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Foreword

When Frankly hit the shelves in August 2025, I was still a Member of the Scottish Parliament, an elected politician and public servant. As I sit down to write this new foreword, life is very different. Having made my final exit from the Holyrood debating chamber on 25 March 2026, I am living as a private citizen for the first time in almost three decades.

It is a strange feeling, a mildly intoxicating blend of liberation and disorientation. I am trying to unlearn some old habits, admittedly with mixed success so far. I have come to accept that always having a packed diary, a need to occupy myself for almost every minute of the day, might not have been just a requirement of my job but also an ingrained personality trait. Even though I am finding it hard to slow down, I am enjoying the freedom to be more choosy about what I fill my days with. Waking up early and spending an hour or so reading an interesting book that makes me think differently about the world, rather than immediately plunging into emails and policy papers, is a joy I will never tire of.

Having proper time to write is a luxury too. I have started writing a novel – a political thriller drawing on my insider knowledge of how governments actually work and what really goes on behind the scenes when crisis hits. It involves a female First Minister with a dark, sad secret in her past (the tabloids shouldn’t get too excited – it is not another autobiography!). The book is still at a very early stage and I am under no illusion about the skill it takes to write a story other people want to read, but I know I will always regret it if I don’t try. Becoming a novelist was the earliest ambition of the little Nicola who hid under the table at her fifth birthday party reading a book; it was an aspiration that wormed its way into my soul long before any notion of a life in politics entered my head. But even if the attempt comes to nothing, I am finding it fun to exercise a different part of my brain and indulge myself in some left-field answers to the ‘what if?’ questions of life. Perhaps my biggest challenge will be coming up with a plot line more outlandish than actual politics is these days.

I am also enjoying something I have never done before: living outside Scotland. I am not yet sure how long this will last, though it will definitely not be for ever. But even though I go back home a lot (my mum wouldn’t have it any other way), the shift in perspective is already doing me good. As much as I love home and will always be grateful for everything Scotland has given me – and for all the support I get from people there – a bit of temporary distance feels healthy as I navigate the transition to a new phase of life.

Part of this transition is coming to terms with the realization that I was deceived over many years by a husband I had loved and trusted. I am far from the first person to experience deep betrayal by a spouse, although for many it will come in the form of extra-marital affairs. For me, it was the embezzlement of funds from the SNP over a period that predated but spanned my tenure as party leader.

In the epilogue to this book, I describe the heavy impact on me of the lengthy police investigation that included my arrest in June 2023, and the overwhelming relief I felt when I was completely cleared. Despite that exoneration, when Peter pleaded guilty on 25 May 2026 to embezzling £400,000 over a twelve-year period through the purchase of items for personal use, some were quick to point the finger of suspicion in my direction all over again.

‘How could she not have known?’ was the cry. Aside from the reality that, as First Minister, I was often working round the clock over this period, the fact is that I was completely unaware of many of the items that were purchased. To this day, I don’t know who or what they were bought for or where they went. Until it came up in the context of the police investigation in 2023, I did not even know that the infamous camper-van existed.

In relation to those items I was actually aware of, I had no reason at all to doubt that Peter had bought them with his own money. We had separate bank accounts, we both earned good salaries, have no children, didn’t have particularly high overheads and, due to the pressures of my job, didn’t do much socializing or go on holiday often. It also seems – as has now become clear – that he was going to considerable lengths to conceal what he was doing, not just from me, but from the party treasurer and auditors too.

To say I feel completely and utterly betrayed is an understatement. It isn’t just that in committing these crimes he has lied to me and turned our lives upside down. That would be bad enough. But he has also exposed me to suspicion, humiliation and vilification. It is clear that in everything he did, and for whatever reason, he did not stop to think about me at all. That is a very painful truth to process.

