fault and gang up against me.

On two occasions, both etched in my memory, this led to me being physically assaulted – ‘battered’ in Dreghorn parlance. Both times, at the end of the school day, they followed me down Dreghorn Main Street, taunting me all the way with what was about to happen and then, just before I was due to turn into my street, one of the girls, who was tall, heavyset, and who weighed much more than me, jumped on my back and pummelled me with kicks and punches. The first time it happened, I kept it from my mum and dad, but the second time, one of my other classmates ran to get them. My parents then complained to the school and the girl got into trouble. Even though I wanted the bullying to stop, I remember being mortified that my mum and dad had got involved.

These experiences had a big impact on me. Not surprisingly, they instilled a visceral dislike of bullies, and a deep disdain for those who abuse the power they have over others. They also brought out in me a natural affinity for the underdog. In any setting or group of people, I’m instinctively drawn to anyone who might be struggling to fit in.
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From as far back as I can recall, I didn’t just have an ambition to go to university but, rather, a certainty that I would do so. No one else in the history of my family had ever studied for a degree, so it is hard to know where that came from. In fact, back then I was a walking contradiction. Alongside shyness, a crippling lack of confidence and a dreadful fear of failure, was a burning ambition, a drive to succeed, a craving to be ‘seen’. I had – at risk of sounding daft – a very strong sense of ‘destiny’; a feeling that whatever I did in life would not be ‘ordinary’, that it would attract attention. I occasionally flirted with the idea of journalism as a career – no doubt my Uncle Iain’s influence – but this never took hold. In those days, politics wasn’t on my radar screen at all.

I had decided that I wanted either to write books like Enid Blyton or be a lawyer. The first of those ambitions was understandable for a kid who rarely had her nose out of a book, but the second was a mystery. When I first articulated it, while still at primary school, I wouldn’t even have known what a lawyer did.

In a kind of vicious circle, the strength of my ambition accentuated my fear of failure. As a result, I became ever more determined. I was focused and single-minded. By the time I came to sit exams in secondary school I was an obsessive studier, convinced that if I took an evening off I would be courting disaster.

Although my mum and dad instilled in me the belief that I could do anything I set my mind to – the greatest gift they ever gave me – they never put pressure on me. The pressure came from within. Partly it was fear of letting my parents down. They were young when I was born so I was aware of how much they had sacrificed for me. For my mum in particular, a clever woman who went on to achieve amazing things, having me must have seemed like a full stop to any career ambitions she had. I always felt that I was the custodian of her hopes and dreams as well as my own. I felt a weight of responsibility to succeed, to live up to expectations. To make my mum and dad proud. It was this sense of responsibility I carried with me to secondary school.
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Greenwood Academy was a metropolis compared to Dreghorn Primary. The two schools bookended the village, the primary at the top and Greenwood at the bottom, on the road out towards Irvine. Greenwood had a roll of over a thousand, taking in pupils from various different primary schools: kids from Dreghorn, neighbouring Springside, the adjacent ‘New Town’ housing estate of Bourtreehill, and Irvine.

This was the era before induction days. My first day there – in August 1982 – was the first time I had been in the ‘big school’. The original buildings have since been demolished, but back then the campus consisted of a trio of three-storey blocks, connected by glass-sided air bridges, with another two stand-alone blocks housing the gym – not my favourite place – assembly hall and music rooms.

Like most kids my age, I had been nervous about going. Rumours abounded of weird initiation rituals, but these scare stories were unfounded. More seriously, I felt that the stakes were high. I firmly believed that how I performed at Greenwood would determine my entire future. As I saw it, secondary school was the next stage in a learning journey that would take me all the way to Glasgow University. I enjoyed the variety of different subjects on offer. I loved English classes in particular. Suddenly my reading habit was being channelled in new and exciting directions.

First I became immersed in Jane Austen and the Brontës. Then, Robert Louis Stevenson, and a bit later Sir Walter Scott and especially Lewis Grassic Gibbon, would open my mind, and heart, to the world of Scottish literature. I read Docherty and Laidlaw, the seminal novels of William McIlvanney, widely regarded as the father of the Scottish crime fiction tradition known as ‘Tartan Noir’. Willie’s books resonated profoundly with me – these were stories set in a world I knew, the west of Scotland, told by working-class protagonists whose backgrounds and lives, and ways of speaking, were similar to mine. A few years before I started there, Willie had taught English at Greenwood. I’ve always regretted that my time at the school didn’t overlap with his, even briefly.

As well as English, I enjoyed Latin, a subject that was still compulsory for an aspiring law student. I wasn’t much good at putting Latin sentences together and only barely understood the grammar, but I loved what it taught me about the English language. It fed the fascination I had for the meaning and origin of words and, looking back, I think it might also have helped me understand the power of language to shape and move a public mood.

Not surprisingly, given the direction of my life, I also loved Modern Studies, which is a subject in the Scottish curriculum about politics and current affairs. My teacher in those classes – Roy Kelso – encouraged me academically and was one of the few people who didn’t treat my growing interest in politics, especially the SNP part, as a bit weird.

All in all, I enjoyed Greenwood. I was challenged academically in a way that I hadn’t been in my final couple of years at primary school, where I had become a bit bored and disengaged. I’m a strong advocate of the comprehensive model of education, but the risk that it becomes a ‘lowest common denominator’ form of teaching must always be guarded against.

Being at secondary school reignited my enthusiasm for learning, but it also revealed something that discomfited me for a while. I was clever but not a genius. In my first couple of years at Greenwood I did well enough but wasn’t topping the class as I had done so easily at primary school. And it gnawed away at me, triggering my ever-present fear of failure. Maybe even dreaming of university made me an imposter.

My response was to become obsessive about studying. Unhealthily so. I spent hours hunched over a desk in my tiny bedroom. Academically, at least, the determination paid off. In the latter half of my time at Greenwood I dominated the annual school prize-giving ceremonies. One of my most cherished possessions is a copy of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s A Scots Quair, the trilogy that my favourite book, Sunset Song, forms part of. It has a label on the inside cover that reads ‘Presented to Nicola Sturgeon – 1st in Modern Studies, 1st in Latin, 1st in English’. Being handed a Nobel Prize wouldn’t have made me any happier.

And so began the story of my life. I made up for what I lacked in ability, or confidence, with sheer determination. The need to beat the wee voice in my head telling me I might not be good enough drove me on. By working harder, I outperformed, whether at school, university, or in politics, many contemporaries whose natural abilities and talents were no less, and in many cases much greater, than my own. But the older I’ve got, the more I’ve wondered if the price I paid, the opportunities I sacrificed, such as having children, was higher than it would have been if my background or temperament had been different. In short, if I had been more confident.

