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To my family.


You were there long before the medals, the cameras, and the wins.


Mum and Dad, your constant love and belief in me laid the groundwork for everything I’ve achieved and taught me to keep my head up, no matter what.


To Thomas and Glen, thank you for the fun the fights and the memories we shared growing up. You were my first teammates and everything we did together helped shape the person and athlete I became.


This journey, every stone I threw and every lesson I learned, was never just mine. I couldn’t have done it without you.

















FOREWORD


DAME KATHERINE GRAINGER





Although I had a very happy childhood in Scotland, I was never gifted the opportunity to take to a curling rink and try my luck throwing that beautiful chunk of granite down the ice. So I was one of millions who, instead, were glued to their television when the big sporting moments came, gathering with family and friends to cheer on our teams at the Winter Olympics, shouting with confidence in a new exotic language of ‘the house’, ‘the button’, ‘the hogline’ and ‘hurry hard’. One of the most memorable images of all is Eve Muirhead, the legendary skip of Team GB, knelt low on the ice, arm stretched out, steel blue eyes locked like lasers as she releases her final stone, a nation holding its collective breath.


Curling has always been a sport that demands incredible individual focus, skill, technique, stamina as well as an ability to work as a small team in extraordinary high-pressure situations. As the skip of that team the job is not only to support teammates and be a master strategist, but to take the ultimate responsibility of delivery of the last stone. That role is not for everyone, but it is a role Eve was born to play.


Eve is from a family of enormous curling renown and prowess. It is perhaps not a surprise, therefore, that she went on to be such a global success story in the sport. However, she could have easily ventured down other routes, being a very gifted bagpiper and hugely talented golfer in addition to her skills on the ice. But it is in curling where she found her true passion and where she flourished. When you look at her career highlights it would be fair to see only a past crowded with enormous success – an athlete who retired as a European, World and Olympic champion – but Eve would say herself that it was some of the low points, and those deep personal challenges that sport provides us with, that helped shape her into the champion we recognise now. Her ability to keep believing in the impossible dream, her discipline to continually search for self-improvement, her self-confessed stubborn resilience to overcome setbacks and come back stronger, is what lifted her to the heady heights of becoming a four-time Olympian, a Team GB flag-bearer, and the youngest ever skip to win an Olympic medal.


I have had the privilege over the years of cheering on Eve and her outstanding teams in person at the Winter Olympics and now have the pleasure of working alongside Eve at the British Olympic Association. The same attributes that saw her excel as an athlete made her the obvious choice as the Chef de Mission for the 2026 Winter Olympics. Her focus, discipline, attention to detail, ability to inspire others and to perform under pressure make her a natural leader, alongside the credibility she brings as an athlete who has experienced all the passion, pain and power that performance sport can bring.


Eve’s standards are impressively high, her humour is beautifully dry and her story is special. This book is inspiring and uplifting, entertaining and honest, life-affirming and instructive and, most importantly, it is all about Eve.

















FOREWORD


STEVE CRAM CBE





Vancouver Winter Olympics 2010 and I somehow find myself commentating on the sport of Curling and Team GB’s quest to reclaim Olympic glory in this seemingly simple sport. I was a complete novice trying to fathom out the complexities and skills hidden on the ice, but Team GB were being led by a precocious teenage talent whose obvious abilities were matched by an equally evident desire to win. Eve Muirhead and her story were just beginning, and I would be lucky enough to follow her path to the ultimate prize in any sport, Olympic Gold!


Her story is not a straightforward glide across the ice coming to land in the place she had always dreamt about, rather it’s a compelling account of near misses, injuries, doubts and frustrations which were conquered by the same determination and never-say-die attitude that saw Eve climb to the top of the podium when it seemed that her best chance had gone.


It takes unerring nerve to calmly send a 20kg lump of granite on its way with a slight push and turn of the wrist, knowing that your team, and at times a whole nation, is watching its precise trajectory towards success or failure. I watched Eve on countless occasions, play the big shot when it mattered, drive her team on, bounce back from defeat and find a way to win. As this book testifies Eve developed into one of our countries greatest female sportspersons with immense skill and resilience, but what also shines through is her engaging and inspiring character that draws people to her and fuels her passion to continually test and push herself whatever the context.


