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Hi there! I’m Nadia, a quiet person who often feels shy. I have a small voice that people tell me sounds weird, which makes me feel embarrassed and self-conscious at times. I know how to manage my shyness these days, but when I was younger, I hid at the back of a room and lurked on the sidelines. I preferred to keep my thoughts and ideas to myself.

In the past, I would avoid all kinds of things because I was so worried about being laughed at. I hated calling people I didn’t know on the phone, and talking to groups of people gave me a stomach ache! Just the thought of being on camera made me want to cry. If only I could be louder and braver.

I didn’t tell anyone how I felt because I was too shy. Have you ever noticed that people rarely talk about shyness? It’s mostly ignored in day-to-day life. But the thing is, not speaking about shyness can make us feel more alone, like we’re the only ones experiencing life this way. And that’s not the case at all—there are lots of shy people, and many of them have done incredible things.

When you’re shy, timid, or reserved—or whatever you want to call it—it’s tempting to hide in the background of your life. It’s easier and way more comfortable not to put your hand up, ask questions, share your opinions and ideas, or take a risk. But when we stay quiet and keep ourselves small, we miss out on all kinds of amazing experiences.

And here’s the thing! When we don’t join in, speak up, enter the race, or step onto the stage, other people miss out on what we have to offer. Quiet people have so many gifts and talents. It makes me sad to think we are keeping all that good stuff locked away.

Our quieter voices are missing from lots of important conversations: in the classroom, at work, in politics, and in the media. While there are some amazing shy people in every industry—and this book is full of them—there are many places where we don’t have enough representation, and that is a huge problem. Often we have the exact skills and understanding to solve serious issues.

When I realized this, I decided to change how I thought about myself. I wanted to embrace my quiet personality and stop wishing I was different. It’s OK to feel shy and awkward sometimes—it’s part of what makes me human. I decided to start the Shy and Mighty Project because I was concerned that if I didn’t do something to help other shy people, maybe no one else would.

I’ve studied everything there is to know about shyness, and I’ve given talks about it in schools and for big companies. I’ve also written about shyness in magazines, newspapers, and books. I’ve even managed to talk about it on the radio and TV. I found a way to overcome my fears and find my voice because I feel so strongly about this topic.

While working with my shyness, I wondered why people who achieve incredible things all seem so loud and outgoing. Where are all the softly spoken superheroes, leaders, innovators, and champions? Shy people need role models to realize they don’t need to change. I decided to write this book to show that quiet people can be brave, successful, and awe-inspiring. It’s the book I wish I had when I was younger—and the book I still need to keep me pushing forward.

This book contains 40 magnificent stories about the shy yet mighty. Athletes, writers, explorers, artists, singers, and activists from all over the world are featured. Importantly, each person has had to overcome their fears to find their voice.

Get ready to read about the remarkable achievements of music queen Beyoncé, racing star Lewis Hamilton, sporting wonder Lionel Messi, fashion icon Yves Saint Laurent, and many more! Their stories show that shy and softly spoken people can be trailblazers, and so can you.

The stories have been organized into ten sections—each one has an important message to help you start your own quiet riot. Start at the beginning of the book and read to the end, or dip in and out depending on your mood. You can read a story when you wake up, before bed or during a quiet moment in the day. It’s up to you.

My heartfelt hope is that these stories will give you the confidence to try something new, stand up for your beliefs, and follow your dreams. Never forget that your voice matters and that the world needs to hear what you have to say.

With love,

Nadia

P.S. You can find out more about me, my work, and my books at
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Sally Ride


(1951–2012)
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At the age of 18, Sally Ride was on track to become a professional tennis player, but on 20 July 1969, she found a new dream: going to space.

That evening, Sally should have been in bed asleep. She had an important tennis tournament the next day in her hometown of Los Angeles, California, USA, but something BIG was happening. On her screen was the grainy black and white footage of astronaut Neil Armstrong stepping onto the rocky surface of the Moon. He was announcing, “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.” Sally was entranced. Something people thought was impossible had happened. A man was on the Moon!

The next day, Sally won her match, but all she could think about was the space mission. It was as though a little star had started to glow inside her. Whenever she thought about space and imagined becoming an astronaut, the star would shine brighter.

When Sally studied science and mathematics at school, she felt strong and powerful. When she looked through her telescope at the night sky, that little star inside would burn brighter. And when people told her that science was not for girls, she ignored them. Instead, the star would shimmer and spark.

