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Prologue



Birkhall, September 2005


It should have been a dinner service like any other. However, as I approached His Royal Highness, who looked resplendent in his black velvet ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ jacket and kilt, my hands were shaking so violently, I was scared I’d spill the silver dish of vegetables I was carrying. To do that now, with the boss in his finery, his esteemed guests sat around him in his favourite residence, would be an awful faux pas.


While I still enjoyed the thrill of being in the Prince of Wales’ presence, considering it an honour to be his butler, I had been working for him for over a year now, so the novelty and nerves had long subsided. No, there was something else that was occupying my mind to such a degree that I was in danger of messing up dinner.


‘You are going to come tonight?’ the prince said, glancing up. It was like he could read my mind.


‘I was thinking about it, sir,’ I said, desperately trying to focus on the job in hand. ‘But I don’t think I will.’


‘Why not?’ His Royal Highness replied.


‘I don’t think I have anything appropriate to wear, sir,’ I said, slightly mortified that he was taking time out from his dinner guests to quiz me, a servant, on my evening plans.


‘Do you have your kilt?’ he said, now fully addressing me.


‘I do have my kilt, sir, yes.’


‘That is what you will wear. You wear your kilt.’


‘You’re right, sir, I hadn’t thought of that.’


Satisfied that he had solved my little conundrum, His Royal Highness returned to his guests.


Well, that worked, I thought, as I moved around the table, cringing inwardly at my rather desperate Cinderella routine.


‘So, does that mean you will come, then?’ The Duchess of Cornwall flashed one of her playful smiles as I approached her chair, serving dish and cutlery at the ready.


‘Well, um, no, ma’am, I still can’t because, you see, I haven’t got any transport.’


‘You can come with us.’


‘I didn’t think of that,’ I said, as a bead of sweat trickled down my spine.


Why had I not realised it was that simple? Of course, it was perfectly natural for a butler to travel with the Prince of Wales and his wife for a date with Her Majesty the Queen at Balmoral Castle. It happened all the time …


‘Splendid,’ the duchess said.


Dear God. Was this really happening?


Somehow, existing purely on autopilot, I managed to get round the rest of the table and made it back to the relative sanctuary of the butler’s pantry. In there was Richard, one of the royal couple’s Close Protection Officers. I filled him in on what our royal bosses had said.


‘You have got to go,’ he said. ‘You can go in the back-up car.’


The way he said it, it did seem to make sense.


‘But I’ll need to get changed,’ I said, still reaching for an excuse, anything to get me out of this.


‘Then you’d better be quick, because they’ll be going as soon as they’ve finished dinner.’


Now I was in a full-on panic. I grabbed Tony, the other butler. ‘Do you mind if I go and get changed?’


‘Of course not. Go!’


Running outside, I saw Richard laughing, shaking his head. Trying to avoid the puddles around the rear entrance left by the late-afternoon downpour, I ran as fast as I could across the car park to the stable block, where the staff accommodation was, and up the staircase, the cool evening air in my face and the fresh woodland scent in my nostrils. Up the steep stairs I leapt, two at a time, around the corner, along the corridor, round another bend into another hallway, before finally reaching my room. Out of the old wooden wardrobe, I retrieved my kilt, throwing it on the single bed. Grabbing my toiletries and clothes, I nipped round the corner to the shower room for the quickest wash in history, before returning to my room to get dressed. As I battled with my full Highland dress, never the easiest attire to navigate in the best of times, I hauled on my thick white kilt hose, remembering my red flashes and sgian-dubh ceremonial dagger, belted up my kilt, arranged my sporran and threw on my black waistcoat and jacket, grateful, after all that, for my clip-on bow tie.


Checking that I looked presentable in the mirror, it suddenly hit me.


This was actually happening.


In that moment, I was transported back to 1992, to a small, modest terraced house in a less-than-glamorous town in Scotland’s industrial heartland, and the night when a dream first started to form.


As a young child, I had been fascinated by the Queen and the Royal Family, but my only glimpse into that rarefied world had come while standing outside Balmoral Castle, hoping for a wave in my direction as a cavalcade of cars flashed by, when my parents had taken my brother and I there on holiday several years before.