It is also striking that I was one of only a few of my naturally bright, clever, creative classmates to make it to university. Overall, while we were encouraged by the school to strive for success, there was a sense that it should be within the parameters of our own environment and experiences. There was too little drive to make us reach for a world beyond our horizons.

When I told the careers adviser at school that I wanted to be a lawyer, she looked at me as if I wanted to go to the moon. For schools like mine, it seemed like the job wasn’t to raise our aspirations to meet our abilities – it was to lower them to fit our backgrounds. When I later became First Minister, it was important to me that young people from the least well-off parts of Scotland were properly represented in our universities. Getting a degree is not for everyone, nor is it the only path to success, but a young person’s opportunity to access a university education should be based on brain power not background.
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My obsession with studying meant that I sometimes struggled to fit in at Greenwood. However, I found myself becoming gradually less bothered by that. I was even learning to embrace the fact that I was a bit different and to use that to give myself an air of mystery. I had plenty of friends, but spending time with them was less of a priority for me as the months and years passed. My ‘best friend’ for the first couple of years at Greenwood was a girl called Shelley, who had been in my class at primary school. Back then, ‘best friend’ was a serious designation, not to be thrown about lightly. It could be taken away as well as conferred. Shelley was lovely. We spent a lot of time together, regularly staying overnight at each other’s houses. We were obsessed with the musical television series Fame, and so, naturally, fluorescent legwarmers were a staple part of our attire.

But I would increasingly make excuses to go straight home after school, rather than hang out with Shelley, so that I could spend the evenings studying. I still remember the day she ‘broke up’ with me, telling me that she thought we should no longer be best friends. I was upset, but I think I was more relieved than sad. It meant I would no longer have to make excuses for not spending time with her.

There were other girls that I hung about with over the years, but the one I became closest to was Allison. She lived in what we called the ‘Wimpeys’, the private housing estate next to our street. She was ferociously clever, much cleverer than me, and very serious. Like me, she was an outsider, a bit of a misfit, so we were naturally drawn to each other. She was one of the few people in my younger years with whom I felt able to be myself. Like me, she wasn’t one of the ‘cool’ kids. With her, I didn’t need to make excuses to spend evenings studying.

Boys also featured in this phase of my life. From the end of first year through to about fourth year, between the ages of about thirteen and sixteen, I had an on/off boyfriend called Colin, who had been in my class at primary school. His nickname was Sparky (he wasn’t an aspiring electrician).

Sparky wasn’t the first boy I kissed, but he was the first who mattered. I adored Sparky. He was beautiful in a very classical sense, with crewcut blond hair, deep blue eyes, chiselled cheek-bones and a perfectly shaped mouth. Why he was my boyfriend was always a bit of a mystery, as all the girls fancied him. I suspect the ‘off’ phases happened when the mystery confounded him too. During the three or four on/off cycles we went through, it was always him who broke it off. I was always devastated. Hearts are fragile at that age and he definitely broke mine. Thankfully, they also heal easily.

The final time he broke it off, I think he realized I was on a different path, heading towards university and starting to be interested in politics. Our relationship had also been developing physically and was reaching a point I wasn’t yet comfortable with. To be frank, I was scared. The thought of teenage pregnancy terrified me.

So, Sparky and I came to an end. I always attached more importance to our romance than he did, as perhaps girls tend to at that age, but it’s not impossible that in different circumstances we would have ended up together. Whether we would have lasted is another matter.
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People often assume I must have had a political upbringing. Nothing could be further from the truth. Politics rarely, if ever, featured in our house. It just wasn’t a topic of conversation.

I only really have one memory of hearing my mum and dad talk about what I would later understand to be politics. One morning at breakfast they were animated by what was on the radio. My memory of the disappointed, dejected, angry mood in the room is more vivid than the actual conversation. Later, when I joined the SNP, I realized that this was the morning after the 1979 devolution referendum.

The outcome of 1 March 1979 was momentous. It shaped Scotland, indeed the whole of the UK, and the SNP for many years after. Even though I don’t remember it directly, it also influenced the direction of my life. The referendum in 1979 asked the people of Scotland if they wanted a devolved Scottish Assembly – essentially a parliament with very limited powers, significantly less than our current Parliament has. The result was 51.6% in favour and 48.4% against. By any normal standard of democracy those in favour of devolution had won and a Scottish Assembly should have been established. But, as far as Scotland is concerned, Westminster rarely plays fair. Thanks to an amendment tabled by a Labour MP called George Cunningham – born in Scotland but representing Islington – the Act of Parliament paving the way for the referendum contained a poison pill. By virtue of what was known as the 40% rule, it wasn’t enough for more than 50% of those who cast a ballot to vote Yes. Those voting Yes also had to represent at least 40% of the total registered electorate. It meant that those who didn’t vote were treated as if they’d voted No. It was gerrymandering, plain and simple.

The effect of this on the Scottish psyche – even on those of us too young to participate or understand – is hard to overstate. It’s always been part of the Scottish national character – or, at least, the caricature of it – that we talk the talk much better than we walk the walk. We are full of bravado but, when push comes to shove, lack the gumption to follow through. When we find ourselves on the brink of victory, we will usually find a way to engineer defeat, often by turning on each other. It’s an age-old story, and not just told by others. We tell it about ourselves too. It is internalized. It flows from, and in turn feeds, a chronic lack of national confidence. No doubt the roots of it lie on the military and political battlefields of history, but it also stems from a sort of ‘infantilism’ that comes from being a small country governed by a much larger neighbour. There were signs after the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 and, more so, in the wake of the 2014 independence referendum that we had shaken it off, though it has started to rear its head again. However, no matter its origins or current status, the outcome of the 1979 referendum reinforced it. It didn’t help that the referendum was the second in a double whammy of knocks to our national confidence around that time. I remember the first one, the 1978 football World Cup, much more clearly than I do the referendum.

On the path to the finals in Argentina, our national bravado had run away with itself. England had failed to qualify, so the bragging started early. The team manager at the time and also my dad’s hero, Ally MacLeod, convinced everyone that Scotland would lift the trophy. Thirty thousand people turned up to wave the team off from Hampden stadium. My dad took me to see the squad bus pass on the way to the airport. Earlier that summer, we had gone on holiday to Ryhope, to stay with my ‘English cousins’. I thought it was very funny to prance around singing our World Cup song ‘Ally’s Tartan Army’, which included the immortal line ‘England cannae dae it cos they didnae qualify’. Scotland had been on a good run. There were some genuine world-class players in the team, such as Kenny Dalglish. And there were exciting moments along the way; Archie Gemmill’s goal against Holland is possibly the finest moment in Scottish football history. But still we crashed out in the first round, mired in scandal and recrimination. The national curse had struck.

