
CHAPTER EIGHT

Sleep No More!
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GRAHAM as Macbeth:

Methought I heard a voice cry, ‘Sleep no more!

McHeughan does murder sleep’ – the innocent sleep,

Sleep that knits up the ravelled sleave of care,

The death of each day’s life, sore labour’s bath,

Balm of hurt minds, great nature’s second course,

Chief nourisher in life’s feast.

Macbeth: Act Two, Scene Two

SAM

Less Bear Grylls, more Teddy McTavish, Graham crawls slowly out of his tent into the morning light of Glen Etive. Damp with dew, he is broken and alone.

Until I turn up. Honking the un-macho horn on the wagon of despair.

‘Morning Graham!’ I yell, parking the beast next to the rest of the gathering crew. It’s time to pack up and get going because we have a long, action-packed day ahead.

Graham: You absolute bastard.

Sam: I’ve brought you breakfast . . .

Graham: I hate you.

Sam: Here’s a sack of goodies from the breakfast bar. And, your latte.

He sips it, eyeballing me, not even a flicker of an involuntary smile. The crew takes down the tent and packs up Graham’s pet rock. Everyone thinks I’m a bastard because I didn’t sleep out here too; however, I did suggest we both sleep in the camper van, but Graham insisted he wouldn’t fit. I mean he’s tall, but he’s not Gandalf. I had every intention of sleeping under the stars but stayed up talking nonsense to Lacroix (yes, he stayed yet another night) and, well, it’s a bit hazy after that.

McTavish opens the breakfast bag hungrily like he’s been in the wilderness for forty days, not seven hours. ‘It was bloody awful in that tent. Never again.’ He tucks into croissants and preserves. ‘What else have you got up your sleeve? I’m serious; tell me.’ He wipes away some flakes from his well-kept whiskers.

Sam: Nothing.

Graham: Tell me.

Sam: A spot of kayaking.

Graham: No.

Sam: It’s totally safe.

Graham: I’ve already told you – a two-man canoe with you in it, forget it. Next . . .

Sam: Motorbike and sidecar.

Graham: Who’s driving?

Sam: Me.

Graham: Over my dead body. (Beat.) Anything else?

Sam: No.

Graham: Sam? What about today?

Sam: There’s a bike ride.

Graham: Okay, a bike ride but on what kind of bike?

Sam: A normal one? (Beat.) It’s on the back of the camper – go see.

Graham: And, no surprises?

Sam: Absolutely none.

He is hilarious when he’s grumpy. He stares at me with all the menace he can muster, like a bearded Lady Macbeth . . . which is appropriate because that’s who we are off to meet this morning. Well, almost . . . we have an appointment with Angelika, the Dowager Countess Cawdor, who is Thaness of Cawdor, too. I kid you not.

 

FIRST WITCH

All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, thane of Glamis!

SECOND WITCH

All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, thane of Cawdor!

THIRD WITCH

All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter!

 

‘I think it wise not to stay for dinner,’ I say, climbing into the driver’s seat of the camper.

Graham nods. ‘Especially if she tells us we can stay in the Duncan Suite.’

GRAHAM

We are back in our usual seats in the Fiat Turd, or whatever it’s called, and are on our way to Cawdor Castle, which I would be excited about if I could actually see through my eyes and didn’t feel like a giant bat had shat in my head.

Given Sam’s mistreatment of me last night, I shall start the day with a little revenge of my own revealing Sam’s middle name. Drum roll . . . wait for it . . . wait for it . . . his middle name is . . . Roland. Yes, like the rat. Mine is James, like the ‘true king’. You see, I was destined to play a Jacobite. Not sure what Roland is going to lead to . . . although, I have an image of Sam behind an 80s ‘Roland’ keyboard. The Biopic of Duran Duran maybe? Or George Michael. I see great things in his future. Roland is not the worst name – Agrippa, Gawain and Barry are far uglier, but it does sound so much better in Italian – Orlando. I mean everything sounds better in Italian, doesn’t it? [Sam here! Roland is French, Graham. I’m apparently 27% French. Roland was a legendary military hero who served under Charlemagne c.778 AD. Put that in yer pipe and smoke it, History Man.] [Graham: I fart in your general direction.]

In spite of my sleep deprivation there is much jolly banter and laughter with my captor. I think I am beginning to develop Stockholm Syndrome. You know the one, where hostages start to actually enjoy being in the company of terrorists. And, as we drive along yet another narrow road I even begin to forget that Sam’s clear intention is to make me as nervous as possible. Amid the grinding of gears, boat-like steering, and the GPS conspiracy to lose us as often as possible, I am actually smiling. Beaming like a lobotomised psychiatric patient.

We talk about the significance of the ‘Scottish Play’ in our acting lives. When I was sixteen I wrote two comic adaptations, one of Macbeth and the other of Antony and Cleopatra, which I directed, and acted out at school. I was obsessed with Monty Python at the time and somehow I got a copy of the script for Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Incidentally, Doune Castle, where the Holy Grail was filmed, became Castle Leoch, seat of the MacKenzie clan in Outlander. Little did I realise back then that I would be war chief of the very castle in which the Python team enacted legendary sketches such as the Black Knight (‘Tis but a scratch’) and the Insulting Frenchman:

I fart in your general direction.

Your mother was a hamster and your father smelt of elderberries.