Yet, on that rainy February night when, aged thirteen, I’d sat up with my dad, our little living room lit by the flickering light from the television, I’d watched, mesmerised, as a documentary gave an unprecedented look into the life of our monarch. One scene in particular had me especially enthralled. There was Her Majesty, dressed in an elegant blue ballgown, with a red tartan sash and a glittering tiara, dancing at what was described as the Ghillies Ball, an annual event at Balmoral, to thank the staff for all their hard work. Not only was it remarkable to see Queen Elizabeth clearly in her element, thoroughly enjoying dancing with Prince Philip, Prince Charles and Princess Anne, but she was performing the very Scottish country dance steps that I, myself, had learned. I recognised the Eightsome Reel from my own lessons in primary school. There was Princess Diana, radiant in a shimmering white dress with a flash of tartan. It all seemed so otherworldly, yet strangely real. How cool it would be, I thought, to be part of that, as I watched the Queen take the hand of her partner and playfully scold someone who appeared to have got his steps wrong.


‘How do you get to that ball?’ I asked my dad.


‘You either have to marry one of them, or you work for them,’ he replied with a sigh.


‘Maybe there will be someone I can marry.’


My dad laughed. ‘Your best chance would be if one of the corgis became available!’


He was probably right. How could an ordinary boy from a working-class town in Scotland ever hope to get invited to a ball like that? It seemed so far-fetched. That night, however, I’d gone to bed dreaming of one day dancing with the Queen, extending my hand to lead her in a traditional reel and impressing her with my footwork. There had to be a way to make it happen.


Jolted back into the present, I could scarcely believe what I was seeing in the mirror.


Here I was, in my kilt, at Birkhall, the Prince of Wales’ retreat on Royal Deeside, about to go to the very same Ghillies Ball at Balmoral, just a ten-minute drive away, travelling in a royal convoy, where Her Majesty the Queen would be dancing, just like I had seen on television thirteen years earlier.


The Ghillies Ball is a tradition dating back to Queen Elizabeth’s great-great-grandmother Queen Victoria, whose husband Prince Albert bought Balmoral in 1852. The Ball is so called because ghillie is not only the Gaelic word for ‘groundskeeper’, but also the name of a shoe worn for certain Highland dances.


As soon as I’d seen the note on the noticeboard by the back door, announcing not one, but two balls for staff – to be held a month apart when the households would change over, so everyone would have a chance to attend – I’d excitedly put my name down for the first, at the beginning of September. I remember rushing to call my parents and Jack, my friend who was a gardener at Highgrove House, the prince’s ‘family home’ in Gloucestershire, where I was normally based.


Then the reality of what it meant sank in – and the fear took hold. What if I actually got to dance with Her Majesty? What if I forgot my steps?


When I’d heard that in past years the Queen’s piper, who played the bagpipes outside Balmoral every morning, had held lessons for anybody who needed to practise their dancing, I got in touch with the pipe major to request a refresher course. Sure enough, he kindly came to Birkhall and, over a couple of sessions in a shed at the back of the house, taught me and some of the other staff some old favourites, like the Gay Gordons and the Dashing White Sergeant. That helped settle some nerves, but only temporarily.


The closer the day came, the more everybody talked about it. I’d even shared with His Royal Highness Prince Charles and the duchess my excitement about going to an event about which I’d always dreamed. Then, however, I’d started panicking over what to wear, how I would get there, or what would happen once I was there. It had got so bad that when it came to the morning of the event, I’d convinced myself I wouldn’t go. Which was what brought me to dinner, and the insistence from my royal employers that nothing was preventing me from attending.


And now, as I straightened my tie, and glanced at my watch, fear gripped me once more: I was in danger of missing my ride to the ball!


Back along the corridor I ran, down the stairs, skipping over the puddles and back round to the main house. The vehicles had disappeared from the back of the house. Oh God, I thought, don’t tell me they have already left! I walked through to the entrance hall and, to my relief, found the cars were there, waiting. The prince and the duchess had just gone to freshen up, and no sooner had I arrived than they descended the stairs towards me.


As we walked outside, the sense of occasion must have gone to my head because, unfathomably, I strode towards His Royal Highness’s Range Rover, until I felt a hand on my shoulder.


‘I don’t think so.’ It was Richard, gently stopping me in my tracks and pointing to the car at the back.


While Charles, impressive in his Highland regalia, and Camilla, looking every inch a future queen in her white gown and sparkly tiara, climbed into his car, I joined Richard and another detective at the rear of the convoy. If my mum could see me now, I thought, as we headed down the country track.