However, when Sally was in the classroom and her teacher asked a question, she shrunk. She would hunch over her desk and wish for the teacher to choose someone else. Sally often knew the answers, but speaking in front of everyone felt impossible! In those moments, Sally remembered her dream of being an astronaut, and the thought of going into space gave her a reason to be brave.

After graduating from school, Sally went to Stanford University to study English and Physics. She was the only girl on her course. At the time, the idea of a woman becoming an astronaut seemed bizarre to most people. Whenever she doubted herself, the star inside Sally would sparkle and remind her that she was capable, strong, and brave. With a name like Sally Ride, it seemed she was destined to blaze a trail across the sky.

In 1977, Sally was nearing the end of her university degree. She picked up a local newspaper—The Stanford Daily—and spotted something incredible. NASA had placed an advertisement on the front page announcing they were looking for people to become astronauts, and women could apply. The opportunity she had been waiting for was staring her in the face.

Deciding that this was definitely not the moment to be afraid, Sally picked up her pen. Imagining she was about to launch herself into a new kind of life, the star inside Sally sparkled. Sally filled out the application and sent it off.

After weeks and weeks of waiting, she was invited to attend a series of interviews and tests. They placed her in a tiny space to check she was not claustrophobic and put her through a multitude of examinations.

Sally then waited for months until she received a letter. It informed her that she and five other women had been chosen to join a group of 35 trainee astronauts at the Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas, USA. Her combination of calm, intelligence, and sportiness made her perfect astronaut material.

That’s when the hard work really started! Sally had to learn to parachute jump, move in a weightless environment, and navigate. She also had to become a strong scuba diver and swim in a heavy space suit. All the trainee astronauts had to learn to use the rocket controls and other complex equipment. Sally’s favorite bit was flying a jet upside down at 500mph. The astronauts had to plan for every scenario and learn what to do if something went wrong. They would practice and practice until they got everything right. Sally loved learning new things and working as part of a team. She was in her element.
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“Whenever she doubted herself, the star inside Sally would sparkle and remind her that she was capable, strong, and brave.”
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Five years later, Sally was chosen as a mission specialist for a six-day mission aboard the rocket-powered Space Shuttle. The press made a huge commotion! They asked her all kinds of ridiculous questions about makeup, underwear, and whether she might cry. Thankfully, the star inside Sally was shining brightly. She was too focused on her dreams to bother with their nonsense.

At last, the big day arrived. Sally was scared and excited as she sat in the spacecraft waiting for launch. Her dreams were about to come true. The countdown began, and 3, 2, 1 … Lift off! On 18 June 1983, Sally became the first American woman—and the third woman worldwide—to fly to space. She was also the youngest-ever American astronaut. When Sally came back down to earth, she was a national hero. People wrote about her and featured her in songs and movies.

Sally made a second trip into space the next year and later became a professor of physics at the University of California, San Diego, USA, and the director of the California Space Institute. She made it her mission to encourage girls to get into the wonderful world of science.
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Lionel Messi


(born 1987)
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In the center of Grandoli—a small suburb in Rosario, Argentina—there was a soccer pitch made from dust and earth. Kids of all ages gathered there to play and let off steam. Stray dogs roamed the streets, horses trotted by, and people sipped cold drinks in the sun. The young Lionel “Leo” Messi, now one of the most famous soccer players of all time, lived nearby.

Leo was a small, timid boy who stuck close to his family. He avoided all the mischief and distractions of his neighborhood and rarely spoke to anyone. To keep him busy, Leo’s grandmother asked if he could join in when some of the older boys formed a soccer team. He was only four years old, so the other boys seemed like giants! At first, Leo sat on the floor by himself and played with pebbles, but eventually, he looked up and noticed how they ran with the ball.

When the ball accidentally rolled over to him, Leo took a deep breath, gathered his courage, stood up, and tapped it gently. The ball rolled forward. He tapped it again and smiled. And that was it! He dribbled the ball as if it was the most natural thing in the world. The next day, he returned to the pitch and joined in without hesitating. Shy little Leo got the ball, ran toward the goal, and scored. Goal! He was hooked.

Leo’s grandmother bought him his first pair of soccer boots so he could join the team. He was so talented that everyone gasped as he zoomed in and out of the other players. The ball was seemingly glued to his feet. And as for the goals—there were so many! Leo became known for miles around as the tiny goal-scoring wonderkid.
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As well as being a skilled player, Leo was also considerate. During one game, he collided with the opposition’s goalkeeper. He could have easily scored, but he left the ball and went to check on the keeper to make sure he wasn’t hurt. Leo was a determined player, but deep down he was still a kind young boy.