It’s no surprise that when she asked me to help her train for the London Marathon, there was never a doubt about her dedication, it was just a question of how fast could she go? And the answer was very fast! Eve tackles everything she does with the same zeal and commitment that saw her become one of the greatest ever in her sport. Her story undoubtedly impresses and inspires but it also reminds us that even sporting greats suffer the same internal stresses and strains that daily life can bring. Of course, it’s about what it takes to be the best, but it’s also about what it takes to be Eve Muirhead.


She is a true Champion, on and off the ice.















PROLOGUE


Golf clubs and golf shoes tossed in the boot for a 10-minute drive that should have been the very definition of mundane. Out of my housing estate, on to the A905 and you’re there – the ForthView Golf Range, near Airth Castle. My car knew its own way. The satnav was untouched.


It was May. Restrictions of the second national Covid-19 lockdown were easing and the golf season was beginning. Usually, departure to destination would be taken care of thinking about which swing issues would be sorted out (or made worse) in a walled booth with a bucket of 50 balls and a piece of artificial grass. Finding out a gentle draw had lasted the winter, and my backswing hadn’t got any shorter, would be nice.


A humdrum journey like that should neither live with you nor provoke deep emotions. But there was nothing humdrum about late spring of 2021.


Just as I was turning off the main road, I took a telephone call. It had been a long time coming. Way too long. Weeks had passed since I had suffered my biggest career failure in Canada, crashing and burning at the World Championships. I was at my lowest ebb, unrecognisable from the athlete talked about as a generational talent, who had blossomed into a serial national champion and international medal winner at the very top of her sport for a decade and more. People who I had hoped would get in touch, hadn’t.


There had been nothing. No calls. No emails. No texts. No WhatsApp messages. I knew what every man and his dog wanting a slice of reflected glory felt like. I had seen that on plenty of occasions. But there was no reflected glory to bask in on the back of an eighth-place finish at the worlds. A Winter Olympic Games was just over 30 weeks away and, for the first time ever, there was a realistic prospect that there wouldn’t be a British women’s team competing.


As I pulled up at the driving range, the stunning Ochil Hills as the backdrop, that silence was eventually broken by a doctor phoning me up. He had a list of questions. A long list. On a subject like this, mental health, my natural instinct was, deep down probably still is, to put my guard up and disengage. For once, though, I was candid with my answers.


That’s what hitting rock bottom does to you. A person who hasn’t and doesn’t speak about her feelings, opens up. In a car. On speakerphone. At a driving range.


We got to the end of the conversation. The questions got more serious, and the last answer left no scope for misunderstanding.


‘I don’t want to be here.’


‘Here’ wasn’t this picturesque corner of central Scotland. ‘Here’ wasn’t a place where you hit yellow golf balls. ‘Here’ wasn’t an ice rink, the British Curling elite athlete programme or the treadmill which should be culminating in a fourth Olympic Games. ‘Here’ was far more general. As general as it comes. ‘I don’t want to be here.’ Full stop.

















ONE


A FARMER’S DAUGHTER





Born to curl?


I suppose I probably was.


Not because I was one of those prodigies, the kicking a football with both feet before they can walk type; or wielding a plastic golf club like it’s an extension of their arm, throwing a dart at a dartboard before they can throw a temper tantrum. There are no family tales or camcorder recordings of me skimming stones on a frozen pond while I was still in nappies or showing hand-eye coordination that was just waiting to be harnessed. Mum didn’t have a knee-high kitchen helper, frenetically brushing the floor to shouts of ‘hurry hard’.


The reason I was born to curl, or at least born to give it a try, was far simpler. A tale as old as time. A tale of a little girl wanting to be where her daddy was, and to do what her daddy did.


That would lead to curling, a sport which my dad, Gordon, was very good and successful at. But long before it was a shared passion, it would lead to hour after hour of wellies being pulled on for the muck and the mayhem of a working farm.


A farm was my first, most fundamental and longest-lasting happy place. It was Dad’s too. He was actually in a lambing field when he got summoned to Perth Royal Infirmary as Mum, Lin, went into labour. We were the Kinross Muirheads then, had been through the 1980s and still were when I arrived into the world on 22 April 1990 (actually, I wasn’t Eve until the May because it took Mum and Dad a couple of weeks to settle upon a name).