It was Python’s writing that inspired me and I started writing sketches with my best friend, Neil Graham, a kid from my school who had no television (unheard of!), and a passion for photography. We would sit and write stuff and then perform it for the school, but only because we didn’t trust anyone else to perform it. These performances led the school drama teacher, Des Margetson, to continually ask me to be in the school play – something I consistently refused to do.

Then, when I was seventeen, he came to me explaining that one of the actors in his production of Sheridan’s The Rivals had suddenly become ill and would I take over? Bear in mind there were three days before the performance. To this day I have no idea why I said yes. I suspect there was a girl I felt I could impress, or one in the cast that I fancied. But I learnt the lines and went on stage at France Hill Comprehensive School in Surrey as Bob Acres, the simple country bumpkin. People laughed.And then, at the end . . . they applauded. I remember thinking, ‘Mmm, this is good,’ and the funny part was, I found it easy. I had no nerves (well, hardly any), and I could retain all the lines. It was like I’d stepped into something that fitted me. I was quite shy at school, very studious. What would be called a ‘nerd’ nowadays, and suddenly I was ‘cool’, and funny, and the centre of attention. [Sam: What happened, mate?]

SAM

Macbeth was the first play I was ever in. I was a soldier in the Tom McGovern production at the Lyceum in Edinburgh 1999. One night I remember being a bit hung-over, running across the stage in the pitch dark with a group of chain mail-clad warriors, over stepping stones, between two vast rotating walls (operated by a stage manager secreted inside the fake stone). I bumped into one of the walls and ricocheted off Eric Barlow (the actor playing MacDuff, but in this scene doubling as a Scottish warrior escaping the battlefield.) The lights came up and I was on stage – a lost soldier in the wrong scene.

Eventually I got promoted to ‘Spear Carrier Number 2’ in the main stage version, which at the time was like winning the theatrical lottery because I was in awe of Tom McGovern and had followed his career. He was athletic and his command of the language muscular, his delivery distinct.

Months earlier, during the Edinburgh Festival, I had wangled myself a job as a stage-hand at the Traverse where Tom was in Shining Souls. [Graham: Stalker?] I was helping to lay deck to the temporary stage (they had three spaces that were all used and rotated almost hourly for numerous productions during the festival). Distracted by the cast and trying to eavesdrop on their conversation, I let go of some decking, which dropped heavily on the stage manager’s hand, causing a large flesh wound needing several stitches. He and I both realised in that painful moment that stage management wasn’t for me and, as I quickly exited stage left, I found myself outside Tom’s dressing room (a dressing room that would soon become familiar about three years later as it would become mine for Outlying Islands by David Greig, which won an Edinburgh Fringe First award and earned me a Laurence Olivier Award nomination). Tom was lounging in a chair, his feet up on the dressing table, reading a script (or maybe picking his nose). Addressing him in the mirror (like a ghostly reflection foreshadowing what was to come) I told him I was a big fan and hoped to be an actor one day. He was gracious and kind, encouraging me to get as much experience as possible, which drove me to join the Lyceum Youth theatre months later and to find myself on stage with him as Spear Carrier Number 2.

And finally, I was sitting at the same table as him, promoted to ‘Scottish Lord Number 4’ at the Lyceum Theatre, as Banquo’s ghost appeared and Tom hurled his fake clay drinking vessel at the apparition. At the table, the lords would shake their heads and mutter in bemusement at Macbeth’s erratic behaviour, whilst secretly giving Tom the footie score.

I would love to do a production of Macbeth with Graham. He would make an outstanding Lady M.

GRAHAM

Well, if Fiona Shaw can portray Richard II or Helen Mirren Prospero, why not? I’m game for everything. I said that when I signed with Outlander and ticked the nudity clause with great enthusiasm. Never got to take my kit off, though, a source of consternation and regret.

Sam: I can arrange for you to strip off . . .

Graham: No, because what you will arrange will hurt or involve freezing cold water that will cause my testicles to retract.

Sam: And, helps with your performance of Lady Macbeth.

Ahem.

 

Graham as Macbeth:

There’s comfort yet; they are assailable;

Then be thou jocund: ere the bat hath flown

His cloister’d flight, ere to black Hecate’s summons,

The shard-borne beetle, with his drowsy hums,

Hath rung night’s yawning peal, there shall be done

A deed of dreadful note . . .

 

I really would love to play Macbeth but it’s been a case of ‘always the bridesmaid, never the bride’. I have been Macduff once, Malcolm once and Banquo twice, including in Jeremy Freeston’s 1997 film, cunningly entitled Macbeth.

 

Banquo

O treachery! Fly, good Fleance, fly, fly, fly!

Thou may’st revenge – O slave!

 

Arguably my favourite Shakespeare play, it’s like an action movie. Written specifically for King James I (James VI of Scotland) who had just come to the throne, it is in many ways the ultimate high-class job application. And it worked because shortly afterwards Shakespeare’s Company, the Lord Chamberlain’s men, became the King’s Men. It deals with witchcraft, one of Jimmy boy’s favourite subjects (he’d even written a book on it – Daemonologie, in 1597, a copy of which resides – of course – with Lady Cawdor. Coincidence? I think not.) [Sam: Just to be clear, it’s not a biography of Matt Damon.]

The play does a terrible disservice to the real Macbeth, who was actually a bit of a star in Scottish history and not an ambitious psycho with a power-hungry wife who loved to wash her hands. [Sam: Er, Macbeth did still kill King Duncan in real life. AND Duncan’s dad!]