Approaching the entrance to Balmoral, we slowed down for the police to signal to their counterparts to open the gates. A small crowd had gathered, and as I scanned their excited faces, I spotted a small boy, eagerly peering into the vehicles, no doubt hoping – as I had all those years ago – for a glimpse of royalty. In my excitement, I caught the eyes of some of the well-wishers and, seeing them wave in our direction, I instinctively raised my hand and waved back in that regal, cupped style I’d seen our Queen do on countless occasions on TV.


‘What are you doing?’ Richard asked, incredulous. ‘You’re not supposed to wave.’


‘But they’ve come so far,’ I replied.


‘Do you want a pair of white gloves,’ he said, ‘to complete your outfit?’


‘Do you have any?’ I asked, in eager anticipation.


‘Of course I don’t have gloves!’ he exclaimed, growing ever more exasperated by the second.


We carried on up to the castle and, coming to a halt outside the front portico, we all got out. Watching the prince and his guests entering, I stood motionless, not sure whether to follow.


‘You go round the back,’ Richard said, smiling.


Towards the rear of the castle was a side door, which led to a short passage, and then, suddenly, there was the ballroom. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It was exactly like I had seen on the documentary. On one side was a beautifully ornate, wood-panelled and glass alcove with seats, but otherwise it was a large room perfect for ceilidh dancing. Directly above me, on the minstrels’ gallery, was a traditional orchestra of five or so musicians, sitting below mounted stag heads and claymores.


All round the edge of the room were the Queen’s ghillies, gamekeepers, personal staff, estate staff and military personnel, all in either Highland dress or regimental uniforms – a wonderful array of red-and-green tartans and blue trousers with red stripes.


Wow, I thought, this is truly the stuff of dreams.


Just then, the music stopped, and when the band picked up again, it was to the unmistakable chords of ‘God Save The Queen’. The next thing, I looked above to see Her Majesty emerge from private apartments at the top of a staircase and, accompanied by the Duke of Edinburgh and other members of the Royal Family, slowly, make her way down the steps.


I couldn’t believe it, the Queen was in the room.


Panicking, I hid behind a wooden door or panel that helpfully screened me from the other revellers. It was all too much. I didn’t want anyone to see me. I wouldn’t dance. I would keep out of the way. Who was I to be part of something as traditional, timeless and regal as this?


As much as I wanted to stay hidden, I was desperate to see what was happening, so couldn’t resist peeking around the screen. I scanned the room, losing count of how many of the Royal Family I recognised, when I suddenly clocked Camilla. Ducking back behind the screen, I hoped she hadn’t seen me, but, when I next peered around, she was striding purposefully in my direction. I stepped out sheepishly.


‘I said to you, if you came to this we would dance, so we’re going to dance,’ she said.


The music started up again and everyone partnered up. In the middle of the hall were the Queen and Prince Philip, and every other couple filed in behind them and walked around the hall until we were in place to begin dancing. What a clever way to get everyone on the floor, I thought.


There was no time to study who was dancing together, as we launched straight into a St Bernard’s Waltz. While part of me wanted to scream with excitement that I was dancing with the Duchess of Cornwall, just feet away from Her Majesty, I had to remember my steps, for this was not one we’d rehearsed with the Queen’s piper. Forward for two we went, back for two, stamp, stamp, then a quick waltz before beginning again.


As we glided around the room, I saw people give a double-take as they realised it was the duchess, there at the event for the first time under her new title, five months after marrying her prince in Windsor earlier in the year. Amazingly, people even moved out of the way to let us pass, and as I got into the rhythm of it all, I managed to look around and appreciate how amazing it was to see the Queen and her family enjoying themselves, just as they had in the documentary I had watched as a child.


Then it hit me. The magnitude of it all. All the years of longing, of imagining myself in such a setting, believing it would one day happen, but not knowing how.


‘What’s wrong?’ the duchess asked. ‘Why are you so nervous?’


Oh no, was it that obvious? I started to forget my steps. What was it, again? Forward for what? When do we stamp? Is it time to waltz?


I could feel my whole body start to shake.


Fortunately, the duchess had always been approachable and someone with whom you could be candid.


‘I’m worried because I always wanted to come to this ball, and I always thought that one day I would come here and dance with the Queen. It’s my dream come true, ever since I was a kid …’ The words were tumbling out of my mouth while I desperately tried to regain my composure. ‘… And now I’m working for you, and I’m here.’


‘Grant,’ she said, smiling gently, ‘don’t worry about it. There are about a hundred and fifty people here. I think it’s highly unlikely you have to worry about dancing with the Queen.’


She was right, of course. What was I thinking?


I felt a great exhalation of air, as though a weight had been lifted.


‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘Fair enough.’


I managed to, literally, find my feet again and we finished the dance as we’d started, hopefully looking like we did this every day of our lives. At the end, I gave the duchess a little bow to say thank you for being my partner.


‘Oh,’ she said, suddenly.


Oh my God, had I stepped on her toes? I looked down. No.


‘Hmm,’ she said, turning her head to the side, looking past me.


What on earth was wrong? I turned to follow her gaze … and my heart stopped.


‘Oh,’ I said.


Standing directly behind me was Her Majesty the Queen.


‘Oh,’ she said.


I stood, stunned, before remembering my manners and bowing my head. ‘Good evening, your Majesty.’


I was vaguely aware of couples forming sets for the first group dance of the night.


‘Right,’ the Queen said, rubbing her hands, ‘let’s get this dance done.’


She reached out her hand.


Oh. My. God. It was exactly as I’d imagined. This was the moment I had been dreaming of ever since I was a teenage boy, in a rainy house in darkest Lanarkshire.


But what if something goes wrong? What if I’m a bad dancer … I forget my steps or, God forbid, I stand on our monarch’s feet? This could be a disaster!


Suddenly, I struggled to breathe. My mouth was like sandpaper, my legs turned to jelly, my hands were wet sponges.


Was this actually happening?


Was I really about to dance with the Queen?
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To the Manor Born


For as long as I can remember, I have been fascinated by castles and stately homes. In one of my earliest memories, I am sitting in my pram, gazing out in wonder at one of the many regal country houses we visited, marvelling at the splendour before me. While other parents liked to take their children to an amusement park or the beach, mine preferred to visit Scottish palaces and grand mansions, often multiple times, and from these trips was born a love of exploring them, a desire to own or live in one, or to be involved in some way.


When I was three years old, all I wanted for Christmas was a dolls’ house and was delighted when my wish was granted. This was not a Barbie house or anything particularly girly, but a beautifully detailed Georgian house. In it I placed little clay characters I imagined were the Queen and the Royal Family and, playing with it, I was transported to somewhere a world away from reality, which seemed very drab by comparison.


That is not to put down my hometown of Airdrie, but while its location, on a plateau 400 feet above sea level, is about the same height as Edinburgh Castle, that’s where the similarities with the country’s most famous regal landmark end. I grew up in Lanarkshire, not far from Glasgow, in a working-class family. We moved around a lot and lived in a succession of modest houses. From my bedroom window in one home, I used to watch as, around 9 p.m. every night, a bus would pass, its destination London. How amazing, I thought, that such a place, which seemed so far away, as though on another continent, could be just a coach ride away, and I dreamed about what it would be like to visit or live there.


I owed much of my love of anything regal to my parents. Not only did we visit lavish residences, but my dad liked to tell my younger brother Gordon and I how we were descended from royalty. Curiously, not the British kind, but an Egyptian princess, no less. Although prone to exaggeration, Dad assured us our ancestry could be traced back through the generations. It gave us a sense that we were connected to something bigger. The name Harrold, he said, was an old Norse name. His family originally lived in the Highlands, and it was the decision of my great-grandfather to move to Airdrie (perhaps, like many people, for work reasons) that resulted in me being born in Lanarkshire.


Both my parents went by names different to the ones they were given. My dad, William Harrold, was always known as Bill, while everyone referred to my mum, Robina Gemmell, as Ruby. They came from quite different backgrounds.


My dad’s relatives on his mother’s side were founders of the Barrhead Scottish Co-operative movement, which launched a number of shops in the 1860s. Pictures of my great-great-grandfather and great-grandfather are in a book I have on its history, and I think my dad’s uncle was involved too. The success of the stores brought money and property and middle-class status. My dad said they lived in a big, rectory-style house, which was where his mum grew up. When she met the man who would become my grandfather, her money meant he didn’t have to work. My grandad had come from a working-class family, but no one in the family knew what he did for a job. During the Second World War, he didn’t go overseas to fight but spent time in a factory. There are photos of him wearing cravats and smoking jackets, with nice cars, all made possible thanks to my gran.


I think my gran’s attitude also rubbed off on my dad, as he didn’t have a job when he first met my mum. It was a chance encounter. Dad had gone with his best friend Willie to visit his father and stepmum, who happened to be my mum’s aunt. Mum was there when Willie and my dad showed up. Dad was around eighteen at the time, while my mum was fifteen. For my dad, it was love at first sight. He fell head over heels. Seeing photos of my mum from those days, it’s not hard to see why. Petite and pretty, with big, blonde Helen Shapiro-style hair, she must have turned heads. Dad wasn’t a slouch himself, cutting quite a dashing figure, always sharply dressed in shirts and cravats and corduroys, with natural blond hair that darkened when he gelled it and slicked it back, Elvis-style.