I’m telling this story not out of any great love of football, but instead to demonstrate that the national mood going into the referendum wasn’t good. But the outcome and what followed from it knocked the stuffing out of the country for a long time. It’s not really fair to say, on this occasion, that defeat had been snatched from the jaws of victory – defeat had been baked in by the wrecking ball of the 40% rule. But, even so, the inability to resist or overcome it felt like a failure to those who wanted self-government. The defeat set the scene for the next two decades in Scottish politics. It also created the conditions that made me a political activist.

The SNP blamed Labour for the referendum debacle, both for the insertion of the 40% rule and for refusing to override it in the aftermath of the vote. This led to a politically stupid decision to table a vote of no-confidence in Jim Callaghan’s limping Labour government. The Conservative opposition led by Margaret Thatcher quickly got behind the no-confidence move, and a vote was held on 28 March 1979. The government lost it by a margin of just one, with all eleven SNP MPs voting with the Tories against Labour.

It was an extraordinary act of self-harm that the SNP didn’t properly recover from for the best part of thirty years. The fact that the Callaghan government was on its last legs made no difference. By tabling and voting for a no-confidence motion, the SNP ensured that a big chunk of the ‘blame’ for Thatcher’s election would be directed at it. The generation of SNP candidates that I became part of, most of us at school in 1979, were still being taunted with the ‘Tartan Tory’ tag twenty years later.

So, the breakfast table conversation between my parents on the morning of 2 March 1979 may only be vaguely remembered and, at the time, not even vaguely understood by me, but in many ways it formed the backdrop to my early life in politics.
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When Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister in 1979, I remember being pleased that a woman had got the job. The fact her election registered with me at all speaks to the power of representation: the importance of seeing people like us, in this case female, occupy positions of influence and seniority. She might not have set out to do it, and having broken the glass ceiling she certainly did her best to reassemble it, but she also made it possible for girls like me to believe that politics wasn’t just for men.

It no doubt helped that she also seemed strong, more than a match for the men around her. Another of my early political memories is the Falklands War. I was terrified that my dad would be called up to fight. That’s what I understood ‘war’ to mean. But it stirred feelings of patriotism too. I vividly remember the TV images of the British Task Force ships leaving Portsmouth, with Union Jacks flying everywhere. I felt certain, and proud, that Britain was the good guy. Who the bad guys were and why we were fighting them I was less clear about, but I had no doubt that Mrs Thatcher would sort them out.

It wouldn’t take long for my view of the Prime Minister to harden; for Mrs Thatcher to become ‘Maggie’, then ‘Thatcher’ and then just ‘that woman’. In parallel, my vague political awareness would turn into active interest and then action. The next time I remember feeling the kind of tribalism I first experienced over the Falklands War was during the miners’ strike. This time, I was definitely not on the same side as Margaret Thatcher.

It is not an exaggeration to say that my life in politics was, to a very large extent, motivated and shaped by Margaret Thatcher. The only time in my political career that I properly lost my cool in a TV debate – during the snap 2017 General Election – was when the then leader of the Scottish Labour Party, Kezia Dugdale, claimed that Scotland was starting to feel the same way about me as it had about Thatcher; that when people referred to ‘that woman’, they were now often talking about me. I saw red and in a moment of madness made what was probably my biggest ever misjudgement in a TV debate. But more of that later.

When I look back now with the wisdom of adulthood (the young me would be screaming ‘sell-out’ at this point), it is obvious that some of the economic turmoil of the 1980s was unavoidable. Inflation was sky-high, productivity painfully low. Manufacturing and heavy industry in the UK were ruinously uncompetitive. The process of deindustrialization then, just like decarbonization today, was inevitable. But that didn’t make the impact of Thatcherism any less painful or alienating. Change might have been inescapable, but the way she went about it was not. That came at a massive human cost.

As I entered my teenage years, unemployment was soaring across the UK, and higher in Scotland than in England. The way the figures were counted and reported had been changed in the early days of the Tory government – in other words, they were fiddled – so the official count was massively underestimated. In Scotland by the mid-1980s it was nudging 15%, and the real figure, based on the old, more accurate, method was closer to 20%. It was even higher in the industrialized central belt where I grew up, reflecting the massacre of manufacturing jobs. At the peak, it was estimated that more than 400,000 people in Scotland were out of work, the highest number since the 1930s. It was brutal.

Back then, I wouldn’t have been able to cite these statistics, but I understood the human impact. I was surrounded by it. Behind the numbers were neighbours, friends of my mum and dad, the parents of my own friends, kids in the years above me at school with little or no prospect of getting jobs when they left. There was a sense of hopelessness about the future. A desire to escape was certainly one of the factors driving my ambition to go to university.

My dad never lost his job. But I remember being terrified that he would. There was a sense back then that unemployment was terminal, not temporary. My friends and I firmly believed that if our dads lost their jobs it was likely that they would never work again.

The rights and wrongs of Thatcherism have been debated for years and will continue to be, I am sure, for decades to come. But that it took a massive human toll and that she didn’t seem to care is beyond dispute. Communities like the one I grew up in are still suffering problems today that can be traced back to those days.

When I was growing up, strikes were commonplace. But it is the 1984 miners’ strike that is most vivid in my memory, partly because of a confrontation close to home. Hunterston Terminal was a bit further up the Ayrshire coast from Irvine, en route to Largs, a popular seaside town where relatives of my mum lived. Coal was being shipped into Hunterston from overseas to undermine the strike. A huge picket of miners tried to stop the coal getting out. They were massively outnumbered by police. Violence broke out, many miners were injured and dozens of arrests were made. The lorries carrying the coal made it out.

I was only fourteen but I knew what side I was on. To me, it was David versus Goliath, the working class fighting for their jobs against a heartless government.

A couple of years earlier, my dad had gone on strike himself. Back then he was a member of the electricians’ union, which in later years would become part of Unite. A pay dispute at his company, Chubb Alarms, resulted in a strike that the workers thought would last just a few days before the company would be forced to fold, given the nature of the alarm services it provided. In fact, the strike lasted six weeks. In one visit to my gran’s, I remember my mum breaking down in tears, saying that she didn’t know how she was going to put food on the table if it went on much longer. I didn’t fully appreciate at the time just how difficult it was, but I did feel the impact. For the duration of the strike, my dad had to hand back his work car. Suddenly it wasn’t so easy to get around.