My first experience was the best. It was in 1989 at Dundee Repertory Theatre. I had just come off doing the movie Erik the Viking and had moved back to Scotland to be with the woman I loved – only to be dumped shortly after I arrived! I ended up sharing the huge three-bedroom tenement flat with . . . myself. And, instead of starting a new, exciting chapter with my girlfriend, I spent three months feeling pretty shit about life in general.

Then I got the audition for Dundee Rep. It was to do the whole season (sadly this is now a thing of the past – actors in repertory, learning lines and rehearsing one play, while performing a different play at night. Hard work but bloody good fun, and a great training ground). When I auditioned I was seen by all three directors, all of whom couldn’t understand why I wanted to do rep in Dundee after being in a big movie. I think it was difficult for them to understand, but I just really loved to work, to act! I didn’t want to sit around waiting for the phone to ring like so many actors. It’s why I’ve done about sixty stage plays while many people have only done four or five. I had written and performed my own show, I’d done fringe, but this was my first ‘proper’ theatre gig, and I couldn’t wait.

SAM

Sorry to interrupt but, yes, Dundee Rep was every young actor’s dream. They were still one of the few theatres to run an ensemble company and you could see your favourite actor play in multiple productions, throughout a season. From comedy, to new writing, farce and pantomime. I was lucky to play Dundee Rep in Romeo and Juliet. Unfortunately not as Romeo (I did that at drama school and think he’s a precursor to Macbeth; you can see some of Shakespeare’s early writing in the character, comedy and great philosophical tragedy). Macbeth feels like a more refined and experienced man, as if Shakespeare, too, has grown with the experience of writing. Carry on, Graham!

GRAHAM

Macbeth was played by a wonderful Scottish actor called Hilton McRae (married to Lindsay Duncan). His is still the best Macbeth I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot. Hilton is a wee guy, wiry, and febrile. The director had the inspired idea to surround him with big guys in all the other main roles. Me as Banquo, Kenneth Bryans as Macduff and Liam Brennan as Malcolm. Both of those guys went on to have distinguished careers in Scottish theatre. I remember the ghost scene in particular where Macbeth is visited by Banquo’s ghost. A piece of ‘scrim’ or cloth was stretched across the back of the set. Whenever I appeared as the ghost, I pressed my face against the cloth, stretching and distorting it. With a lighting change it was very creepy indeed. As if the room itself was rising up against him. The witches were played by local children. Terrifying. It’s been much imitated since, but this was the first time I remember it. The curse of Macbeth struck when one of the kids was tragically killed in a car crash on the way to do the show.

The second show, where I played Macduff, was by the same director. His view of the tragedy seemed to have changed along with his lifestyle. He had taken to driving around in an old VW camper van with a giant face of Buddha painted on the front. The show was set in a psychiatric hospital where the therapy was to ‘act out’ the play. A clever idea and with a better overall cast it could have worked. But with the exception of a handful of us, including Liam Brennan again as Macbeth, it was a depressing experience. Liam was so riled by the actress playing Lady Macbeth, it was all he could do to stop the banquet scene turning into a full-on brawl. Liam sat in the van that night driving home drinking a bottle of gin. [Sam: I played Malcolm in a production at the Lyceum Edinburgh with Liam in the title role. He’s a terrific and intense actor who doesn’t go anywhere without a copy of David Mamet’s book True and False: Heresy and Common Sense for the Actor in his pocket, and a wry smile.]

I worked with that director one more time, in Twelfth Night, a production so riven with acrimony and hatred that Orsino actually knocked Feste out in the climactic reconciliation scene in front of an audience of 400. The actor used to stand next to me at the curtain call bowing, while muttering the words, ‘Only fifteen more performances to go!’ – happy days!

My third Macbeth incarnation was again as Banquo. This was a film version with Jason Connery as Macbeth. Jason is a wonderful guy, and a very fine actor and director. In Macbeth he had the second worst case of forgetting his lines I’ve ever seen (Billy Connolly in The Hobbit beat him for that!). It was tough to witness but he triumphed in the end.

It was a pretty good film though. I learned a lot about film acting on it. It was directed by a lovely fella called Jeremy Freeston for a film producer called Bob Carruthers. Bob had made his name making films in Scotland using ‘investors’ to help finance the making of them. This was in 1994 and he got these ‘investors’ to put in £1,000 to be an extra in the film. In return they got a credit, and minimal screen time. They even had to bring their own lunch and costume. These guys couldn’t give him their money quick enough! They were queuing up!!

This was where I first met Charlie Allan and his gang. He didn’t have the storm trooper head gear and hog back then, but in every other way he was just as formidable. Everything was directed by Jeremy apart from the witches scenes. Hildegarde Neil was one of the witches so these scenes were directed by that colossal legend, Brian Blessed.

I’ve worked with him three times. He doesn’t drink, but is incapable of constructing a sentence without swearing. He’d just returned from an ascent of Everest (at sixty!), without oxygen wearing the same clothes as George Mallory in the 1920s (basically hobnailed boots and tweeds – he clearly used the same costume designer we had on Clanlands). He was directing us in a scene when he suddenly started to stare into the distance, muttering, ‘Hmmm, ahhh, ohhh.’ After several moments of this alarming behaviour his attention snapped back to the gathering of appalled actors in front of him: ‘Ah, so sorry. I was back on the mountain for a minute. It’s the altitude you know, thickens the blood. I have visions.’