His guilty plea did, however, mark a turning point. For three years – from the day the police turned up at our house to him admitting his guilt – I have lived with a million unanswered questions and the cloud of his potential trial hanging over me. I have also wrestled with complex emotions. I was hurt and angry. But I also had periods of utter disbelief, when I would cling to the vain hope that some innocent explanation would emerge that would bring sense to it all. Yet despite my anger, it was hard not to feel concern for him. Although I stayed away as much as possible, he was still living in our marital home. Over the three years, he became increasingly isolated, withdrawn and uncommunicative.

Now, I don’t have to feel any of that anymore. I don’t think I will ever make sense of what he did or why, but for the sake of my own mental health and well-being, I need to draw a line in the sand. To focus on healing the wounds he has inflicted, repairing as far as I can the damage he has done, and moving on with the new, happier life that I am building.
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Part of building that new life is working out how I can still contribute to the causes I care most about. Before Frankly was published, I had convinced myself that I was done with politics. Although as a person I was happier, as a politician I was disillusioned and worn down by the events that had engulfed me since leaving Bute House in March 2023. My occasional forays back into the cut and thrust had felt a bit uncomfortable. I had resolved, therefore, that when the time came for me to step down from Parliament, I would not only leave elected politics behind, but retreat from any substantial contribution to public debate.

Frankly entering the world changed all that. I was nervous ahead of publication. Publishing a memoir, even for someone who has lived much of their life in the public eye, is acutely exposing. There was a tension between the desire to withdraw into my private shell and the decision to reveal such an intensely personal account of my life. It kept me awake in the weeks leading up to publication.

Once people started to read the book, the tension dissipated and was replaced by an overwhelming sense of catharsis. At last, my story, with all its ups and downs, triumphs and disasters, was out there in my own words. A lot of people told me I had been too hard on myself. I appreciated the sentiment but, respectfully, disagree. It is true that my emotional state was fragile when I was writing Frankly – for reasons that I talk about in the book. If I was writing it now, in a clearer frame of mind, I might dwell less on what I consider to be my flaws and failures. But I’m glad it was the rawest version of me that made it onto the page. In my opinion, too many political memoirs overdo the self-aggrandizement. If I was going to err at all, I wanted it to be on the side of being too critical, not too praiseworthy of myself.

Of course, I was quickly reminded that for some who disagree with me – whether on independence, trans rights or the character of Alex Salmond – I am something of a hate figure. Disagreement is healthy, the lifeblood of democracy, but obsessive personal attacks are not. During the launch event for Frankly at the Edinburgh International Book Festival, when I was being interviewed by esteemed broadcaster Kirsty Wark, I quipped that some of my most fixated critics seemed to spend much more of their time thinking about me than I did about them. The volume of the cheer from the packed audience in Edinburgh’s McEwan Hall told me that I had hit on something. And it has become more glaringly obvious to me the further away I get from the political bubble that the people who revel in the toxicity of politics are a minority. The vast majority of people – whether they agree with any particular politician or not – are decent and they deserve much better from politics than it is offering right now.

Overall, the reaction to Frankly was beyond anything I would have dared hope for. Becoming a Sunday Times bestseller was, obviously, a dream come true. But it was the various events I did around the country to promote the book that really blew my mind – and, somewhat unexpectedly, rekindled my passion for politics. A zeal that I thought had been extinguished sparked back to life.

In the weeks following publication, the cumulative number of people who attended Frankly events was in the thousands. Every venue was sold out and the audience reactions were like an injection of energy. I remembered how much I loved being on a stage, and how much I’d missed it in the two and a half years since standing down as First Minister. The enigma of the public introvert – the painfully shy girl who comes alive in front of an audience – was back.

Although the audiences were there to hear me talk about my book and, in many cases it seemed, simply to show me some moral support, I started to detect more than that. In a dark – and increasingly darkening – world, I was sensing a yearning for politicians with the courage to stand up for what they believe in, even if it sometimes courts unpopularity. Politicians who don’t just look for the tactical advantage in their decisions but who will instead root their arguments in principle and conviction. They wanted their concerns about stagnant living standards, inequalities, creaking public services to be addressed. But they didn’t want the analysis of right-wing populists about the causes of these challenges to be meekly accepted or appeased. They wanted those arguments to be confronted with passion – but, moreover, with reason and credible solutions.