I learned that people rarely go on strike on a whim. It comes with a heavy cost: emotional, practical and, of course, financial. That meant that whenever I was faced with the prospect of public sector strikes, occasionally as Health Secretary but more often as First Minister, my instinct was always to get round the table to negotiate and thrash out a deal, rather than to play the hardball game and wait to see who would blink first.

Paradoxically, many of the same people who were going on strike back then and generally railing against the Tories were also taking advantage of some of Thatcher’s signature policies, like the privatizations and sell-offs designed to extend share and home ownership. For a whole generation, ‘Tell Sid’, the line in the advert promoting shares in the newly privatized British Gas, became the catchphrase of our time. For a while, one of the most common sights around our housing scheme was of the identikit wooden front doors installed by social landlords being replaced by fancy new PVC versions, proof that the family behind the door had taken advantage of Thatcher’s Right to Buy. My mum and dad never bought shares, but they did buy our house at 55 Broomlands Road.

When I was the Scottish government minister with responsibility for housing, I ended the Right to Buy in Scotland and was accused of hypocrisy. It was an easy attack to make, but it was wide of the mark. For one thing, I wasn’t responsible for the decision my parents took. But more to the point, who could blame them? Working-class families, no matter how aspirational they are or how hard they work, rarely get to access the ownership and wealth which society conditions us to equate with success. It was hardly surprising that people like my mum and dad would take advantage of such opportunities. The depletion of the social housing stock, and the rise in homelessness as a result, wasn’t the fault of those buying their homes. It was the fault of a government that didn’t care enough to replace the houses sold off. The policy was deeply cynical, more about trying to create a new generation of Tory voters than spreading wealth and opportunity for the greater good. It was callous too. Many who bought their homes at a discount under Right to Buy then found out the hard way that they couldn’t afford to maintain them when interest rates went up or they lost their job or were hit by an unexpected repair bill. Thatcher couldn’t have cared less.

It was all of this – sky-high unemployment, rising poverty, industrial unrest, lack of hope for the future, a clash of values, along with a sense of righteous teenage rage – that drove me into the world of politics.
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Which brings me back to the doorstep of the detached house in the cul-de-sac in May 1987.

I had joined the SNP a few months earlier. After watching a party political broadcast fronted by the then SNP leader, Gordon Wilson, I phoned the number that flashed up on the screen. As I later became more immersed in the party, these digits – 031 226 3661 – would become as familiar to me as my home phone number.

I am convinced that the person who answered the phone that night was John Swinney. John went on to lead the SNP from 2000 until 2004. He later served as my Deputy First Minister and, of course, became First Minister himself in May 2024. It is certainly possible that it was him on the other end of the line. One of the tasks of the Young Scottish Nationalists at the time was to field calls in party HQ after these broadcasts. Even if I can’t be 100% sure, I like to think it was so.

Though it might have been assumed in those days that a budding socialist firebrand would have seen Labour, not the SNP, as her natural political home, it was exactly what my then English teacher, a local Labour councillor, did assume. Aware of my growing political interest, he presented me one day with the form to join Labour. I don’t think it crossed his mind that another party might have been in the running. What I saw as his arrogant assumption enraged me and pushed me towards the SNP. In truth, though, it was the path I was already on.

Gordon Wilson was a solicitor by profession, very middle-class, socially conservative, a member of the Free Church of Scotland, with an austere, quite dour persona. Gordon wasn’t the type of politician or person I would naturally have identified with. Moreover, while I was growing up in the industrial central belt of Scotland, with a socialist outlook driving my political interest, the base of the party was very much in the north-east of the country, where fishing and farming interests predominated. I still remember our next-door neighbour in Broomlands Road, a gruff man called Davie Watters, ranting about bloody Tartan Tories whenever the SNP was mentioned.

Looking back, the Tartan Tory tag wasn’t entirely unfair, and it wasn’t just the 1979 confidence vote in the Callaghan government that justified it. Historically, the SNP had never adopted a firm position on either the left or right of politics. It simply supported independence. Its members, including its leaderships, spanned the ideological spectrum. That started to change in the mid-1970s when a younger generation tried to move the party decisively to the left, rightly calculating that it was the only credible position in Scotland from which to challenge the Tories, compete with Labour and paint a picture of what an independent Scotland might be like. This caused major tensions. These came to a head at the 1982 party conference in Ayr. A faction within the SNP – the 79 Group – which had been set up to move the party leftwards was prohibited. Key members, including a young activist called Alex Salmond, were expelled.

However, for all that the SNP, certainly in my part of the world, was seen back then as a bit of an irrelevance, an oddity even, and to the political right of Labour, the reality was fast changing. By 1986, as I was starting to think about joining, the SNP was increasingly defining itself as a social democratic project, firmly of the centre left. The 79 Groupers who had been expelled in the early eighties were back in the party and in the ascendancy. Alex Salmond was a rapidly rising star and would soon become an MP and deputy leader.

Labour was going in the opposite direction. Neil Kinnock had embarked on the process of ‘modernizing’ Labour, moving it away from the policies of Michael Foot and onto the centre ground. An issue that really stirred the ire of sixteen-year-old me was nuclear weapons. The river Clyde was home to Polaris and later Trident. The USA’s European-based nuclear weapons were also sited on the Clyde, at its naval base on the Holy Loch, part of the Cowal peninsula next to the seaside town of Dunoon. CND, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, was therefore highly active in Scotland. I had signed up as a member at one of their stalls in the Mall shopping centre in Irvine sometime before joining the SNP. To me, it seemed simple that weapons capable of wiping out swathes of civilization at the press of a button were morally indefensible. Even though Kinnock didn’t abandon a position of unilateral disarmament until after the 1987 election, the signs were there. For the SNP, by contrast, there was probably no issue other than independence more core to its identity than opposition to nuclear weapons.

So, it was these trajectories, the SNP leftwards, Labour rightwards, that made the SNP a much more obvious choice for a young person of my background and opinions than it might have been in years past.

But it was independence that clinched the deal. What enraged me even more than Thatcher’s policies was that she was imposing them on Scotland with no democratic authority. Back then, Scotland wasn’t yet the Tory-free zone it would later become. Even Ayrshire wasn’t Tory free. Although in Cunninghame South, the constituency I lived in, the joke was that the vote for Labour’s David Lambie was weighed rather than counted, the neighbouring Cunninghame North was held by the Tories until 1987. Thatcher’s Secretary of State for Scotland until early 1986, George Younger, represented Ayr, a seat held by the Tories until their Scottish wipeout in 1997. But the Tories in Scotland were a shrinking minority. At the election in 1983, they won just 21 of Scotland’s 72 seats on less than 30% of the vote. Yet they were inflicting huge social and economic carnage on Scotland. The democratic deficit was glaring. Labour was utterly impotent: they had won 41 of Scotland’s 72 seats in 1983 and yet they could do nothing to protect Scotland from Margaret Thatcher.