All of my experiences with Brian have been similar. I’ve seldom laughed so much as I have with the stories he has regaled me with. Laughing so much I nearly wet myself (similar to experiences with the Ginger Nut, but for different reasons). Brian once turned on a particularly annoying ‘amateur dramatics’ performer who was his stand-in. He had been pestering Brian for about fifteen minutes at 5am during make-up. His patience finally exhausted, Brian was then calmly heard to utter the words, ‘You’re a lovely bloke, John, but you were born a c*nt and you’ll die a c*nt. Now fuck off.’ As I say, a legend. Read his autobiography immediately, going by the wonderful title of Absolute Pandemonium.

Sam: Is that Cawdor Castle I see before me?

Graham: Indeed it is. And quite beautiful, but does it have a drawbridge?

Drawbridges always make me think of films like Robin Hood (multiple versions), Warlord (a great Charlton Heston flick if you’ve not seen it) and Ironclad (very good too). Bad shit always happens on the wrong side of a drawbridge and I could sense this would prove to be no exception.

We reach the entrance to Cawdor Castle grounds, whereupon Sam stalls. When the stone gate was built in the fifteenth century I don’t think the Thane of Cawdor had accounted for a Fiat Arsepiece passing through it. I can clearly see that it will never fit from 100 yards out. It’s wide enough for a couple of horses abreast, at best.

Graham: We’re never going to get through that gate.

Sam: Nonsense, loads of space.

Graham: No, really. We won’t.

Sam: Stop being such an old woman.

We accelerate towards the opening. Sam’s invariable response to any doubt on my part as to the wisdom of a given course of action is to compare me to an elderly female. Sam continues to smile, certain we will shrink to fit at the last moment. And then he rams on the anchors inches from the sides of the stone gate. The laws of physics having finally penetrated his brain cells.

Sam: What if we fold the wing mirrors back?

Graham: What if I just blow up the gate? Or perhaps the camper?

He doesn’t laugh.

Sam: I don’t think I should reverse.

It is the first thing he has said with which I wholeheartedly agree. To reverse would be madness. The Fiat Colon doesn’t handle well in reverse. So instead we sit and stare at the gate, as if our collective gaze might force it to widen. ‘Where are you?’ crackles line producer Michelle over the walkie-talkie.

Sam: Erm, we can’t get through.

I hold my head in my hands. The fatigue and exasperation is too much. Neither of my daughters, Hope, and Honor, are this difficult to manage and they have tested me to the limit. As has become customary, I enjoyed the delights of late-night whisky at the hotel before being unceremoniously dumped in the countryside to sleep it off under canvas in the Highland heather. Why do I do it to myself? Sam is showing zero evidence of a hangover as usual. For a fleeting moment I wonder whether he is fully human (I’ve been watching Westworld). No one could drink as much as he puts away with no visible effect. Not even an eye bag. But then he does have Wendy’s magic make-up. I bet (hope) first thing he looked like he’d been laid out on Eilean Munde. It’s all panstick and Polyfilla . . .

I suddenly notice a sign sticking out of the ground in front of us. Right before our very eyes.

MARATHON, CAWDOR CASTLE, SEPTEMBER 14th 2019

Graham: What’s the date, Sam?

Sam: I’m wedged in a gateway and you want to know what day it is . . .

I point at the sign as three men in vests and very short shorts, wearing numbers, literally squeeze past us in the gateway.

I’ve never run a marathon, citing the fact that the original marathon runner who came from the battle of the same name in 490 BC to deliver news of the victory, dropped dead immediately on arrival. Sam, of course, has run many marathons. He’s probably running one as you read this book. Or possibly climbing a Munro carrying a bottle of Sassenach, just in case he can flog it to someone at the top.

Sam speaks ‘marathon’. I speak ‘latte’. And Sauvignon Blanc and comfy slippers . . .

But even untutored as I am in the world of running ridiculous distances, I am fully cognisant that marathon runners don’t appreciate cretinous camper vans blocking their route. I imagine they are a few miles in, settling into their pace, not wanting to push too hard too soon when, lo and behold, some pair of arses have parked their camper van at the only entrance point to the castle grounds. We go neither forward nor back, remaining in stasis as Sam waves encouragingly to the runners who wear expressions ranging from quiet disbelief to naked rage.

It never ceases to amaze me how many people go in for this sort of self-flagellation. Now, I’m all for exercise. I enjoy a hike, cycling (on a modern bike), the gym (sort of), but there are literally hundreds of these marathon people. [Sam: It’s called ‘exercise’, Graham, you’re meant to sweat.] Some look fit enough, lithe and effortless like Maasai warriors as they run towards us; others look like they are ten strides away from a massive coronary.

And all their hard work is making me hungry. I unwrap a chocolate bar, take a bite and look out of the window just as two runners give me the finger. This is beyond excruciating but I am too tired, hung-over and Heughaned-out to care.

I wonder if King Duncan’s arrival was like this?

SAM

Bang! The RV bounces over a kerb. Merlin, the sound guy, launches into the air, somehow never losing control of his fluffy microphone. I’ve taken a corner too sharply and we are on three wheels for a split second. I strangely hope McT hasn’t noticed, but of course he has. He is grinning at me, which is more unnerving than the eye-rolling or the handbag-clutching titters. Yep, he’s at it again. Smiling away. All right, Gray? He’s not the full ticket today.

And when he’s not gurning like a stoner, Graham has been reciting the works of Shakespeare for the entire journey. And I mean the entire journey. I have been desperate to answer a call of nature since we set off but we are running late and not stopping for anything. If he does ‘Is this a dagger I see before me’ I might jump in the back with Merlin and break into the emergency ‘daytime whisky’.