Even though Leo was excellent at soccer, there was one main complication: he was much smaller than the other kids, even those his own age. He went to a doctor to find out why he wasn’t growing and was diagnosed with a growth hormone deficiency. Growth hormone is a chemical-like substance made by a gland in the brain. It controls height as well as bone and muscle growth. To help Leo grow, he would need a daily special injection to increase the growth hormone levels in his body. This treatment did help Leo a lot, but it was expensive. The Argentinian government paid for a while, but soon, Leo’s family would have to find the money.

Luckily for Leo, news of his talent was spreading far and wide. FC Barcelona (in Spain), one of the best soccer teams in the world, invited Leo to play for them. They also promised to pay for his treatment.

When he was just 13 years old, Leo and his family headed to Spain so that he could play for the Barcelona youth team. They were so impressed with him that his first contract was signed on the back of a napkin. They couldn’t wait to complete the entire process! The coach there told the players to be careful with Leo. He was worried the bigger kids might injure him. But they just chuckled, “How can we hurt him if we can’t catch him? He’s too fast!”

Leo did not talk to his teammates for the first month or so. Moving to a new country, house, and soccer club made him homesick and even shyer. Leo found it challenging to settle in and make friends. He was also insecure about his body, so he got changed in private. It was a difficult time for Leo.

However, after a while, Leo started to feel more comfortable. Once the season got going, he began to relax and chat with people. He made friends and had fun. Leo loved the game. He did like to win, but mostly, he wanted to play soccer for the joy of it!

Leo turned his quietness and his size into his superpower. Even today, when he gets the ball, his aim is to swerve as many people as possible. He dodges, tackles, and darts around the other players. He’s good at going unnoticed until it’s too late to stop him—then the ball is in the back of the net!

Leo doesn’t care about being famous or having lots of fans or followers. He is more concerned with scoring goals. His unique approach to the game is what makes him one of the best soccer players in the world. Go, Leo!
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“Leo turned his quietness and his size into his superpower. Even today, when he gets the ball, his goal is to swerve as many people as possible.”
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Jessica Watson


(born 1993)
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Jessica Watson is the youngest person to sail solo and unassisted around the world. She accomplished her dream at just 16 years old, but it wasn’t without years of practice and preparation.

The first few times Jessica’s parents took her sailing, she didn’t want to go! Jessica was a timid and cautious kind of kid. She was worried about the icy cold water and did not like the idea of getting drenched. Too scared to join in, she sat and watched her brother and sisters as they glided across the water.

Feeling unsure was familiar to Jessica. She was afraid of climbing trees, going too fast on her bike, and jumping into water. Fear controlled Jessica’s life and stopped her from trying new things, joining in, and having fun.

But there was no escaping sailing. Jessica’s life was changed forever when her parents sold their house and business to live on a boat and sail the Australian Gold Coast. Instead of going to school, Jessica’s mum taught them as they sailed. The family would go camping and spend lots of time outside. Gradually, Jessica realized that trying new things could be enjoyable. She saw that being on the water was safe, that sailing was fun, and gave her freedom!

Jessica has a learning difficulty called dyslexia, so her mum would read stories out loud to her. One of the stories was about a man who sailed around the world all by himself—a normal person who had achieved something incredible. As Jessica listened, her eyes opened wide.

The story had planted a seed in Jessica’s mind, and she felt inspired to start nurturing her new dream. Sailing around the world seemed like such a big challenge. Could she do something scary like that? Jessica could not help but wonder.

Jessica didn’t share her thoughts with anyone because she was worried about what they would say. After all, she was only 11 years old! She feared they would squash her dream. But when she finally felt brave enough to tell her parents, they didn’t laugh or tell her off. They encouraged her to start planning.

For four years, Jessica devoted herself to sailing. She took lessons, studied books, and learned about safety, engines, radios, and first aid. She also learned about the weather and how to sail in different conditions. There are no repair shops at sea, so Jessica had to learn how to fix and rebuild equipment if it broke. She was still rather shy and reserved, but Jessica had to ask the more experienced sailors for advice when she needed it.

And then there was the small matter of buying a boat! Boats can cost vast amounts, and the one she needed was particularly expensive. It was as watertight as a submarine and had lots of safety features and gadgets—such as solar panels and a satellite phone—to make sailing it as smooth and safe as possible. Jessica worked various
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