Even if I had agreed with Labour on everything, I would have seen no point in supporting the party. Everyone in Scotland could vote Labour, but if enough people in England voted Tory, it would make no difference. We’d be outvoted. That was the democratic deficit in a nutshell and, while it was ameliorated to some extent by the advent of the Scottish Parliament, it still afflicts Scotland today. It was clear to me then that the only way for Scotland to guarantee governments of our own choosing was to be independent. Even at seventeen years old, I knew that I wanted to be part of winning my country’s independence.
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So I mustered the courage to get myself to Kay’s.

There I was, dressed for the part, a tactic to exude a confidence I didn’t feel. The armour that in future would be sharp suits and high heels was, back then, jeans, Dr Martens and a donkey jacket with a carefully positioned CND badge on the lapel: the uniform of the 1980s anti-Tory student activist.

As I stood on the doorstep, all the symptoms of a panic attack were brewing within me – racing heart, sweaty palms, dry mouth. Would I press the bell or turn and run home?

I pressed the doorbell. Suddenly the force of nature that was Kay Ullrich appeared before me, hair all bouffant, perfume fumes several steps ahead of her and the cigarette that I would quickly learn was ever-present smouldering in her right hand.

Kay was the SNP candidate for the Cunninghame South constituency. Her daughter, Shelley Jofre, was the year above me in school. She was one of the cool kids, so not part of any gang I would have been admitted to. Kay I knew only by reputation, from photographs on election leaflets or occasional sightings around the village. She was flamboyant and glamorous. She even looked a bit like Joan Collins. I couldn’t have been any more star-struck if the President of the USA himself had opened the door.

I don’t remember what I said. She would later claim that it was ‘Hello, Mrs Ullrich. My name is Nicola Sturgeon and I’d like to help your campaign’, which seems plausible, not least in its brevity and banality. What I do remember is her ushering me into the house and introducing me to her ‘agent’, reinforcing the entirely misplaced sense of Hollywood glamour.

Shortly afterwards, following some not-so-gentle interrogation from ‘Agent’ Margaret Burgess, who ruled Cunninghame South SNP with a rod of iron, I was plonked into the passenger seat of Kay’s car and off we went. Kay drove with a cigarette in one hand, a loudspeaker in the other and, at times, only her knee on the steering wheel. I was terrified. More than that, though, I was ecstatic. I was where I wanted to be, doing what I wanted to do.






CHAPTER TWO

Politics in My Blood

From the moment I pressed Kay’s doorbell I didn’t look back. For a long time, though, I was quiet and reserved and didn’t say much. The other SNP activists I met and campaigned with intimidated me. They all seemed so knowledgeable about politics, and I was worried that if I opened my mouth I’d embarrass myself. All the political theories and strident opinions I’d been spouting at home didn’t feel so smart in front of these people.

Despite my shyness, I threw myself into the campaign with an enthusiasm and excitement I’d never felt for anything before. I would go round to Kay’s every night and from there we’d go out distributing leaflets and chapping doors – ‘canvassing’ in the political lexicon. Somehow, the girl who found it almost impossible to chat with people she knew was able to stand on the doorsteps of complete strangers and, however awkwardly, ask them to vote SNP. I was already in character, playing a part to overcome my natural introversion.

There wasn’t a huge amount of love for the SNP amongst the public in those days. In Irvine, only around one in ten voters supported us. And some of those who didn’t could be pretty hostile. I got chased away from more than a few doorsteps. This was when I first learned that politics, even, maybe especially, at the grassroots level, requires a thick skin. Most people were polite, though often coldly so, but if I’d been put off by the derision, mockery and sometimes nasty abuse of those who weren’t, I’d never have come back after the first night.

The act of chapping someone’s door to solicit their vote is a precious part of our democratic system. My advice to anyone starting out in politics now is that, no matter how sophisticated online campaigning has become, no matter how accomplished you think you are on TikTok or Instagram, it’s no substitute for letting someone look you in the eye, especially if you are the person standing for election.

My favourite canvassing memory is from the 2011 Scottish Parliament election, the SNP’s first landslide victory. I was campaigning for re-election in my constituency. At one door, a woman answered and proclaimed, ‘Nicola, my man loves you, he’s always wanted to meet you, but he’s in the bath.’ Before I could suggest returning later, she had pulled me into the house and ushered me towards what was obviously the bathroom door. I was briefly terrified. Thankfully, the door stayed closed, and I proceeded to have a delightful conversation with the man in the bath, accompanied by the sound of gently splashing water.

Over time I learned never to jump straight to the politics but to start the conversation on a topic personal to the person answering, noticing their garden or the colour of their front door. This would get easier with experience and confidence, and easier still once I reached the point when people recognized who I was, but in 1987 I had none of this grace or subtlety. I can’t imagine what people must have thought to find a child (even at seventeen I looked twelve) standing awkwardly, staring at her feet, barking, ‘Will you be voting SNP?’

One day, we were chapping doors in a housing scheme with a very confusing layout. It was very hard to distinguish front doors from back. I went to one house and was greeted by a woman in floods of tears. It was pretty obvious that she’d sooner have stabbed herself in the eye than voted SNP, but she had also just suffered a family bereavement. She made it very clear to me that I was not welcome, so I mumbled my apologies and let her return to her grieving family. I then turned a corner to what I thought was a new street, and marched up a path, only to find out too late that I was now chapping the back door of the same bereaved household. I scurried away, expletives ringing in my ears, utterly mortified.

I doubt very much that I persuaded a single extra person to vote SNP in that election, but, even so, I loved it. By the end of the campaign, I was hooked. I’d never choose to swap the success of the SNP in more recent times for how it was back then but the thrill of finding a supporter in a street full of Labour voters was intoxicating. When it happened, I’d briefly feel like we were unbeatable, and wanted to keep going until we found the next one.

I also got my first, and definitely not my last, taste of what it is like to lose. I have come to realize that the bitter experience of losing is part of the apprenticeship of winning, but it didn’t feel like it at the time. In all my teenage innocence, I thought we must have a chance of victory, after all we had right on our side. If we could just speak to enough people and lay out the evidence, they would change their minds. What I didn’t understand then is that politics is not just about facts and figures. It is about sense and sentiment, tradition and tribe, perception and prejudice.