As I opined, night after night, about the state of the world, I felt the old me starting to re-emerge. Before I knew it, I was wondering if I was quite as done with politics as I’d thought I was. Eventually I had to admit that I wasn’t. In fact, I was enjoying being back in the arena – and while I am sure that I will never seek a return to elected politics, I have realized that I don’t want to be silent.

Exactly how I will make my voice heard in future remains to be seen. I have no desire to provide a running commentary on day-to-day politics, especially of the Scottish variety, or to be any kind of back-seat driver. I want to focus instead on issues that matter to me and on efforts which contribute to the kind of country, and world, I want to live in.

The first role I have taken up since leaving politics gives a sense of what I mean. Safe Passage International – of which I am now chair – is a UK-based charity, with operations in France and Greece. It helps reunite families separated through war and persecution by providing legal advice and representation to child refugees and their loved ones. The aim is to help them access safe routes to places of sanctuary and avoid dangerous, exploitative journeys, like small boat crossings. It also, on occasion, mounts court challenges to government policies on asylum that it considers to be unlawful.

This work matters. Firstly, because it helps vulnerable people at a highly precarious time in their lives. And secondly, because we live in a world in which war, persecution and famine are facts of life. Population displacement – people forced to flee their own homes to find safety elsewhere – is an inescapable reality. Safe Passage International promotes a response which is rooted in the inherent dignity of human beings. Today, governments everywhere, including in the UK, are cowed by far-right forces which seek to scapegoat refugees and asylum seekers for all the ills of the world. They are increasingly pulling up the drawbridge, turning away from the moral obligation to help those in dire need. That doesn’t solve the problem – it simply forces desperate people to risk their lives on unsafe routes. There needs to be a much better understanding in the UK that small boat crossings are not a symptom of too lax an approach to asylum and immigration. Instead, they are what people are forced into when governments refuse safe and dignified alternatives.

The moral panic about immigration and asylum is just one example – albeit one of the most obvious – of a world that seems to have fallen off its axis. Making sense of what is happening, why it is happening and what might lie ahead isn’t an easy task. However, being able to draw on half a lifetime’s experience of politics, governance and current affairs does help. I firmly believe that the period we are living through today – which I would date back to the financial crash of 2008 – is of a different order to anything we have encountered in our lifetimes.

The trends, events and upheavals of today feel qualitatively different, not just in the UK but globally. No matter how the current turmoil gripping the world eventually resolves itself, it doesn’t feel as if we will simply return to a status quo ante. One way or another, the world will be different – and possibly in quite fundamental terms.

That is not to suggest that we haven’t lived through tumultuous times before – or, at least, times that felt tumultuous while they were unfolding.
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I grew up in the west of Scotland in the 1970s and ’80s. The upheavals of that time sparked my political activism and shaped the politician I later became. There is no doubt that, at the time, this felt like a period of substantial and quite profound change.

The painful process of deindustrialization was underway. Unemployment was sky-high and many suffered economic hardship as a result. In the 1970s, inflation was rampant, with the consequent pressures on the cost of living. There was significant industrial unrest. Through the sell-off of council houses and the privatization of nationalized industries, Margaret Thatcher redrew the boundaries of the state and questioned the very existence of what we call ‘society’.

It was a time of anxiety globally too. Worry about possible nuclear conflict seemed omnipresent. Four-minute warnings, mushroom clouds, nuclear winter – all of that was part of the vocabulary of the time. And yet, strangely and counter-intuitively, when we look back on those decades now, it is not so much the turbulence that is striking, but rather the relative stability that emerged from them.