The 100-acre farm was at Hatchbank, through the town on the road to Edinburgh. Dad loved his Highland cattle and would show them. That was passed down from my grandad, Tom, who had pedigree cows where Dad grew up in the wonderfully named Corriemuckloch, between Dunkeld and Crieff. But for us, it was predominantly sheep that paid the bills. Sheep and a bed and breakfast guest house.


Mum and Dad were a great team, both hard workers. They had met after Mum moved from the south coast of England to Edinburgh and shared a flat with Dad’s cousin, while she was training to be a nurse. Glen, my older big brother by a year, and I were always involved. B&B help could be described as a chore for both of us but not farm help. Sitting on the back of Dad’s quad bike, darting through the fields, is my earliest memory in life. And my fondest. Even better when there was snow on the ground, and he attached a sledge to it.


The happiest year?


That would be the one when Glen had started primary school and I had Dad, and the farm, all to myself. We did have lots of fun as big brother and wee sister, though. As soon as we got home from Portmoak Primary School in Kinnesswood, it was a case of wellies on and find Dad. Glen and I would spend hours moving grain from one end of the barn to the other in our little tractors, pretending we were a big part of the whole operation. Marking lambs’ tails was a fun task, even though there would be more paint on me, and everything in a two-metre radius, than on the actual sheep.


Santa Claus brought boiler suits and tractors. Then dirt bikes and quad bikes. I was only two when Mum and Dad nearly had a heart attack as I passed the kitchen window on a quad – too small to pull the gear lever while I was on it but smart enough to figure out that I could jump off, yank the lever, then jump back on. If Dad was baling hay, I’d have no problem entertaining myself for hours until I fell asleep beside a completed one.


Maybe for some farmers’ children, getting used to the animals, the brutal realities of life and death, blood and guts is a step-by-step process. With me, Mum and Dad had nothing to worry about on that front. I was straight in the pens with the sheep and cattle. On one occasion, when the cows were moving fields, I was at the front of it all while Glen was breaking a world record for climbing up a tree.


When I came back from school in Primary 1, Mum and Dad had been dreading how to tell me that one of the lambs had died. I picked it up and said: ‘Oh well, it’ll just need to go into the dead hole.’ That was that. You can’t shelter kids from the life cycle if you’re living on a farm. Animals dying is a constant. Being squeamish isn’t an option. Lambing time is the prime example. They don’t all make it. You might lose one in 10. There was no indoor lambing on our farm so a lot depended on the weather. I’ve seen Dad really struggling with calving a cow, when there would be a rope tied to its leg and a quad bike pulling it in a desperate attempt to save a calf. Everything that can happen on a farm, I was exposed to it.


And there were a couple of ‘there but for the grace of God go I’ incidents.


A bull getting electrocuted when it tried to jump a gate that was live was one. Straight to the ground, dead, while Dad screamed at me to get out of the shed without touching anything.


Life on the farm got even bigger – and better – when we swapped Kinross-shire for Perthshire. Say the word ‘home’ to me now and Blair Atholl is it. The title of being the gateway to the Highlands or the Cairngorms is a bit of a loose one, with room for many a town and village to claim to use it. But, for over 700 years, Blair Atholl has had a castle, complete with Britain’s only private army, to back up its claim.


Little over a decade before we moved there, the main road north still took you through the heart of the village. The loss of trade that came with the A9 motorway by-passing it was counter-balanced by the new-found seclusion. Blair Atholl almost hides from sight, even on a clear day, with the gleaming, white exterior of Blair Castle teasing what can be discovered off the main road. The charm of the village centre, buildings uniformly created out of locally quarried stone to match the mill which dates back to the 1590s, ensured it would remain a tourist destination rather than somewhere you only drive through.


Born in a city, Perth, with the River Tay running through the heart of it, and then spending most of my childhood in a village which is flanked by the Tilt and bordered by the Garry, a career on water, albeit frozen, was appropriate. I got through all my swimming lessons (an Aberfeldy Shark every Tuesday and Thursday without fail) and enjoyed a bit of fishing in the summer months with my friend, Lorne Colthart, but it was the beauty and freedom of the hills and fields that captured my heart.