After that first meeting, he discovered what bus she used to take to school and tried to intercept her, but Mum would jump off the other side, leaving him to search forlornly for her on board. It seemed like she did everything to escape, so I have no idea how they got together.


What was clear was that my mum’s parents were insistent that my dad got a job. If he wanted to date and one day marry their daughter, he had to provide an income. He had left school and by the time I was born, in 1978, he was working for British Gas. I used to go with him when he worked on a Sunday, and I can still recall the greasy smell of the copper pipes, which was so strong, even his overalls used to stink of it. I knew then that I never wanted to do a job like that. Whatever I did in life, it had to be something completely different.


My mum, however, had many jobs, including being a holiday sales rep in a travel agency and a GP’s receptionist – which had its perks, as we never had to wait to see a doctor. Mum also worked in the evenings as a cleaner at the offices of a property company on the outskirts of Airdrie. After school, my brother Gordon and I would go with her, and it became part of our daily routine for years, from the age of five until about thirteen. While Mum worked, Gordon and I would muck about, climbing trees in the yard or building dens, and generally getting up to mischief. As we got older, we helped her with the cleaning, vacuuming and mopping, so my introduction to housekeeping came at a very early age, pretty much from the time I could hold a broom.


Because of their very different upbringings, my parents came from opposite ends of the spectrum. While my mum was very grounded, with a strong work ethic, always telling me I had to get a good job to survive, my dad would tell me I could live in a palace or a castle and make my money in other ways. They had two very different outlooks on life.


When we visited stately homes and castles, Dad would encourage us to go in and look around, while Mum would sit and wait in the car. They were both strong but very contrasting characters. I always say the shy side of my personality comes from my mum, while the public side comes from my dad. He definitely had the gift of the gab, and I seemed to inherit some of that.


My dad didn’t seem to suffer from embarrassment. This might have been partly a repercussion of a breakdown he suffered when he was thirty, following his mum’s death. It hit him really badly and the treatment back then was quite severe. Although he eventually got better, he never fully recovered and lost some of the self-consciousness that might stop other people from diving straight into situations.


Dad never behaved badly, but he had a childlike innocence when it came to certain encounters. He would march up to properties and announce, ‘Hello, I’m Bill Harrold. I’m with my sons. We’re huge supporters of the Royal Family and country houses, and it would be an honour if I could bring my boys in …’ I’m sure Dad was keen to meet such people too, but he would use my brother and I as an excuse. And all the time Mum would be outside, horrified. While she was very private and didn’t make a fuss, he was the opposite. It was great for my brother and I, because we were able to have some amazing experiences, even if his behaviour at times terrified our mum!


By the time I was born, my dad’s father had become a bit of a recluse, but I have fond memories of visiting my grandparents on my mother’s side. They were quite formal, and in my gran’s house we always sat down at the table for dinners, which is where my appreciation of etiquette comes from. My grandparents had a little stool I used to dance round to ‘Scotland the Brave’ in the middle of the living room, while my gran sat rocking in her chair, singing along. Sadly, she died in 1983, when I was around five years old, so I didn’t get to know her that well, but the fond memories of going to her house and hearing her sing have stayed with me. She, like all my family, was very proud of her heritage.


At one stage, however, my parents felt I wasn’t developing as I should, and little Grant wasn’t pronouncing his Scottish ‘r’s enough. They carted me off to see a speech therapist and I had to sit in a room, repeating words like, ‘Rrrrobin, rrrrrock and rrrrrolls,’ until I sounded a bit more like a native! I am proud of my heritage and my accent, but, ironically, I have had to soften it over the years to make it easier for people to understand me.


Our frequent trips to castles and houses, whether as a day trip, or as part of a holiday, sparked a lifelong interest in Scottish history. I was particularly fascinated by the folklore around such sites. At Glamis Castle, in Angus (home to the Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne, and where the Queen Mother spent her childhood), there was the story of the Monster of Glamis, a child kept secret all his life and bricked up in the walls because of deformities at birth. There was also the legend of the fifteenth-century ‘Earl Beardie’, who defied warnings about playing cards on a Sunday and ended up losing a hand to the Devil, who then took his soul.