Our directions (Graham again) have taken us up a narrow road towards the dramatic castle of Cawdor. It also appears we are on the route of a running race, though I don’t let Graham know that. We slalom past various runners of all shapes and sizes on the private drive. As we near a gate in the castle walls I realise (too late) the camper won’t fit. Graham is flapping like a popinjay as I wedge the camper in the castle walls, blocking the only entrance, with the runners gaining on us. I look in the wing mirror: the runners are now upon us, bunching behind, squeezing past the camper one at a time. The ones who make it through look seriously pissed off.

There is a break in the flow so I jam the RV into reverse and start to edge back out. The gears crunch and the engine conks out and now I’m in an even worse position than I was before. The sweaty athletes shout at us through our open windows: ‘Bloody idiots!’ and ‘Great timing, lads!’

I wish for the ground to swallow me up and try to slip down beneath the steering wheel, out of sight from the angry horde. Yes, we are ‘those guys’. Driving an oversized camper van, disrupting everyone’s day, in the most ridiculous way possible. And, to top it all, we are dressed head to toe in tweed. We are tweedy wankers, not the dashing and refined fellows we had thought.

I want to shout, ‘I’m one of you!’ because running is a passion of mine. I’ve run marathons in Paris, Los Angeles, Edinburgh, Stirling and I hope to run the New York marathon in November 2020, fingers crossed.

Paris (not Hilton) was my first. It was so exciting and nerve-wracking. Twelve weeks of prep, carb-loading the day before, eating all the French bread, pasta and croissants. I celebrated afterwards (on my own) with a slap-up meal, bottle of red, steak-frites and yet more bread. I like to do these runs on my own. I enjoy the personal challenge but also the peace when you get to be by yourself. Running somehow is a good way to relax, re-energise and work out problems. The rhythm and tempo enable self-reflection. And the support at marathons is so uplifting, you feel for a day that you are a real athlete. My personal best time was three hours eleven minutes at the Edinburgh Marathon. I did a half marathon in London in one hour twenty-four minutes.

Running is a super way to explore cities and the surrounding area; there’s nothing quite like seeing the sights of Paris as you run along the Champs-Elysees, past Notre Dame and finish at the Eiffel Tower. In 2014 whilst playing Batman in the immense DC Comics and Universal live stadium production (featuring wire-work, fighting, acrobatics and pyrotechnics) I challenged the cast to run 5km every day for a month. We ran in each city: Berlin, Frankfurt, Prague, Cologne, and on Christmas day we ran together along the Seine in Paris.

After Batman, despite three months of auditioning for TV and film roles in LA, I returned to the UK penniless. I was thirty-four and forced to sign on to pay my rent. Two weeks later, I couldn’t face the process – the Job Centre not seeing acting as a legitimate profession – so I gave up and tried to find full-time work as a barman. I had done a variety of jobs to support myself over the years: delivered sandwiches by bicycle, sold perfume in Harrods, drawn up contracts for mental health doctors in the NHS and various other bar/restaurant jobs around London. Moving there after drama school, I had been working as a ‘jobbing actor’ for almost twelve years and it had been a real roller coaster, some years with great success and others with only a couple of credits to add to my CV. I had just returned from the US, after spending another pilot season there (a busy period in the spring when US networks would commission a large number of pilot TV shows). I had been testing on a number of shows and films (Agents of Shield, Tron, King Arthur, Beauty and the Beast, Aquaman, the list of near misses goes on!) that would potentially change my life and I had signed the contracts – spending the money and living the fame – in my head! However, once again I found myself penniless, depressed and back in the UK. I was really beginning to question if I could keep going with no real long-term opportunities in sight. In the past I had had trouble with the Inland Revenue and even seen bailiffs at my front door. Several loans and credit cards were drowning me and I couldn’t see a way out. I thought I’d give it another year to see if anything changed and, if not, I knew I was going to have to make drastic changes to my life.

And then out of the blue I was offered a screen test for Outlander – a new US TV show – and you know the rest. Outlander has given me financial stability and presented me with some amazing opportunities for which I am extremely grateful. More often than not it’s about hanging in there to achieve your goal and the harder it gets, sometimes, the nearer you are – just like with marathons. You have to keep on keeping on.

In 2015 I founded My Peak Challenge to help people get out there, achieve goals and become healthier and happier whilst raising money for charity. Members have access to a range of live workouts, yoga sessions, meal plans and a Peakers’ forum where people share their successes and failures. There’s a whole community across eighty-three countries, 12,000 members who have raised over $5 million for charity. We have supported Blood Cancer UK (fully financing several research projects), Marie Curie hospice care, Testicular Cancer awareness and the Environmental Defense fund.

Initially, I wanted to share my workouts and how I incorporate them into daily life – I need to maintain a high level of fitness and healthy eating (whisky being the exception) on the show because Jamie is a muscular Highland warrior and I am contractually obliged to spend a fair amount of time semi-naked! Part of my training is running and I have a coach who checks in with me each week and sets a plan. I like to run most Sundays between ten and twenty miles, depending at what point I am in my training. I used to run a lot from Glasgow along the West Highland Way. It goes up Connich Hill and past the shores of Loch Lomond. It remains a dream to do the ultra marathon along the West Highland Way, a hundred-mile thrashing over the hills.