Our Uncle John’s land was nearby and a place for me to get my farm fix, while for Mum and Dad, converting a former shooting lodge into a new B&B business was the task that consumed their time. It took a couple of years of hard work to get Ptarmigan House how they wanted it and for them to be in a position where they could get their own farm again and dedicate time to it. Dad took the lead at Ptarmigan while Mum balanced hosting duties with her work as a district nurse. Early wake-ups to wait on tables at breakfast (occasionally getting a tip) wasn’t as fun as putting paint on a cute lamb, but it was part of the deal. Dad wasn’t quite Basil Fawlty, but he wasn’t a happy man when the guests sneaked yoghurts away for their lunch.


It took a lot of persuasion to get me to help changing the rooms. Give me animal mess over human mess any day of the week. Rolling wool was the dirtiest job in the world. Disgusting, but I loved it. The sheep is sheared, its fleece is thrown to the side, and your job is to pick the crap off it, roll it up and put it in a bag. Then repeat. There was nowhere to wash your hands, so I would eat my packed lunch while I was there. If nothing else, it would have strengthened my immune system, I suppose. School friends would jump on a train to Perth on a Saturday afternoon, but this was better than a Woolworths pic’n’mix for me. Sheep muck and unhygienic eating. Heaven.


Thomas completed our family in 1995. I had him to thank for racing off on his quad bike to get Dad after I went tumbling down the side of a hill on mine when I was helping to get the sheep in. The bike must have rolled about 10 times, with me on it. Nothing worse than a twisted ankle was a lucky escape. That, some bruised pride and a loss of fearlessness at the bottom of a steep slope was preferable to a day at school, though.


Well, maybe not primary school.


Primary 2 onwards at Blair Atholl, like Primary 1 at Portmoak before it, was fine. Fun even. We lived two minutes round the corner. There could only have been about 50 pupils in the entire school. I think it was eight for my year. Primaries 1 and 2 shared a classroom; 3, 4 and 5 were in another; and 6 and 7 in the third one. I was a tomboy on the farm and a tomboy at school, playing football at break and lunch. With two sons and a husband, Mum must have been gutted she didn’t get a girly girl. There weren’t many people to beat at sports day, but that didn’t stop me being competitive, driven to win an egg and spoon race and claim the sticker for first prize.


It was a safe, carefree and happy environment. Just as primary school should be. The biggest thing in the day was who would get the honour of ringing the home-time bell, even though nobody was desperate to hear it.


Going to big school would soon change that. There, the bell would be music to my ears.

















TWO


OF MICE AND MEN





There are much larger schools than Pitlochry High. But when your year group doesn’t even reach double figures in primary, a modest-sized one is enormous by comparison. Little, jealously guarded friendship groups took form, and I wasn’t part of them. I was neither used to, nor ready for this. Very quickly, it all felt very, very different – a big, bad world, even if it was still in picture postcard Highland Perthshire, and a short bus or car journey away from home. Who you hang about with, or are accepted by, becomes a big deal. With being perceived to be ‘cool’ suddenly a thing, it was time to keep those rolling wool stories to myself.


It might have carried less risk of carrying some sort of bacterial illness than sitting down for lunch among the sheep, but half a deep-fried pizza, a can of Irn-Bru or a couple of iced buns from the bakers wasn’t exactly healthy eating. Fitting in was quickly becoming a more pressing concern than consuming my five a day, however. Some kids were fashionable from head to toe, in their school clothes and, even more so, at the weekend. I wasn’t. There was no resentment towards Mum and Dad. Glen and I worked for any money we might get. We were driven to wherever in the country our hobbies took us. And I didn’t expect £100 spent on me for trendy clothes.


Whether doing well academically would have made a difference for the better, or for the worse, who knows. That was never going to happen either.


As early as S1, I would gladly have left school if the option had been open to me. That’s how quickly it became something to endure rather than enjoy. I wasn’t lazy. I would have loved to learn. I just wasn’t capable of absorbing what needed to be absorbed. Maths was bad. Scary teachers, no hiding from them or from the fact that, for me, the numbers didn’t add up. But English was worse, much worse. I’m not sure if I’ve ever managed to read a whole novel from front to back. Homework of completing two chapters – and understanding them – was actually too much of a challenge at school. When the next lesson came and, after a night and morning of rising dread, the teacher putting me at the front of the class to talk about those two chapters or read a section out loud was a form of torture. The anxiety it would induce made me feel ill.