At the House of the Binns (the home of the Labour politician Tam Dalyell in West Lothian until his death in 2017), I loved the similar story of General Tam, a seventeenth-century military commander who served both Charles I and Charles II. He, too, was said to have played cards with the Devil. In the entrance hall was the very marble table on which the game was played. According to legend, when Tam won the game, the Devil was so enraged, he stamped his foot on the table and threw it into the pond outside. When the table was retrieved, it was marked by a hoof-print, which was still visible to this day. I’m sure it was a horse’s shoe, but that story always fascinated me as a child.


Fyvie Castle, in Aberdeenshire, was said to be haunted by the remains of a woman found behind a bedroom wall and buried in the nearby cemetery. Only when the woman’s remains were dug up and put back behind the wall did the haunting stop.


We must have visited Fyvie four or five times, and I was captivated by the story of Alexander Leith, who had been a relative of one of the previous owners. One day, he went up to the castle, knocked on the door and told the butler one of his ancestors used to own it and asked to look around. When he left, he vowed one day to be back as owner. Sure enough, he went to America, made his fortune in the steel industry and, in 1889, bought Fyvie Castle, as he said he would. He adopted his ancestral name and became Alexander Forbes-Leith, 1st Baron Leith of Fyvie, and spent a lot of money on the castle’s restoration. Hearing that story made me believe anything was possible and that one day I might be able to own my own castle or country house.


Some of our favourite haunts were Edinburgh Castle and Holyrood Palace in the capital; Stirling Castle; Brodie Castle in Morayshire; Crathes Castle and Craigievar Castle in Aberdeenshire; and Hopetoun House, near South Queensferry. Another place that particularly captured my imagination was Traquair House, in Peeblesshire, which boasted the Bear Gates, installed at the main entrance by the 5th Earl, Charles Stuart, in 1738. After Charles Edward Stuart, ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’, passed through in 1745 and the gates were closed, the earl vowed they would never be opened again until a Stuart king returned.


We visited all these properties three or four times over the years. A little later on, we went to Ardverikie House, a nineteenth-century baronial home in Kinloch Laggan, Inverness-shire, which was used as the ‘Glenbogle estate’ in the BBC TV series Monarch of the Glen. While we were there, we even bumped into Richard Briers, who starred in the series. Ardverikie also makes an appearance in the Netflix series The Crown, as it was said Queen Victoria wanted to buy it until her son, the future Edward VII, had an affair with a maid there. This forced her to look in a different part of the country, which was how she came to acquire Balmoral Castle, in a part of Aberdeenshire that would from then on be known as Royal Deeside.
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And it was our trips to the Queen’s favourite residence there that were the pinnacle of all our excursions. Whenever we holidayed in Aberdeenshire, we paid a visit to Balmoral to watch the Royal Family attend church on a Sunday. But the highlight was going to the Braemar Gathering, the annual Highland games held in early September just a stone’s throw from Balmoral. What an occasion it was. To my young eyes, it was incredible to see Her Majesty the Queen, the Queen Mother and other senior royals sitting on humble wooden benches, taking in the festivities. The first year our parents took us, when I was in my early teens, Princess Diana was there, along with Prince Charles and Prince Philip in their kilts and tweeds. The sight of contestants in their tartan tossing the cabers, the smell of freshly cut grass and the sound of the legendary commentator Robbie Shepherd coming over the loudspeaker, lived long in my memory.


The royals were at the heart of our fascination with aristocracy. It helped that my parents were equally enthusiastic. If there was ever anything on television about the Royal Family, I was allowed to watch it. Being only three years old at the time, I was too young to appreciate Prince Charles’ wedding to Lady Diana Spencer, but I sat enthralled as Prince Andrew married Sarah Ferguson. I even tuned into the coverage of Princess Anne’s low-key ceremony when she tied the knot with Vice Admiral Sir Timothy Laurence at Crathie Kirk, not far from Balmoral.


As a family, we watched the Festival of Remembrance religiously. Dad’s favourite royal was the Queen Mother, but for me it was the always the Queen, no question. I was fascinated by her, thinking how amazing it would be to be her friend. Other boys my age might have idolised a footballer or a pop star, but for me it was our monarch – and I didn’t see anything wrong with that. I felt she was very approachable and had a friendly smile, plus she lived in a palace, a lifestyle to which I aspired. I was just a child, but, to me, she seemed really nice and I wanted to meet her.