I look at Graham who is squirming in his seat dressed in tweed, strangers shouting at him and banging the sides of the camper – he is truly living the dream and I have made that happen. I wonder if I should invite him out for a two-hour training run another day? But the Grey Dog is not a runner. He is, however, very fit. He cycles and hill-walks a lot but I don’t think he has the patience to run long distances (and can you imagine the amount of food he would have to eat to sustain himself?). In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him run. He could be Outlander’s answer to Roger Moore, who famously never ran on screen. He thought he looked awkward so all running in the James Bond films was performed by body doubles.

During the first year of Outlander I asked for a gym at the studio (we got a small room with a weight rack and I bought some other gear). Occasionally he would be seen in there, grunting and sweating profusely. I offered him a slot to workout with my trainer. After one session he never went back, apparently complaining that the exercises were ‘dangerous’. However I have seen him work out and have trained with his trainer in LA. High intensity and 100%, the Grey Dog is always willing to give it everything (for a very short time).

A runner shouts up at Graham. ‘Twat!’

‘Nooo, nooo, oh my goddd,’ he squeals. I wave the runners on, hoping the encouragement might make them forgive us. ‘Good luck! Sorry!’ I feebly cheer, until the last of the gang has shuffled past. Then I put the camper into reverse and desperately try to move out of the way. It’s a bit like the reversing scene in Austin Powers – a forty-seven-point turn.

Graham exhales noisily and his shoulders, which have been up around his ears, drop. A little. ‘It couldn’t get any worse!’ he grumbles.

‘Well, I’m afraid it does,’ I answer, still trying to get the bloody van out of the gateway. ‘We’ll have to cycle.’ The look of disbelief in his eyes is splendid. We ditch the camper, now completely wedged in the entrance, lift off our two-wheeled steeds from the back of the camper and jump on. ‘Race you!’ I set off, leaving his ladyship puffing, fuming and generally raging at the world.

GRAHAM

‘Ride the bikes up instead,’ says Michelle over the walkie-talkie. Ah, the bikes. The kind of bikes a vicar might ride in a tiny country village in the 1930s. A Dutch village with no hills whatsoever. For reasons best known to Sam, all our modes of transport (of which there are many), seem to be chosen for their utter impracticality and general clapped-out-ness.

So Sam and I clamber out of the Fiat Prostate and pull the bikes off a rack at the back. Well, Sam pulled the bikes off. I smile at him encouragingly. I’m not sure how familiar you are with bicycles. Nowadays they can be made from carbon fibre with gossamer brakes, even suspension, and definitely gears – sometimes as many as twenty-one gears just to help you up those awkward inclines. You can even get electric ones. Ours were made of iron, with extra iron attached. If they’d ever had brakes they’d been ruthlessly cut off long ago, so that now they resembled a piece of rusting farmyard machinery with wheels.

We squeeze the bikes through the tiny gap between the camper and the gate, all the while yet more runners struggling to get by.

It was at this point we saw the slope for the first time. Nothing too awful, but when you’re about to climb on board something that looks like it was built by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, any slope seems steep. Especially when you’re in a tweed suit! The crew is at the top and what they want is a clean shot of us cycling up the hill.

We wait for a gap between panting participants and on ‘Action’ we set off. Both Sam and I are very competitive, so we go for it. Heughan beats me. I hate him for it.

‘That was great. Let’s try it again,’ said Michelle.

Why?

We return to the gate. More runners. Good grief, how many are there? Were they lost? Or running in circles? Take two. ‘Action!’ More straining against the pedals. Sam beats me again. ‘That was good. Definitely better.’ (By what criteria, you may wonder.) ‘One more time, please.’

Now I’ve been in the film business long enough to know that, ‘One more time’ actually means ‘Another twenty times.’ Peter Jackson (director of The Hobbit) would say it just before we did another thirty takes. Minimum.

I feel a cramp coming on.

We do it again. More runners. We wait and then smash our way up the hill for the third time. I am sweating in my tweed. By the time we do another five takes my thighs are screaming and I look like I’ve been sprayed with a hose. Upon the final take, I begin to compost . . .

 

Sam as King Duncan

This castle hath a pleasant seat; the air

Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself

Unto our gentle senses

 Macbeth, Act I, Scene VI

SAM

This is what Duncan says to Banquo before he’s brutally murdered in his bed. Right here. [Hello, Graham here. Actually, Duncan and Banquo were standing in front of Macbeth’s castle in Inverness, not Cawdor, which was built in the fourteenth century, but you get the idea.] [Thanks, Professor McTavish.]

A crimson flag furiously flaps in the wind, high above the battlements of Cawdor Castle. ‘Is that a Chinese flag?’ Alex the German asks in an even thicker Deutsche accent than usual, possibly owing to last night’s ‘production meeting’ whisky. ‘Must have been a recent acquisition, don’t get it in shot,’ he instructs the cameraman.

Blood red, I think ominously.

After a quick round of photos and pausing to let my Tour-de-Yorkshire friend catch his breath, we cross the drawbridge into the castle. Still unsteady on my feet and slightly delirious due to lack of sleep and multiple takes at the bike race up the hill, I stumble as Graham jokingly pushes me to the edge of the drawbridge. ‘Be mindful,’ he sarcastically barks, reading the Campbell of Cawdor motto (once the motto of the Calder clan) set in stone above the portcullis. This castle already had a dodgy reputation; I’m going to be on my guard.

The castle’s ancient tower house was built in 1454 by William Calder, 6th Thane of Calder, around a legendary holly tree. The Campbells didn’t turn up on the scene until the sixteenth century and that’s when they added ‘of Cawdor’ and kidnapped a small child in the process (more on that later . . .).