I’m sure Of Mice and Men is a very good book. But analysing Lennie and George’s relationship was beyond me. Finishing it was beyond me. Whatever points I was able to make in an essay about a novel I couldn’t come close to getting a grip of wouldn’t have impressed any teacher.


The boxes I was ticking point to a form of undiagnosed dyslexia. Struggling to skim text, reading slowly, having to reread paragraphs to understand, finding it a challenge to listen and maintain focus, a short concentration span, being easily distracted, toiling to organise thoughts on paper. They are all familiar symptoms of dyslexia. It would explain a lot, just unfortunately not at the time.


Getting back what you put in is one of those mantras that sounds great and would be the fairest way to get through life. But it doesn’t always pan out like that. And realising that a willingness to work hard might not get you to where you want to go isn’t an easy concept for a child to grasp. Not giving up, a refusal to go under and thinking: ‘OK, I might not be good at this, but I’ll make sure I squeeze every last drop out of being good at something else’ are sturdy pillars for life, however.


Before I was in any position to put that to the test in the real world, there were two more changes of school to negotiate.


The first lasted all of one week.


Four years was as much as you could do at Pitlochry High back then before you moved elsewhere to study for higher exams, Scotland’s equivalent to A levels. A week was as much as I could take of Breadalbane Academy in Aberfeldy. The few friends I had made at Pitlochry already knew pupils at Breadalbane and migrated towards them. I was in classes with people I didn’t know and on my own during breaks. Pitlochry was tough but this was loneliness on another level. Every night I came home in tears, not wanting to go back the following day. I was neither eating nor sleeping. There was no way I could have endured this for a year, so Mum and Dad took me out.


No offence to the good people of Aberfeldy – it’s a lovely tourist town with a strong community – but my Breadalbane experience left me hating the place and vowing never to go back unless I really had to.


There was a brief prospect of finishing my education at Perth College but that didn’t come to anything. Glen generally had a better schooling experience than me. He probably did less homework but was cleverer. Like Dad, he had gone to Morrison’s Academy in Crieff, in his case after leaving Pitlochry. So, that’s where I went next. It turned out to be my most enjoyable year of schooling. Granted, that wasn’t a high bar. And two highers from four subjects – Cs in geography and business – wasn’t much to show for it. That type of character-building is best avoided but that’s exactly what it was.

















THREE


THE PEN AND THE PIPER





A short concentration span in a classroom isn’t a choice. It’s an affliction. Thirty-five or 40-minute lessons felt like an eternity. Without focus, they’re a pointless slog. I would have loved for the words of a teacher to engage and inspire. There wasn’t fault on either side that they did neither. I wasn’t looking for distraction, but distraction was at hand, figuratively and literally. With a pen or pencil, I could at least put my fingers to some meaningful purpose. Before a curling stone or golf club would become an extension of my arms, it was a bagpipes chanter.


Farming and curling were passed down from Muirhead to Muirhead. There was no such line of succession as far as the pipes were concerned. But I was in the right place to get hooked. Not long after we had moved north, watching the Atholl Highlanders’ Parade, when the Atholl Highlanders march the day before the Blair Atholl Highland Games, was love at first sight. The raw sound, the pride that shone out of the band members, the theatre and the pageantry, the tartan and the patriotism. It was a powerful mix. By the time my birthday came round the following April, the desire to learn hadn’t dimmed and my present from Mum and Dad was a programme of beginner lessons in Pitlochry. It was equal parts daunting and demanding at the start.


There has been nothing comparable, sporting or otherwise, to the feeling of being at the foothills of a seemingly insurmountable musical mountain.


Every Wednesday night at Pitlochry High School, the greenest of the green like me sat in a maths room, practising as best we could on our chanter, not much different from a recorder, until we were summoned for our half-hour one to one tutorial with the formidable teacher, Gillie McNab. Gillie was the first woman to join the Vale of Atholl Pipe Band in the 1960s and had an aura every bit as powerful as any curling coach I ever learned from. For two and a half years it was Gillie and my chanter – mostly at the school, sometimes at the house, or wherever else Gillie could fit me in. Eighteen months passed before I could get even a basic tune out of it. Seeing another pupil progress a bit quicker was frustrating but there were no shortcuts. Like all switched-on teachers, Gillie would know if you hadn’t put the hours in between lessons. And, believe me, you didn’t want that. She was strict.