This was a period, in the West, of rising living standards and growing prosperity – or at least, it was in a general sense. We shouldn’t forget that there was also horrendous poverty and inequality. But overall, there was a sense of people getting richer, of private ownership expanding, of consumerism becoming more rampant, of foreign travel getting easier and hence more commonplace.

And globally, for all the fear of nuclear Armageddon, it was a period that culminated in the fall of the Berlin Wall, the break-up of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. It seemed that democracy had prevailed over dictatorship, capitalism over communism, and liberal attitudes over old-fashioned prejudices. And even if these trends were not happening or supported universally, it did seem that the momentum behind them was irreversible.

It doesn’t feel like that any more.

Capitalism might not be in reverse but the sense that it is delivering prosperity for the masses undoubtedly is. Hard-won rights – for women, LGBT communities and ethnic minorities – are under pressure and, in some senses, being pushed into reverse. A period of relative peace across the world has been shattered by the invasion of Ukraine, the attacks on Israel by Hamas and the ensuing assault on Gaza. We have seen the growing aggression of Russia and the growing dominance of China – alongside growing doubt about where America stands in all of this. And, of course, at the time of writing, we are in the midst of a new war in the Middle East. There is a gnawing sense of anxiety that the world is teetering, once again, on the edge of prolonged global conflict.

Sitting alongside the breakdown of any semblance of a rules-based international order – and the ascendancy of a ‘might is right’ mindset – is a sense within many countries that democracy is in reverse. And this, in a nutshell, is why it feels to me – based on all of my experience of the ups and downs of politics – that this moment is different. What we are experiencing now is not just disillusionment in a particular crop of politicians or party or government or set of policies. It is a loss of faith in democracy itself.

Of course, it is being stoked – deliberately – by a breed of populist politicians, mainly but not exclusively on the right, who want to see democracy undermined and replaced by more autocratic forms of governance. This is much more pronounced and advanced in the US than it is in the UK – but we cannot be complacent.

To return to the days when I was growing up, politicians like Margaret Thatcher did radical and often unpopular things, but they didn’t launch all-out assaults on the underpinnings of democracy in the way some leaders are doing today. There are many illustrations of this – from attacks on judges and other independent organizations to, as we have seen in America, a refusal to accept the outcome of elections.

There has also been an all-out assault on truth. The dubious ‘art’ of spin has grown increasingly central to political discourse over my time in politics. Even so, until recently there was widespread acceptance that there are such things as objective facts, and that they matter. An agreement that truth in politics is essential. Indeed, it is one of the important and long-standing parliamentary traditions in the UK that politicians should not call each other liars. But this tradition is based on the presumption that politicians don’t lie. It seems quaint in a time when some don’t just lie with impunity but as a deliberate tactic. It isn’t just about getting people to believe things that are untrue – it is about creating a situation in which people don’t trust anything they are told.

In chapter fifteen, I recount a telephone conversation I had with Donald Trump in December 2016, during the period between his first election and his inauguration as President. This was probably my first in-person, head-on encounter with pure post-truth politics. On that call, he stated as hard facts things that were demonstrably and provably untrue. And it is deliberate – it is about eroding trust in the very notion of facts and truth. By narrating my account of the call in humorous fashion, though, I arguably fell into another of the traps set by politicians of his ilk – distraction. As long as we are laughing at how ridiculous he is or debating one of his more outlandish assertions, we are not paying close enough attention to the seriously sinister attacks on the norms and institutions of democracy that his administration has launched on a daily basis.

If citizens don’t know what or who they can trust, we end up trusting nothing and no one. If the zone is so flooded (a favourite MAGA term) with a blizzard of provocative policies, claims and counter-claims that we can no longer tell what is important and what is not, democracy cannot thrive. This is the environment into which the strongman autocrat starts to convince people that only he can make sense of the madness and sort things out.