With our holidays and weekends steeped in such history and grandeur, it was perhaps little surprise that I wanted to play with castles when I got home. Although my brother was three years younger, he too liked to play similar games with me – in what was the start of a lifelong fondness for copying anything that I was into, including our future careers!


As I got a little older, around the age of ten, I started to build my own castles. I got my Beano and Dandy annuals and other books and stacked them up on top of one another to make a tower, and imagined what it would be like to live in such a place, with royals and gentry within it. I had little toy characters from the Dogtanian and the Three Muskehounds animated TV series and put them inside my makeshift buildings.


My dad was keen that I joined the Boys’ Brigade, so, even though it wouldn’t have been my choice, there was no getting out of it, and I joined the local Brigade from the age of seven. I went along, but I didn’t enjoy it. Sport was also not my thing. I was always worried about getting hurt, so I used to avoid it wherever possible. One day at primary school, they tried to get me to play badminton and were going to give me lines if I didn’t take part, so I came up with a reason to get out of it and started crying. I think rounders was about my limit.


I much preferred the arts to sport and started a drama club when I was eleven and still at primary school. I not only wrote a show, but got six of my fellow pupils to audition for parts and directed the production, which we put on in front of the class. I harboured dreams of being an actor, so gave myself the biggest part. I can’t remember what the show was about, but I recall that it was well received.


My love of performing was influenced by my dad because, for a humble gas worker, he had some extraordinary friends. The entertainer Andy Stewart, famous for his long-running The White Heather Club on BBC TV in the 1960s and his hit single ‘Donald, Where’s Your Troosers’, was such a close friend that we would spend time over the summer with him near Banchory, in Deeside – which was perfect for us to go to Balmoral to catch a glimpse of the Queen.


I only found out much later that Dad and Andy had first met when Andy’s car broke down and Dad stopped to help out. Given these were the days long before mobile phones were in common use, I have no idea how that brief encounter led to a lifelong friendship, but that was Dad – he was never backward in coming forward.


Other friends included traditional Scottish singer Valerie Dunbar, the renowned actor Gordon Jackson, the multi-million record-selling singer Sydney Devine, and the musical duos the Tartan Lads and the Alexander Brothers. My dad loved being around people and was very sociable. He and my mum held parties at Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) and invited lots of people round.


His boldness (or gallusness, as we say in Scotland) led to some amusing and fortuitous encounters. While we were visiting Blair Castle in Perthshire, home to the Duke of Atholl, Dad somehow managed to talk his way into having a look inside. The then duke, Ian Atholl, had remained a bachelor and was a close friend and dancing partner of Princess Margaret. While we stood inside his sitting room, my brother gave his Labrador dog a teddy bear, thinking it was the dog’s toy. It turned out, it was one of the duke’s favourite teddies. Before we knew it, there was this tall, imposing figure of a man, one of the grand dukes of the country (who, I think, was even known as a ‘gentle giant’), running around, trying to retrieve his antique bear from the jaws of his dog. It was slightly awkward, but another example of how Dad brazenly invited us into such settings.


My parents gave me another taste of that life when, as a surprise, they rented a seventeenth-century tower house in Aberdeenshire for two weeks. I was twelve and had just left primary school. We travelled north to Leith Hall, where we had the run of the beautiful house and gardens. I absolutely loved it. Resembling a French château, the property had been home to the Leith family for 300 years, but since 1945 it had been run by the National Trust for Scotland and available to hire. We had some old curtains that my gran’s sister had turned into a tunic and cape, and I walked around like the lord of the manor.


It was wonderful to imagine that one day I might live or work in such a place for real, because very soon I would be in desperate need of somewhere to escape. After twelve blissful years of loving life at school and home, a major transition was about to happen. After that summer, I went to secondary school, where I was to discover people who were less tolerant of someone who dreamed of castles and royalty.
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Escape


From the moment I walked inside Airdrie Academy, I knew there was going to be trouble. Into the massive sports hall we filed, shoes squeaking on the wooden flooring, the pungent scent of decades-old gymnastic equipment filling my nostrils. It was the traditional visit to the high school by the pupils leaving the feeder primary schools. That day, we learned our fate: which class we’d be in and, most importantly, which friends we’d be with. While other children congratulated each other on learning they were going to be in the same class, my heart sank. I didn’t know anyone in my class. When we went for a tour of the school, it got worse. The older boys took one look at me – standing out as one of the few in full uniform – and decided I was fair game.