I spent election day, 11 June 1987, going around polling stations with Kay’s daughter, Shelley, my yellow and black rosette pinned proudly to a hideous green denim jacket that I loved at the time. Later, I attended my first election count, at the Magnum Leisure Centre in Irvine – a bit different to Frosty’s ice disco which I frequented there in my earlier teens – and encountered my first experience of Labour taunts. Labour took election success in Scotland for granted back then.

We came fourth, with 11% of the vote, up a creditable 4% since the last time. Labour got 60%, though, up by even more.

I was crushed. We went back to Kay’s to watch the national results on TV. It was a mixed night for the SNP. We won three new seats, including Alex Salmond’s, but lost the two we already held, including our leader Gordon Wilson’s.

Labour won big in Scotland, but the Tories were elected again UK wide. While it proved something of a turning point in the long and winding home-rule journey, it was nevertheless a tough introduction to elections for me. Far from putting me off, though, it made me more determined. Campaigning for the SNP and independence was what I wanted to dedicate myself to. I had found my mission.
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I also made great friends.

Being the underdogs fostered a sense of camaraderie, of us against the world, that I had never experienced before. Every night after campaigning, we’d all head back to the home of a couple of local members, Matt and Louise Brown. I didn’t say much, probably not more than a handful of words. I listened to the conversations and the debates and learned how broad a policy church the SNP was. Even though I quietly disagreed with some of the views being expressed, I soaked it all up.

Matt and Louise were local lawyers. Their firm, Matthew Brown & Company, was situated just across the road from their red sandstone, detached house, which at that time was the biggest and grandest I’d ever set foot in. Its walls were adorned with expensive artwork and a piano took pride of place in the sitting room.

As grand as the house was, it didn’t intimidate me nearly as much as the Browns themselves, though I came to adore them both. They were amongst my biggest supporters throughout my career. To coin an Ayrshire phrase, Matt had a good conceit of himself, meaning he loved to hold court, pontificating on the state of the campaign and politics in general. And I loved to listen. Louise, though, was the cleverer of the two. She was also the personification of style.

At the heart of the group was Kay, our candidate. I became ever more fond of Kay as the campaign progressed. She was great fun, a definite and unashamed prima donna, and a jangle of nervous energy. She chain-smoked her way through the campaign and exuded an air of mild chaos everywhere she went. She was also a woman of substance and steel. I loved her. She died in January 2021, her funeral diminished, as so many were at that time, by Covid restrictions. As I sat in a virtually empty crematorium listening to her daughter Shelley talk movingly about her remarkable life, I remember thinking that I had lost one of the most important people in mine.

It was Margaret Burgess, Kay’s election agent, who ruled the roost in the campaign. We were all terrified of Margaret. She had given me a bollocking over the front/back door grieving family incident, but underneath the harsh exterior was a heart of gold, and a very funny, clever woman.

Completing the set of the ‘older’ members of the group was a wonderful woman called Marion McTear, a very old-school, traditional nationalist. I knew her already as Mrs McTear because she had been the school auxiliary at Dreghorn Primary, where she used to patch up my skint knees.

The younger ones in the group, although they were still quite a bit older than me, were Marie Burns and Ricky Bell, now two of my oldest friends. Marie’s roots in the SNP went back to the 79 Group, and I was in awe of her grasp of politics. Ricky seemed very confident and was good-looking. He quickly became, for me, the most important person in the group. He worked full-time in the accounts department of the company that owned one of the local papers. He had his own house and a car. He would often pick me up from school to go to party meetings and events. Being in a political party, which had made me appear weird to my friends and classmates at school, suddenly seemed cool and interesting when it involved being picked up by an older boy in his car.
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I decided I wanted to go to the party conference which was taking place in Dundee in September 1987. I realize now how difficult this must have been for my mum and dad. I had only just turned seventeen and was going with people they barely knew to spend three days in a world that was alien to them. It is to their great credit that they didn’t try to stop me. They knew how important the SNP and politics had become to me, and wanted to support me, as they always have.

It was probably also financially difficult for them. Three days away had to be paid for and they covered my accommodation and waved me off with the princely sum of £40 to pay for my food and other expenses. It was a lot of money back then but I remember worrying about having enough money all the time I was there. I quickly learned, though, that fringe meetings at party conferences, even then, were usually accompanied by free buffets. I also struck lucky one evening when we were out for dinner as, like a bad joke, my food had a dead fly in it, and the restaurant said they wouldn’t charge me for it. Result.

I had the time of my life at my first conference. I felt I belonged. I soaked up the debates about devolution and independence, Europe, nuclear weapons and industrial policy. I even plucked up the courage to ask a question at a session on nuclear weapons. I was thrilled to watch as Gordon Wilson, still party leader, was being interviewed, and to encounter at the conference ceilidh the legendary Winnie Ewing, victor in the famous 1967 Hamilton by-election and by then a member of the European Parliament. She would be elected party President at that conference.

This was also the first time I saw Alex Salmond in the flesh. He had just become an MP, representing the North East seat of Banff & Buchan. At the Dundee conference, he would become deputy leader of the party. He was a rising star. He was clever, articulate, charismatic, a brilliant TV performer and, certainly compared to Gordon Wilson, left wing. He was also on the gradualist side of the party, which meant in broad terms that he thought we should embrace a devolved parliament as a stepping stone to independence. Those of a different perspective, the so-called fundamentalists, thought this was a trap, and that a devolved parliament would only blunt the appetite for independence.

On this and most issues, my views aligned closely with Alex’s. Obviously, I had no conception back then of how close we would later become, of how important he would be to me, politically and personally, nor how fundamentally associated he would be with both the biggest highs and the deepest lows of my life. Also, at that point, I had never met the young man who was about to be recruited as his constituency office manager, Peter Murrell, let alone have any idea that more than twenty years later I would marry him.

At that time, it was another man on my mind. During those three days in Dundee, I realized I had feelings for Ricky, and started to think that he might also have feelings for me. I was staying with Marie, Ricky and a couple of other younger members in a cottage we had booked on the outskirts of Dundee. Marie would drive us to and from conference each day. We’d get back late at night, after the various social events, and have to navigate a muddy path from the car park to the cottage in the pitch dark. There was no lighting, and each night Ricky would take my hand, ostensibly to help guide me, but it felt like more than that. Nothing actually happened between us in Dundee but, naive and inexperienced though I was, I felt then that it was only a matter of time before it did. By early 1988, we were an item. And we stayed that way until the early 1990s.