Rapidly advancing technology – and its manipulation by big tech companies – is also playing a significant role in our dysfunctional politics. Looking back over the span of my political career, it is mind-blowing to think of the communication revolution that has taken place. Of course, in many ways this has been hugely positive. But the impact on political decision-making has been much more bad than good. I vividly remember the day – in the late 1980s – when the SNP got its first fax machine. Before then, news releases had to be posted out. Suddenly they could be dispatched on a same-day basis. It seemed transformational – and at the time it was. It would have been hard to imagine today’s reality of information being communicated and published in mere seconds.

As the pace of communication has accelerated, the length of the news cycle has shortened. In fact, there isn’t really a news cycle any more – news is continuous, never-ending. In my early days in politics, there were still only four TV channels. Papers came out in the mornings – and a couple in the evening. News bulletins were three times a day. It was the gaps in between that gave politicians the time to think properly about how to respond to a story.

There is no time to think today. When a story breaks on social media, leaders probably have half an hour at most to respond before they are accused of dithering. This is not good for the quality of decision-making. Nor is the way in which technology has obliterated the space for nuance in political communication. Returning to my reminiscences of the olden times – I remember when it was the 20-second TV soundbite, perfected back in the day by Tony Blair, that was said to be distorting debate. Now we measure our responses not in seconds, but in characters. Even the most complex issues have to be boiled down into a couple of sentences – and these sentences have to be couched in the most sensational terms possible if they have any hope of getting attention.

Technology has also changed – fundamentally – how we interact with one another as human beings. The hours we spend staring at screens is making us much less social, and as research shows, much less likely to trust one another. Having captured our attention, the social media companies use algorithms to drive us into tribes, feeding us with information that reinforces our own views rather than challenge them. They manipulate our emotions and make us angry.

But while our political landscape is more challenging than ever, the harder fact to confront is this one: politicians committed to liberal democracy haven’t been doing enough to prove its worth. For those of us – still in the majority, thankfully – who do care about nurturing a healthy democracy, the current moment is posing challenges that we have not yet risen to. I don’t pretend to have all the answers and, of course, it is easy to opine from the outside of politics looking in, but it seems to me that there are some very obvious realities to contend with.

First, we need to better understand the changed nature of our politics. It is no longer just a battle between various parties with different outlooks and ideologies but all fundamentally committed to democracy and to the norms and traditions on which it depends. Politics today – globally – is also a battle between forces loyal to the underpinning rules of democracy and those that are not.

This means that for all the disagreements that exist between established parties – and no matter how important it is in a democracy to debate these robustly – we also need, at this moment in history, to cross party lines on occasion; to work together to protect the democratic principles which unite us. That is not comfortable territory for politicians, but it is vital.

Second, we must guard against being the unintentional accomplices of those who want to drag democracy down. It is very tempting to adopt an attitude of ‘Well, if they don’t abide by the rules, neither will we’. Or – and I have fallen foul of this myself – ‘If they hurl abuse at me, I’ll hurl it straight back’. These attitudes simply take us all on a downward spiral. Ultimately, they suit the purposes only of those who want people to lose faith in democracy.

Third – and, in my view, this is the most pressing point of all – it is not enough to simply deride the right-wing populists. There is an urgent need to acknowledge and effectively address the question of why so many more people than ever before are opening their ears to what they have to say.

The old Churchillian adage was that democracy is the worst form of government except for all the other forms. But there is polling evidence aplenty now that, while nowhere near a majority, a growing number of people, especially the young, are prepared to question the notion that democracy is the best form of governance. They wonder, instead, if it is the autocratic, strongman breed of leader who is more capable of getting things done.

It is therefore no longer good enough for any politician to simply assert that democracy is the best form of government. Nor should we claim liberal views and opinions as orthodoxies that can’t be challenged. Not only does that alienate those who question these views – it also makes those of us who hold them complacent. If it is beyond the pale to challenge certain opinions, there is no need to make and win the argument.