Participation in Highland Nights on a Monday in Pitlochry was the first big goal. The tourists loved them. But when I was eventually allowed to join in, they wouldn’t have actually heard me play. Until you had reached an acceptable standard, a bit of paper was put under your reed, so you weren’t making any noise. The purpose it served was getting you into the rhythm of marching and playing at the same time. We would all meet at the car park behind the Fisher’s Hotel, parade down the street to the Recreation Ground, where there would be Highland dancing and singing, and then the band would close the night.


I had given Highland dancing a go around the same time as I started piping lessons but holding on to the back of a chair while doing a couple of steps was as far as that went. Not my thing or not any good? A bit of both, probably.


Music practice in the house would be an hour on the chanter before tea in the dining room. That routine lasted two years, before Mum and Dad bought my first set of bagpipes from Gordon Duncan, one of the best pipers in the world. After 12 months of squeezing and blowing with the drones blocked off, I had reached the three and a half years mark and was, at long last, able to produce a recognisable tune.


A life of band championships and individual competitions were my new horizons. The latter came first. And it was back to the Fisher’s Hotel. Competition there was like a mini-Royal National Mod, Scotland’s world-famous Gaelic festival. Waiting for the gallows would be the best description I could give that torturous time spent in a room with 20 or so other ashen-faced children for whom entering the under-14 chanter section had turned into a fate worse than death. On occasion, the nerves made me physically sick, but they instilled in me an ‘it can’t be worse than how you felt at the Fisher’s’ benchmark that served me well in the sporting arena.


Olympic hopefuls and psychologists could learn a lot in a chanter competition waiting room.


Your talent, temperament and composure are all exposed. Maybe not to a big audience but exposed, nonetheless. In sport, you can physically release nerves. Piping affords no such opportunity. Getting your breathing right is fundamental to being good – try mastering that when just breathing itself feels like a challenge. Blow too strongly or not strongly enough and the flat sound is painful on the ear, as I’m sure judges of my 15-minute pibroch would attest.


Solo piping was for yourself, your personal pride and the approval of your teacher.


Being part of a band in a Scottish, British, European or World Championship – that was about camaraderie, shared responsibility and determination to not let the group down, the like of which no team sport could match. By the time I was a fully functioning juvenile band member at the age of 14, the discipline, dedication and time management that had been ingrained into me through piping was greater than anything else I had pursued or would go on to pursue. And if you weren’t in control of your nerves and your instrument, this was a brutal, unforgiving environment.


The World Championships were, as the title would suggest, the piping peak. They always took place on Glasgow Green. It was still dark when we got on the bus and the sun was barely up by the time we got off it. If you didn’t sound good in the morning tune-up, forget the fact you had put in weeks of practice and made the trip, the band leaders would force you to sit the competition out.


Ruthless.


It never happened to me, mercifully. But I saw it a few times and it wasn’t pleasant – travelling for hours to not even play so much as a note. For those who didn’t get the dreaded tap on the shoulder, band by band you would inch your way closer to the start line, nerves and adrenaline building. Then the drums roll and that’s you. Sweat on your brow, lips getting tighter, throat drier and breaths shorter.


‘Just don’t mess up, Eve. Don’t let it be me.’


After you’ve marched out, you’re in a circle. If there’s a mistake made, everyone in the band knows who was responsible. And pipe majors hear everything. For learning how to control nerves, this is the stuff money can’t buy.


We didn’t become world champions in my time, didn’t really have a near-miss, but we would have been contenders if there had been a world champion title for enjoying ourselves. Pipe hard, party hard.


If you were in a band, you travelled abroad. My first competitive excursion out of Scotland wasn’t a sporting one. It wasn’t a particularly enjoyable one either, mind you. A 14-year-old, not very confident piper who didn’t speak a word of German being given lodgings with a family who barely spoke a word of English wasn’t a recipe for a fun trip. It was a recipe for a homesick teenager who couldn’t get back to Blair Atholl quickly enough.


France a couple of years later was a bit different. My friend, Katy Scott, and I were quite a combination over there. We were a piping, turned drinking, double act.