The relationship was serious for a while. He took me on my first ever trip abroad, to Paris for my twenty-first birthday. My mum and dad, Mum especially, came to adore him. Just as I can’t be precise about when the relationship started, I struggle to pinpoint when it ended. It was probably in late 1991, early 1992. We continued to see each other, drifting in and out of the romantic involvement. Our shared political activity, so important to both of us, meant that not seeing each other would have been impossible.

What was obvious was that Ricky and I were on different paths. I had gone to university; he was working full-time and would progress to a senior position in his field. And whereas at the start of our relationship he was a young rising star in the party, with me his acolyte, by the early 1990s I was suddenly being tipped for great things and talked about as a possible future leader. While he was always supportive, this started to cause some tension. A factor that I only came to understand much later, and that was more fundamental, was that Ricky is gay. He now lives in Glasgow with his husband. I danced at their wedding and could not have been happier for them. We are still the best of friends today.
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By 1988 I was spending more and more time at SNP meetings and campaign events. I was also increasingly involved, at a national level, with the party’s youth wing – known at the time as the Young Scottish Nationalists or YSN. Through that, I was getting to know people, like Fiona Hyslop, who would become lifelong friends and future government colleagues. I began to view the case for independence not just as resistance to a Tory government, but through the prism of Scotland’s place in the world. In the summer of 1988, the day before my eighteenth birthday, on a hot, sunny Sunday in July, I attended my first big political demonstration, an anti-apartheid march and rally through Glasgow Green. Similar events were happening in cities across the world, to demand, on what was his seventieth birthday, the release of Nelson Mandela. I was happy. I was on a mission. I was going to change the world. I was becoming more confident and learning to overcome my shyness.

I was also just about to enter law school at Glasgow University, where I would be yanked out of my comfort zone all over again. Occasionally, I have been asked why I didn’t try for Oxford or Cambridge. Putting aside the implication that Glasgow is somehow second best, it’s impossible to overstate what a massive step it was for someone from my background to go to university at all. Glasgow University was at the outer limits of what I was able to imagine, and Oxbridge might as well have been on another planet.

I arrived there for Freshers’ Week in September 1988, wearing a new pair of jeans, Dr Martens-style shoes, a fleece, a zip-up waterproof jacket, and carrying a rucksack. I remember my first day vividly. I had to matriculate and sign up to receive my student grant. I was part of the last generation to enjoy full-grant funding prior to the introduction of student loans a year or so later. Had grants and state-funded tuition not been available, it is highly unlikely that I would have gone to university. My parents couldn’t have funded me up front and, though I did take advantage of student loans during my studies, tuition fees would definitely have been a barrier. It is because of the opportunities that free (or, rather, taxpayer-funded) education gave to me that I have always been an adamant opponent of tuition fees. My view when I was in government was that, having benefitted from free tuition myself, I had no right to pull the ladder of opportunity up behind me.

On my first day, I met Caroline Summers and Claire Mitchell, who have been close friends ever since. Caroline was from Paisley, and a year younger than me. Her mum was from Singapore, and, through her eyes, I saw the reality of racism up close for the first time in my life. Her Asian features would attract the vilest of abuse. I don’t know how she kept her cool. There were occasions when I struggled to do so on her behalf, but she was dignity personified. Caroline is now a partner in a major law firm, specializing in commercial conveyancing.

Claire was from the Southside of Glasgow and also a year younger than me. She is now a leading King’s Counsel and an expert in the field of human rights and public inquiries. She is one of my dearest friends and has been a tower of strength to me in some of the toughest times of my life.

Despite making friends, my first term at university was miserable. I felt small, out of place, and younger than I had in a while. My experiences in the election had given me a false sense of maturity, but here I felt intimidated by the privately educated kids who dominated our law lectures. They were all physically bigger than I was and much more confident. They seemed much cleverer too. I felt completely out of my depth and spent that first term thinking that I would drop out or be thrown out when I inevitably failed my exams. It wasn’t until the end-of-term exams, just before Christmas, that things started to turn around. I passed all my exams with flying colours – and many of my privately educated classmates did not. It was a big confidence boost, though only up to a point. One of the things I have learned over the years about imposter syndrome is that success isn’t a cure, it’s a compounding factor. The better I did, the more of an imposter I felt, and the greater the fear of being ‘found out’.

While I made forays into student politics, it is fair to say that the issues that dominated didn’t seem particularly vital to me. I had a view on whether or not the university should be affiliated to the National Union of Students (it wasn’t and I thought it should be), but I didn’t think it mattered all that much. I had well and truly caught the bug for what I considered to be ‘real-life’ politics, so the primary vehicle I had for building links with other young activists was the YSN rather than the Glasgow University Student Nationalist Association or GUSNA, as it was known.

There was plenty of ‘real-life’ campaigning to keep me occupied in my first year at university. One of the most dramatic and consequential parliamentary by-elections in Scottish political history took place on 10 November 1988. There was a sense of destiny about the Govan by-election from the outset. The SNP had won the same constituency, albeit with slightly different boundaries, in a by-election almost exactly fifteen years previously. Margo MacDonald might have held the seat for only three months before Labour won it back in the February 1974 General Election, but both she and the constituency had secured icon status in SNP circles. The sense of serendipity was heightened by the fact that our candidate in the 1988 contest, Jim Sillars, was by then Margo’s husband. Jim had been a Labour MP in Ayrshire and started his political career passionately opposed to home rule. But he slowly changed his beliefs, leaving Labour in 1976 to form his own breakaway Scottish Labour Party. He then abandoned that to join the SNP in 1980. Jim oozed charisma and political gravitas.

The by-election had been brought about by the decision of Bruce Millan, former Labour Secretary of State for Scotland, to become a European Commissioner. As a result, it was seen by voters as an unnecessary contest caused by an MP deserting them to further his own career. This put Labour on the back foot from the off. They also picked a candidate, a trade union official, who was not up to the rigours and scrutiny of a by-election campaign.

But it was the politics of the time that proved decisive. Scotland in late 1988 was in uproar over the poll tax. Thatcher had decided to introduce it in Scotland in April 1989, a year ahead of the rest of the UK. Adding to the sense of anger about the inherent unfairness of the tax was cold fury about Scotland being used as a guinea pig. The fury extended to the Labour Party which, despite its fifty Scottish seats, was impotent and unwilling to lead a robust campaign against it. While the SNP supported a non-payment campaign, Labour shied away, adding to the perception that it was more interested in winning power at Westminster than in standing up for Scotland.