This is a time to engage instead in a battle for hearts and minds, to make the arguments that will convince people of the value and worth of liberal democracy.

However, it has to be demonstrated not just in theory, but in practice. The hard truth of the matter is that none of us – and I include myself during my time as First Minister in this criticism – have been or are doing that effectively enough. From the perspective of too many ordinary people, democracy is not demonstrably delivering for them.

In the UK, the economy is sluggish. Living standards are stagnating – at best – while the cost of living has soared. Inequality is growing. Income and wealth inequality, regional inequality, generational inequality are all real problems. Wealth and influence is concentrated in the hands of a tiny minority. What is missing from politicians of the centre left and the moderate centre right is a hard-headed analysis of the cause of these problems – the impact of the financial crash and the years of austerity that followed it; the damage of Brexit; and the legacy of Covid.

What is missing even more are the credible solutions that people can buy into and believe in.

And it is into this vacuum that certain politicians are managing to convince many people of all the wrong answers. For example, that the root cause of all our problems is immigration and that the root cause of immigration is a failure of democracy. This is not only wrong. It is also dangerous. Dangerous because of the sentiments it stirs up. And dangerous because the current obsession with immigration is likely to compound our economic problems, not solve them.

Most migrants to the UK come here to work or study. The Office for Budget Responsibility says that without immigration, the UK’s debt and deficit would be higher than it is now. The UK – Scotland even more so – has an ageing population. The birth rate is not keeping pace with the passing of the older generation. The cost of pensions and public services is being supported by a shrinking tax base. Without being able to attract talent from overseas, the UK’s problems – however significant they feel now – will become ever more entrenched and difficult to address.

But if governments are not offering and implementing the right solutions, it is hardly surprising that people start to buy into the wrong ones. If our political future is to be rooted in the principles and freedoms of liberal democracy – albeit in a form that suits the modern age – then the value of that has to be proven, not just asserted.
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One of the strangest aspects of my life in recent months was watching the 2026 Scottish election unfold from a distance. The first election to the Scottish Parliament that I had no involvement in was always going to spark mixed emotions but, even though I will never be an entirely objective observer of politics, it was fascinating to experience the campaign as an ‘ordinary’ voter.

It astonished me to realize just how easy it was, from outside the political bubble, to miss that there was an election happening at all. If it hadn’t been for the fact that my social media feeds are overly populated with politicians and activists, I don’t think I would have spotted many overt signs of campaigning. What I did see, however, made me worry about how detached the campaign seemed to be from the big issues bearing down on people’s day-to-day lives. Has it always been like this and I’ve just been too close to see it? Undoubtedly that will be true to some extent but, still, it feels that the gulf between politicians and the public, in Scotland as elsewhere, is wider now than ever. As the challenges confronting us grow bigger, the ‘solutions’ offered can seem hopelessly incidental.

The Scottish election – and those on the same day in England and Wales – took place against a backdrop of escalating war in Iran and the Middle East, and the prospect of food and fuel shortages caused by the prolonged closure of the Strait of Hormuz; public services brought to the brink by years of austerity; and a crippling cost-of-living crisis. And yet parties were engaged, to a greater or lesser extent, in what sounded like displacement activity – focusing on what they were against rather than what they stood for, talking around the big issues rather than addressing them with honesty and clarity, and too often trying to straddle both sides of a debate rather than taking a stance and arguing from a position of principle. Even from the SNP, which rightly put Scottish independence centrally as an objective, but didn’t always bring alive the opportunities it offers for people in a tangible sense, there was a lack of vision or big-picture thinking.

That said, the SNP won the election handsomely with 58 out of 129 seats – not quite the overall majority that John Swinney targeted but an outstanding result after nineteen years in government. It is a deserved victory that gives John Swinney – now elected First Minister in his own right – the chance to deliver on a range of manifesto commitments designed to raise living standards and rebuild public services. It also gives the crop of talented young people who were elected to sit on the SNP benches in the Scottish Parliament the chance to prove themselves over the next few years. I would expect John Swinney to serve a full term but eventually the guard will change and a new leader will emerge. Time will tell who that is, but I have an inkling that it might not be one of those seen as obvious contenders right now.