Katy took up the side drum about the same time as I started my lessons. She lived in Glen Tilt, and I would often head up to her house on my dirt bike over the spring and summer months. By the time we were reasonably proficient on our instruments we became a busking duo. Both of us kilted up, the customers at the Blair Atholl fish and chip shop, just off the Main Street, were the first to be treated to our set list. We couldn’t have been too bad because the owner gave us £5 each so we must have been bringing in more custom than we were driving away. It was onwards and upwards to the grassy hill outside The House of Bruar – The Harrods of the North – where the tourists seemed to find us reasonably agreeable. Well, apart from one, whom my dad overheard in the shop saying: ‘I hope the heat gets too much for those two.’


Peak earner was Princes Street in Edinburgh, at the corner of the famous department store, Jenners. A day’s shopping for Mum and £100 or so each for Katy and me. Believe it or not, back then, there weren’t actually a lot of buskers to beat us to a prime city centre pitch. Putting yourself in the spotlight, under a bit of pressure, is never a bad thing. Doing it in a pre-smartphone era was probably a blessing, though.


Our first taste of alcohol would have been on a bus back from a piping championship on the west coast. There was always a lot of drink bought for the return trip – beer, gin, vodka, Pimm’s, cider. I started out on the latter. Brittany in the summer of 2006 was all about beer, though – its strength and its consequences. After one big night in Lorient, when the Grimbergen Challenge of downing pints of the stuff had taken its toll, Mum, who was one of the parent helpers, had to put me and Katy to bed. Unfortunately, she wasn’t on the beach the following day to look after us. Katy’s attempt to rub sun lotion on to my back left a lot to be desired and after we fell asleep, I woke up red raw, save for two white handprints. Agony. Putting the shirt and kilt jacket on to perform wasn’t much fun that night.


Happy, happy memories.


It was fun in the sun on tour but, back in Perthshire, piping had all got a bit toxic and unsavoury on the back of a split that has endured as a community divider. There was a fallout amongst the pipe majors in the Vale and the upshot was a new band being formed, and me joining it. Christy and Sharon Kelly were my main teachers at the time – they had been since I moved from the chanter to the pipes. We got on very well and had a strong bond. My loyalties were always going to be with them, as was the case for all the pipers who were close friends. The Vale goes back centuries, so it was a big deal in a place like Pitlochry, steeped in piping tradition. There was awkwardness for some, bitterness for others, with a lot of people somewhere in between. Things would eventually settle down, with the two bands competing at the same events and both featuring in the local Highland Games, but it was bad for a while and friendships were irreparably broken.


Not for me, though. So many have lasted.


My regret was that spinning musical and sporting plates eventually became impossible to sustain. A piping life that instilled so many important attributes into me at a time when school life had settled into an unfulfilling, and at times painful, rut came to an end when the ‘sorry, I can’t make it this weekend’ messages to Sharon and Christy became too frequent. By 17, I had competed in seven or eight World Championships, finished in the top three of the British with the band, picked up individual trophies and peaked as a grade 3B piper.


Without knowing it or planning it, though, I had been given an elite athlete grounding with a chanter in my hands and a set of pipes under my arm.

















FOUR


SPORT, SPORT AND MORE SPORT





I tried them all and was pretty good at most sports. Football, definitely. Every break time at primary school, I would play with the boys. Same at a club on a Friday after the last bell. I could score goals and do keepy-ups for fun, certainly more than Glen, much to his frustration. Unfortunately, the absence of a girls’ team in the area meant the end of that road was reached well before you could say my football talent was fulfilled. If it had been my one sport, and a pathway was in front of me, I might have been able to turn it into some sort of career.


Tennis was similar.


My story was one familiar to parents the length and breadth of the country – getting badgered to book a court (behind the caravan park in our case) during Wimbledon fortnight. Either that or we would tie string to a car outside the house to make our own Centre Court. I actually won a Pitlochry tennis championship at the Atholl Palace Hotel, coming up against and beating players who had taken proper lessons. Had I been a Dunblane, Perthshire girl rather than a Blair Atholl, Perthshire one, you never know, maybe Judy Murray could have sprinkled her coaching stardust on me.