Steeped in superstition, myth and fable, we are due to meet Lady Cawdor herself who, according to Shakespeare, is not a nice, trustworthy lady. Still, before we die by fatal stabbing or poisoned chalice, we find ourselves awaiting her presence in the courtyard cafe, Graham having sniffed out a latte from a hundred yards away. We order at the counter. ‘Would you like anything else?’ As I look up from my steaming cup of Joe, I do a double take. The long dark hair, smiling eyes, heaving bosom. Is it . . . ? It can’t be. We’re almost 200 miles away from Glencoe. Delilah? Delirious. Dagger. My senses are playing tricks on me. But it’s not poor, sweet Delilah, I fear, but her mother, Glenn. Because wherever Delilah goes so does Glenn.

‘She looks suspiciously like . . .’ Graham murmurs out the side of his mouth, a large oatmeal muffin already partially demolished in his hand. Crumbs fall from his beard as he stares at the buxom barista. ‘A relative maybe? You know what they’re like in small towns,’ he backs off to sit in a chair in the far corner. I give the girl a wink and my best smile. ‘Let me know if you need anything else. Anything at all,’ she says, bouncing off to replenish the cake stand. I take a large gulp of my Americano and wait for the caffeine to hit the back of my eyeballs.

Suddenly a large pair of hands slips around my waist from behind and I spin round ready to fend off the mad matriarch’s advances, somehow managing not to spill my precious coffee. Merlin, the sound guy, is attaching a mic belt to my waist. ‘Bit jumpy today?’ he says as he continues to rummage near my back passage. Perhaps it’s an act of revenge for having to spend the morning locked in the toilet of the camper, recording our rambling reminiscences and all of Graham’s Shakespearean soliloquies. Not to mention the bumpy ride.

‘Lady Cawdor will see you now,’ Michelle announces, disappearing as quickly as she had appeared, as if she’d walked through the wall. I take a deep breath, chug the last of my coffee and start to make my way up the spiral staircase. I catch sight of something out of the corner of my eye. Delilah? I turn, but no one is there. I later discover Cawdor Castle is haunted by two ghosts, the 1st Earl Cawdor and a young lady in a blue velvet dress with no hands. It makes me shiver just thinking about it.

The striking chatelaine, Lady Cawdor, is directing the crew as to which priceless antiques they absolutely should not touch. She is tall, classy and charismatic; Graham has been reduced to a giggling schoolboy. Absolutely his type, she begins to talk and we are both lost in her spell.

GRAHAM

As we finally pass over the moat beneath the Campbell of Cawdor coat of arms we are greeted by the lady of the house. Not Mrs Macbeth, but the Dowager Countess of Cawdor, Lady Angelika, who has been keeping us waiting because she was washing her hands.

She of the scrupulously clean hands is the perfect hostess. Her husband, the 6th Earl/Thane, is no longer with us and I resist the temptation of asking if there had been a Macduff involved in his demise. She is an actual Bohemian, from Bohemia. A truly beautiful woman. I think both Sam and I, along with every other member of the crew (male and female), all developed a crush on her. Being Dowager Countess of Cawdor, there is, of course, a feud attached. In this case, between her and her stepson, the 7th Earl Cawdor, in an ongoing dispute over the will of her late husband. Her stepdaughter has even written a scandal-laden book about the drama, which Lady Angelika describes as ‘fiction’. I told you, that drawbridge had trouble written all over it.

We are led into one of the libraries. The camera crew sets up a large oak table and Lady Cawdor pours us tea. It really is achingly civilised. John, our camera guru, asks if we can put anything on the table to make it look less empty. ‘Yes,’ says our Bohemian hostess, ‘just grab that book’. She points at a huge leather-bound tome – something that could legitimately be described as a doorstop. It definitely looks impressive. The book is placed off centre on the table. Thereupon I casually ask what the book is.

‘Oh, it’s a second edition of Shakespeare’s folio of plays.’ I hear ringing in my ears and my heart is thumping. True, I had experienced all of these feelings while Sam was driving, but this is different. I am instantly taken back to my days at Queen Mary College University of London and my Professor of English, Nigel Alexander (a fearsome bearded Scot – much like a small version of Dougal MacKenzie), who had fostered my deep love of Shakespeare by instructing his students to stage eighteen Elizabethan and Jacobean plays in our three years, with me playing leading roles in many of them.

‘Can I hold it?’ I ask.

‘Of course,’ came the reply from our elegant hostess. I stand up and pick up the book, published in 1632. The last one sold went for about $178,000. It is a very special moment. To turn the pages of this book is to dive into history. Lady Cawdor goes on to mention in passing that the castle possesses dozens of extraordinary first editions, including the first edition of James I’s book on witchcraft. Sam jokes about her poisoning our tea, whilst I drool over her and the books.

SAM

Both Graham and I have a long history with Shakespeare during our careers and the oversized folio is of great interest to me. I’d have liked to examine it – if Graham hadn’t been pawing at it so much. I started my early professional experience in Shakespeare productions and was fortunate to play at Glasgow’s Citizens Theatre, during Giles Havergal CBE’s last season. He had directed over eighty seminal productions in the Gorbals, bringing groundbreaking theatre in the 1970s, to a lesser-known, more deprived area of Glasgow. I was in two productions with Giles at the Citizens, one being Hamlet, playing Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and the other A Christmas Carol. More importantly, though, I had returned to the place of many Christmas childhood memories, where I had possibly watched McTavish prance around on stage in the Christmas panto, as an enthralled child eating a bag of dolly mixtures. The most memorable time at ‘the Citz’, however, was when the role was reversed. During Roald Dahl’s The Twits, I followed in McTavish’s footsteps, dancing on stage to Elvis Presley, wearing a skin-tight sequin pair of flares, corset and full carnival headdress. [Graham: Even just reading this conjures an image I cannot unsee.]