The election was a triumph for my party – but, even so, there are lessons in the result that it should heed. There was a lot of commentary about how ‘lucky’ the SNP was that Reform UK split the unionist vote and allowed it to win more seats than might otherwise have been the case. In my view, if the SNP enjoyed ‘luck’ in the election, it was of a different type. The Scottish Greens contested only 6 of the 73 constituencies elected first past the post. They won two of these from the SNP – including my former constituency of Glasgow Southside (albeit on redrawn boundaries) – but had they contested more our tally might well have been lower.

In fact, it was the Scottish Greens who, in my view, came closest to injecting a sense of hope for the future into the campaign. I don’t agree with the Greens on everything – though I do on a lot – but, even on deeply controversial issues, they have the courage to stand up for what they believe in, without equivocation or apology. They don’t cower in the face of pressure from the right-wing media or corporate vested interests. And I think that wins respect, even from people who don’t support them.

Lots of people do support them, though. They tend to be young, left-leaning, green, independence-supporting, and internationalist. And not that long ago, many of them would have voted SNP. It might court favour with conservative commentators for the SNP to soften its left-of-centre environmentalist credentials – but this, in my view, as well as being wrong in principle, would be a massive electoral blunder.

The fortunes of the SNP aside, the election threw up big challenges for the Scottish Parliament and politics generally. The election of a sizeable contingent of Reform UK MSPs means that, for the first time, there is a party represented in the Scottish Parliament which has, at best, no commitment to the continued existence of the institution and which will, at worst, try to undermine it from within. Its group of MSPs also includes people who hold a range of racist, sexist and homophobic views.

For as long as most of us can remember now, the main fault-line in Scottish politics has been between those who support independence and those who oppose it. Of course independence won’t disappear as an issue – and nor should it. Although the SNP did not win an overall majority, the combined total of SNP and Green MSPs forms the biggest pro-independence majority in Holyrood so far. Polls continue to show public support for independence at around 50% – with even higher support amongst younger age groups. And the UK context is changing too. For the first time ever, three of the four UK nations – Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland – are led by progressive nationalists. It is not inconceivable that within a couple of years, England will be led by a very different type of nationalist.

The union is creaking at the seams and Westminster’s only answer – certainly as far as Scotland is concerned – is to block democracy by refusing to countenance another independence referendum. This cannot hold. Sensible heads would realize that what is needed now is agreement on the objective conditions which would trigger a referendum. A process of that nature already exists for an Irish border poll. What it might look like in Scotland would need debate – it might require support for independence to remain at a specified level for a set period of time, for example – but whatever the precise detail, it would surely be better than the undemocratic stalemate that exists now.

Whatever happens on that front, though, there is a need now – in the face of the Reform challenge – for politicians not to allow disagreement on independence to stand in the way of agreement on other issues. The constitution will continue to be a dividing line in Scotland until it is resolved, but there are other, newer, dividing lines emerging too. These are between parties who support a Scottish Parliament, independent or otherwise, and those who don’t; between parties who support the norms of democracy and those who don’t; and between those who believe in equality and inclusion and those who don’t.

I fervently hope that the SNP, Greens, Labour, Liberal Democrats and even moderate Tories will find it possible to cross the independence dividing line and form a united front on these other issues.
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Of course, in my case, the ups and downs of elected politics are now firmly in the rear-view mirror. I am relieved about that. My contribution now will be made in other ways.

After years on the front line, and bearing more than a few scars of the battles I have lived and led through, a new future beckons. I am looking forward to it with optimism and excitement. The pages that follow, with all of their insights, revelations and analysis, tell the story of what brought me here.

Nicola Sturgeon

May 2026




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.
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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
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