Curling gets called ‘bowls on ice’ by some. How many transferable skills there are between the two sports, I’m not sure. But there wasn’t a link in my case. I would have been happy to try bowls out, but when there was talk of a junior club getting formed in Blair Atholl, not enough children showed an interest to get it off the ground. Table tennis and pool tables bought for Glen and me at Christmas were well used. I would quite happily spend hours hitting against half of the table turned up if Glen didn’t fancy a game.


There wasn’t often an opportunity for me to shine at Pitlochry High School. School sports days were my time. Helping on the farm gave me core strength. Dad might have used the nickname Podge but that was more down to the amount of food I could put away rather than an inability to work it off! I wasn’t a supple child and struggled to even do a cartwheel, so gymnastics was a non-starter. And, for whatever reason (whacking a poor girl on the head with a swing that was better suited to golf might have something to do with it), hockey didn’t appeal. But I was built to be an athletics all-rounder – strength, decent stamina, coordination and a bit of speed.


In my year, Rhiann Macleod was more petite and quicker off the mark, so I never expected to beat her over 100 metres. But once the length of the race was doubled, my extra power and endurance would start to show, even more so at 800 metres, which was probably my best distance. I was also strong at field events. In becoming the senior school sports champion of 2005, I won the long jump, high jump and shot put. I don’t want to take anything away from Hazel Forbes, who finished first in the discus, but I reckon I would have made it a full set if I had been able to make it to school that day. You couldn’t circle a date in the diary. It was more a case of the PE teacher seeing a bit of sun and saying: ‘OK, let’s go and do the long jump today.’


Figuring things out for yourself is such a key tool for anybody with designs on a sporting career – even more important than being receptive to good coaching. Hone your own technique, find your own solutions and push your own boundaries. The high jump encapsulated that. PE teacher, Siobhan Penman, taught both the scissors and the Fosbury flop. I chose the flop but only after studying videos of them both and weighing up the pros and cons. If I had kept going with athletics, a running technique that certainly wasn’t textbook would have required refining, but the building blocks for a heptathlete of some description were all there. There comes a point, though, when decisions have to be made. Sports have to be dropped, running spikes and football boots hung up, rackets, bats and cues put in the garage. You can’t do it all, it’s as simple as that.


If you’re going to be good, the best you can hope for is two sports that dovetail well with each other, no competing skill sets or muscle memories, preferably a summer one and a winter one.


Golf and curling would be my ham and egg.

















FIVE


SANCTUARY





I’m sure it wasn’t Dad’s primary motivation for buying the Blair Atholl guest house, but basing the family a crisply struck seven iron away from the first tee of the local golf club would certainly have enhanced the allure of the place. He was a very good golfer, got close to a scratch handicap and worked in the professional’s shop at Crieff when he was a boy. Blair Atholl is an ideal nine-hole course to start out on – flat, parkland, elevated tees and greens, some open driving holes and an inviting mixture of short par fours and par threes, nothing over 500 yards.


It wasn’t there I struck my first ball, however. Another nine-holer got that honour near Christmas one year when Dad allowed Glen and me to bring our plastic balls and clubs on to the fairways at Glenalmond College. I did my own thing with my own swing then and that seldom changed. A few fundamentals were established early but figuring things out as you go along was Dad’s way, rather than booking lessons with a pro. A golf net in the garden and the opportunity to hit balls into the field below the house quickened the process of making me course-ready. You could call that practice, I suppose, but it didn’t feel like it.


Blair Atholl was blessed with a strong junior section in the late 1990s. We would play about a dozen tournaments a year. Boys and girls. Making the next step or, more accurately, being prevented from making the next step, opened my eyes to the parochialism that you can too often encounter in golf. In my case, it wasn’t a sexist thing. It was ageist. It was wrong. I was effectively barred from entering women’s competitions. The reason? I wasn’t 18. I wasn’t even close to it. ‘You can play but you won’t be allowed to win’ was pretty much the message sent down. A women’s section, with an average age of about 75, couldn’t bring themselves to open their arms to a golf-mad girl in her early teens who was already better than most of them. I entered a medal without even thinking it would be a problem, but it quickly became apparent this blissful naivety would be washed away by stuck-in-their-ways frostiness.


They just weren’t keen on having me there and didn’t want to risk a young girl winning their competitions. So, Dad took the next decision for me.
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