Graham closes the book. It is time for tea, and she of the spotless fingers has a large glass teapot next to her steaming from the snout (the pot, not the lady), the liquid yellow and peculiar. Before we continue our chat about Lady Macbeth, the queen responsible for poisoning Duncan’s guards, Lady Cawdor picks up a silver strainer and pours the glowing liquid into three china cups. I sniff it suspiciously and look at Graham out of the corner of my eye. He is oblivious, wide-eyed and dutifully smiling. He takes a large swig, never taking his gaze off her. Now in his element, surrounded by historical artefacts and an intriguing woman, I’d lost him. At least if he keels over, I’ll know it’s poisoned.

‘Homemade ginger and lemon tea,’ the Lady purrs. Her eyes are witty, intelligent and, like the snake in the Jungle Book, hypnotic. ‘It’s not poisoned,’ she laughs, ‘I don’t think.’ I pretend to take a sip and allow myself to relax. I guess if I die, it’ll be on camera and we will have evidence. Unless, of course, she takes the whole crew down too.

We ask some questions and she breathily recounts the story of how the Campbells came to Cawdor in the sixteenth century. ‘Muriel Calder was a posthumous child, her father had been killed in battle. As an heiress she immediately became ward of the king and Campbell, the Earl of Argyll (later Duke) who was the strong arm of the king – as the Campbells have always been – said to the king, I’d like that heiress for my son, please. Of course the king said yes. The Calders weren’t pleased (especially Muriel’s two uncles). So old Argyll waited until the child was four years old and, in the autumn of 1499, decided to kidnap her just in case she was ‘done away with quietly’ by a Calder. Staying with her grandmother in a nearby castle, it became apparent the Campbells were going to burn it down so the grandmother asked a nanny to ‘place a key in the fire’. When it was hot they branded the poor little girl on her behind. The nanny is supposed to have pointed out that the mark wouldn’t be recognisable by the time she would be of marriageable age at fourteen. ‘So, the nanny bit off the tip of her little finger on her left hand.’

Mary Poppins, medieval style.

The Campbells, led by Inverliver, kidnap Muriel. ‘They change her into different clothes and dress up a corn stoop in what she had been wearing (as a decoy).’ The Calder uncles give chase (with a superior force) pursuing ‘the child’. Inverliver sends Muriel off with six men and turns to fight the Calders at Daltullich, close to Strathnairn. The Battle of Daltullich is bloody with many slain, including seven of Inverliver’s sons.

‘Muriel was brought up at Inveraray Castle (the ancestral seat of Argyll) and married the earl’s second son John in 1510. It was a very happy marriage and they came to live at Cawdor, had ten children and Muriel died at the very old age of seventy-five having outlived most of her children. And that is how the Campbells came to Cawdor,’ she says, rising regally.

We go down to see the rock upon which the castle is built. Out of this rock grows a holly tree. ‘As far as I am aware it’s the only castle in Britain that is built around a sacred rock with a tree sprouting from it,’ she says. It’s quite a Game of Thrones sort of moment. There really is something about this lady, her




And now for something completely different . . .

Sam’s Scottish Slang

 

Face like a well-skelpt arse – referring to someone with a face similar to someone’s gluteus maximus, which has been spanked repeatedly. Graham’s expression after I’ve pissed him off one too many times.

Gie it laldy – give something a beating/give something 100%. The optimal speed at which to drive the camper van.

Pure dead brilliant – exceptional. Like my whisky.

Lang may yer lum reek – good health (may your chimney stink for a long time?!). Graham’s has reeked for a long time.

Yer heid’s up yer arse – not physically possible but certainly a descriptive way to describe someone that doesn’t agree with you.

Bampot – a rather foolish fellow.

Heid the baw – again, someone that is a ‘right daftie’.

Glaikit – not very intelligent, devoid of intellect.

Bawbag – man’s genitalia – can be an insult or a term of endearment.

Cludgie – toilet. The one on the camper van, however, was used for carrying assorted Scottish goods and a secret whisky stash.

Mad wi it – drunk/wasted or to party on a night out.

Nae danger – no chance.

Haud yer wheesht – shut it.

Yer a chancer – you’re pretty dodgy but I like you.

Taps aff – take off your clothing and burn as much as possible in the sun, similar to ‘suns out, guns out’ (rare in Scotland, usually a week or two in summer).

Can o juice/can o ginger – juice is anything non alcoholic and fizzy, ‘ginger’ is Scotland’s other national drink: IRN BRU – impossible to describe the taste but the Scots swear by it for a hangover. When they tried to change the recipe and make it more healthy with less sugar, there was a national outcry.

Ya fanny – you are a rather ridiculous fool.

Scunnered – very confused.

THE WISDOM OF WENDY

Face like a careless beekeeper

If yer maw had baws she’d be yer da

Bigger bum than ten arses

Keep the heid or you’ll lose the baw

Banging away like a Salvation Army drum

You rip ma knittin’

That’s enough tae gie yer arse the toothache

Kick the eyes oot a spider wi’ they stilettos

 

Overheard comment from Johnny Beattie whilst a woman was telling a long story:

 

Do you get a pie wi’ that story, hen?
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