I was out on the campaign trail almost every day. The streets I was pounding were unfamiliar to me then but, almost twenty years later, they would be part of the constituency I came to represent in the Scottish Parliament. The wonderful if intimidating woman who was organizing the campaign, Allison Hunter, would become my own election agent in battles of the future, and many of those I was campaigning with would become friends and colleagues in government.

There was a real sense of excitement and anticipation in the final few days of the campaign as momentum built towards a spectacular SNP victory. On the night of the election, I gathered with other activists outside Bellahouston Academy, where the votes were being counted. The SNP overturned a Labour majority of almost 20,000 votes to win by 3,554 votes. It was seismic, and it changed the course of Scottish politics. It forced Labour to set up the Scottish Constitutional Convention which, with further twists and turns along the way, led to the establishment of the Scottish Parliament. On that cold night in November 1988, it felt like the SNP was well and truly on the up.
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The cross-party Constitutional Convention set up by Labour to coordinate the push for a devolved legislature divided the SNP. In what would be one of his last interventions during his leadership, Gordon Wilson proposed that the SNP should refuse to take part, and Jim Sillars backed him.

Although deputy leader at the time, Alex Salmond hadn’t been consulted and was widely believed to disagree. The issue spilled over at our National Council meeting in March 1989, held in the Inverclyde town of Port Glasgow. Most of the YSN, me included, were advocating for participation in the Convention. There was a heated debate but the meeting voted by 191 votes to 41 in favour of Gordon Wilson. Crucial to the outcome was Alex’s intervention. Although we knew he disagreed with the Wilson position, he argued for it, no doubt trying to avoid a leadership split. He made a very ill-judged speech in which he attacked one of the leading figures on the other side of the debate. I ended up feeling more disappointed in Alex than in Sillars. Instead of providing the leadership we had been looking for, he had taken a position that I felt to be dishonest.

The SNP did not participate in the Convention, and we were damaged as a consequence, being seen as absolutist, out of touch with mainstream opinion, more interested in our own interests than in Scotland’s and, as a result, much less relevant than we should have been.

A by-election in the neighbouring constituency of Glasgow Central in June 1989 was held comfortably by Labour. In fact, the highlight of that contest from my perspective was a nightly ‘protest’ that my friend Shona Robison and I staged in the pub next door to the SNP campaign office. The Laurieston was, and still is, a very traditional, much loved Glasgow pub situated in what would later be my constituency. There were a couple of bartenders who refused point blank to serve Shona or me, always pretending not to see us as they took the orders of men behind us in the queue. I doubt it was the bar’s official policy not to serve women and the staff were probably just trying to put a couple of uppity university students in our place. Nevertheless, Shona and I were indignant. Every night after campaigning, we would perch ourselves on bar stools and loudly demand to be served, usually to no avail, leaving us to drink pints bought for us by our male friends instead.

By this time, I had joined GUSNA. For all that I doubted its ‘real-life’ relevance, I did think it had a purpose. For me personally, that purpose was experience. Through the campaigns and debates I took part in on campus, I developed skills that would be of use in my wider SNP activity.

I threw myself into GUSNA activity and particularly the Glasgow University Union debating scene. The GUU’s reputation in the student debating field was legendary. I was excited about being part of it, but it was the strangest of environments. Glasgow excelled in what were known as parliamentary debates, or parlis. Different clubs – not surprisingly, I was part of the Scottish Nationalist club – debated motions in a mock replica of the House of Commons debating chamber. It took itself very seriously indeed. Notwithstanding the other women involved, it was a bear pit of male, white, middle-class privilege. Debating prowess aside, many of them could have won world titles in condescension and sneering.

Though I wasn’t brilliant at debating, I wasn’t terrible either, but the barracking and insults were designed to send a message that this wasn’t my world. I ploughed on, regardless. In spite of feeling like the imposter they obviously thought I was, I tried to get better, to fit in. It was a losing battle.

For all that, it was in the GUU debating chamber that I added an extra layer to the thick skin necessary for a life in politics. At the start of my second year, I stood for a seat on the Students Representative Council and unexpectedly topped the poll, coming ahead of the Labour candidate. It was little more than chance, and as far as I can recall turnout was less than 10%, but it is the first time I remember trying to ‘spin’ an election result. I shamelessly used my win to claim to the student newspaper that my success was indicative of growing SNP support across campus and, by logical extension, across the country. It was baloney but, even then, I understood the importance of momentum.

I still viewed student politics as a bit futile and I also still struggled quite a bit with shyness, so I didn’t contribute much to the SRC debates. That started to change, slowly but surely, as my time at university wore on. When I stood for SRC President in 1990, I was much more politically confident. That didn’t mean I was any wiser. I learned an important lesson in that campaign about the dangers of political complacency. In the election for President the year before, the GUSNA candidate had lost out by just two votes. I thought that meant I was almost guaranteed victory. Of course, I learned that electorates, especially on a university campus, are not fixed, either in their make-up or in their opinions. I lost by more than 200 votes. Had I not taken victory so much for granted, I might have come closer. It’s a mistake I have never repeated. Even in more recent years, when the SNP was all-conquering and the outcomes in my constituency probably reasonably certain, I always campaigned as if I was at mortal risk of losing. My advice to any aspiring politician is to always fight elections this way. Apart from anything else, those whose vote you are asking for deserve nothing less than your total commitment.

One of the factors that fed my complacency was the result of another campus election just a few weeks before. Like Scotland’s other ‘ancient’ universities, Glasgow elects a Rector every four years, a position usually held by a known figure in international or domestic politics. When I arrived at Glasgow, the serving Rector was Winnie Mandela. She had been elected – obviously in her absence – as an expression of anti-apartheid sentiment and solidarity. Her term was due to expire in March 1990.

There was a strong sense on campus that a ‘working’ Rector was needed. Pat Kane was and still is the lead singer of Scottish pop group Hue & Cry. The band was a really big thing at the time, and Pat was also a strong supporter of independence. GUSNA asked him to stand, and he agreed.

Labour’s candidate was veteran MP and hero of the radical left, Tony Benn. I was a big admirer of Tony Benn, as were many in GUSNA, so there was a bit of regret that we would be campaigning to defeat him. He quickly helped us get over it. He came to campus to do a hustings event and was appallingly uninformed about Scotland. He appeared to barely know where he was and, astonishingly, seemed unaware that the poll tax had been introduced a year early in Scotland. As far as I was concerned, it was a classic example of Labour arrogance, but it was so disappointing to witness this attitude from someone of Tony Benn’s stature.
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