Clearly, I was different. While other boys, on the cusp of becoming teenagers, were obsessed with football and computer games, I was still into my imaginary kingdom, dreaming of the castle I would one day live in. I was never going to fit into this world.


When we started school after the summer, the bullying began in earnest. Sadly, even my closest friends, now in different classes, turned on me as they distanced themselves from the fun we used to have. I might not have been physically beaten up, but was subjected to regular name-calling, poking and general torment. At times, I complained to the teachers, but when that only served to make things worse, I tried to laugh it off, to show it didn’t affect me, when the opposite was true. Perhaps schools today have systems in place to combat bullying, but back then, certainly in Airdrie, they did nothing. Instead of sorting out the bullies, they put me into a separate room away from everybody, which only emphasised my isolation. The only blessing was, being in an empty room by myself, I could dream of moving far away from there and becoming a member of the Royal Family.


My tormentors used anything to make fun of me. When they found out a cousin of my mum was a Religious Education teacher at the school, who few people liked because he was so strict, I was accused of being a teacher’s pet, even though he showed no favouritism. My only friends were our neighbours’ kids. One even tried to give me a makeover, spiking up my otherwise bowl-cut hair and lathering it in gel, in an attempt to transform me into someone trendier, but it didn’t work. It looked horrendous and I hated it.


My first year was shaping up to be the most miserable time imaginable, when out of the blue came some salvation from an unlikely source.


In the summer holidays, before the transition to secondary school, I’d gone on a Boys’ Brigade trip to Perthshire. Even though I’d stuck with the BBs, I didn’t enjoy it and only went along because my dad wanted me to go. I had been dreading the camp, but Mum and Dad convinced me to go. I didn’t take to the general activities at all, but the highlight was a visit to Glamis Castle, less than ten miles away in Angus. Although we had been there a few times, I hadn’t been for a couple of years, and walking around the grounds of the castle, parts of which date as far back as the fourteenth century, I entertained thoughts of owning it. Not only was it the Queen Mother’s childhood home, but Princess Margaret had been born there, further cementing its connections to the Queen and her family.


A few years earlier, I’d watched a television series called Castles of Scotland and learned that Glamis was currently the home of the Dowager of the Duke of Strathmore, Mary Pamela Bowes-Lyon, the Countess of Strathmore and Kinghorne. She had been widowed in 1987 when her husband, Fergus Michael Claude Bowes-Lyon, the 17th Earl of Strathmore, who was a cousin of the Queen, suffered a heart attack at just fifty-nine years of age while out walking near the castle.


When I returned home from camp, I wrote to her and, very matter-of-fact, told her that one day I wanted to buy the castle. I asked her how much she would sell it for. I had a folder dedicated to Glamis and, from a photo of the castle, I sketched my own picture of the property, stuck it onto a piece of hardboard, wedged a piece of cotton wool between the paper and the board and held it together with Sellotape. Lo and behold, it was a coffee mat of the castle. I was determined to deliver the letter and mat in person, so a few months after I’d started high school, Mum and Dad took me back. Sadly, I never got to meet Lady Strathmore on that occasion, but I did hand it over to one of her staff, explaining who I was and my interest.


I was sitting in my registration class when the teacher came up to me and said, ‘You’ve got a letter.’


How strange, I thought. Who could be writing to me at school?


It was from the dowager. I hadn’t put my address on the letter, but I must have mentioned Airdrie Academy when I handed it over. That was enough for her to track me down.


Thanking me for the coffee mat, she wrote that she was terribly sorry, but she couldn’t sell me the castle because it had been in her family for 600 years. However, I was always welcome to visit. I was so excited! An actual duke’s dowager writing to me? I couldn’t believe it.


I was desperate to get home and write a reply. Amazingly, from that day on, we became the unlikeliest of pen pals – a thirteen-year-old schoolboy and a sixty-year-old aristocrat. Our friendship has endured to this day, and I was thrilled when I finally got to meet her in 1993, when we next visited Glamis. It was a proud moment when I stood, with my brother, Lady Strathmore and her two daughters, Lady Elizabeth and Lady Diana, outside the castle for a photo that went straight into my Glamis folder on my return home.


Lady Strathmore’s letters meant so much more than just a simple correspondence with a stately-home enthusiast. For me, it was a desperately needed escape from the miserable time I was having at school. Sadly, the bullying I suffered showed no signs of abating. It got so bad that I used to skip school regularly, coming up with ailments so I could be signed off sick. I was hardly ever there and got to know all the lunchtime kids’ TV programmes because I was at home so much.
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