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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.

By then, our grandfather was living with us, so he looked after me. Following the death of our gran, he had remarried, but when his second wife passed away, the decision was made for him to move in with us.

In an effort to try to encourage me to go to school and do well, my parents offered to let me have horse-riding lessons. I’d been fascinated with horses ever since going for donkey rides as a youngster and that had evolved to pony trekking when we’d been on holiday. Now I was thirteen, they found a place on the outskirts of the town where a woman effectively rented out one of her ponies. As well as riding lessons, I learned how to muck out the stable and look after the pony. For a year, it was wonderful, and I loved being outdoors in the countryside, feeling the wind on my face and developing a real bond with an animal. Then disaster struck. During one lesson, the pony got spooked and threw me off. My confidence was shattered. It didn’t help that relations had started to break down with the pony’s owner. I tried to continue mucking out other stables near the town, but developed severe hay fever, so, sadly, I had to give it up. Horse riding had been another form of respite from the bullying, and it had been fun while it lasted.

As my school experience worsened, I lived for the holidays, which my parents organised with castles and houses in mind. On our way to Skye, we stopped off at the magnificent Eilean Donan Castle, one of the most iconic in the whole of Scotland. Set on an island, by the Kyle of Lochalsh, at a point where three sea lochs meet, and accessed by an arched footbridge, it dates back to the thirteenth century. It used to be the stronghold of the clan Mackenzie but was destroyed in 1719 after a failed Jacobite rising four years earlier. I remembered it from watching The Master of Ballantrae, a swashbuckling 1953 movie starring Errol Flynn about the later Jacobite rising of 1745 and the doomed attempt by Bonnie Prince Charlie to regain the British crown for his father, James Francis Edward Stuart. Walking across the bridge, I marvelled at its imposing setting, with the mountains as its backdrop. My love for such places transported me away, if only temporarily, from what I was enduring at school.

Around this time, my dad encouraged me to get a job delivering newspapers. He had read somewhere that a chief executive of a large Scottish company had begun his working life as a paperboy, and assumed that if I did the same, I could aspire to greatness. I wasn’t sure about that, but I got a thrill from reading the day’s news before anybody else. I loved flicking through the pages, looking for any titbits about the Royal Family. One story that sticks in my memory was when the news broke that the singer Freddie Mercury had died. I didn’t know who he was, but it said he had died of AIDS, and I was shocked by how young he was. Perhaps it was the mention of the word ‘Queen’ that attracted my attention. I delivered papers for a couple of years, all the time wondering if it would one day lead to a more exciting job.

Although I’d always fantasised about somehow being able to live in a castle, I’d never seriously thought how it could happen. That all changed in a year. Firstly, I watched the BBC documentary film Elizabeth R: A Year in the Life of the Queen, directed by Edward Mirzoeff and broadcast in February 1992, which gave me the glimpse inside Balmoral and the Ghillies Ball. A year later, the film adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Booker Prize-winning novel The Remains of the Day was released, starring Anthony Hopkins as a butler working for an employer whose reputation was destroyed because of his pre-Second World War support for the Nazis.

It’s such a beautiful and thoughtful movie, whose main character is bound by duty. Watching it had such a profound effect. I missed the point that it is about an older man who falls in love with a younger woman, but because of his sense of duty, and the fact that he’s a butler and she’s a housekeeper, he can’t acknowledge his love for her.

What struck me was that here was this amazing profession, where you get to live in fabulous places, you get to run the house, it basically becomes your home, and you get to look after a family. What a fantastic job. I knew then what I wanted to be. When I’d watched the film on the Queen, my dad had said to enter that world, I either had to marry in or work for them. Maybe if I became a butler I could serve Her Majesty. A seed had been planted …

The only other thing I had ever wanted to do was to become an actor. When I was sixteen, I joined the Airdrie and Coatbridge Operatic Society. I had to pass an audition and, although I didn’t think I was much of a singer, I must have done enough to impress them and made it into the cast. We met once a week on a Tuesday evening and I loved it. Once again, it was an escape from the hell of school. Our second-year show was Call Me Madam, Irving Berlin’s Broadway musical satire about the United States’ post-war foreign policy. Incredibly, one of the parts was a butler. I auditioned for it but missed out, because I couldn’t perfect an American accent. That was a shame, but, again, I was delighted to be part of the chorus and involved in the creative process. I was by far the youngest member of the group, but everyone was kind, inclusive and welcoming.

Whenever I was summoned for careers advice at school, I sat down and said I wanted to become an actor or a butler or a member of the Royal Family. You can imagine how well that went down. The teacher would roll his eyes and say, ‘Do you not want to work in a bank? What do your mum and dad do? Would you not rather do that?’

Every pupil had to undertake some form of work experience. I wanted to go to a theatre, but that wasn’t possible, so instead they sent me to the Tudor Hotel in Airdrie, a big old place that at times felt quite spooky. In my time there, I learned about housekeeping, reception and the restaurant, and I found it quite good fun. I wasn’t sure it was what I wanted for a career, however.

At this time, I saw an article in a Sunday newspaper about a castle that had been restored from a ruin. Another idea was born. Thinking I would love to do something like that, I wrote to the Duke of Atholl, who we’d met, telling him I wanted to set up a fund. Although Blair Castle was by no means in a state of disrepair, I was sure it could benefit from a cash injection. The duke kindly wrote back, saying what a wonderful idea it was to set up a trust for a castle. If I turned my mind to anything, he added, he was sure I could create it. While he wasn’t quite inviting me to come and set a fund up for him, it was still a lovely, positive thing to say, and the fact that he took the time to respond spoke volumes.

In a strange way, there I was, a sixteen-year-old schoolboy, effectively rejected by my peers, yet somehow, through the kindness of Lady Strathmore, and the Duke of Atholl, I had been accepted by members of the British peerage.

Inspired by such correspondence, I even wrote to Her Majesty twice as a teenager, telling her who I was, sending her a photo and, rather impudently, asking to meet. On each occasion, I got a reply from her lady-in-waiting, apologising but saying she was afraid it would not be possible to meet Her Majesty personally, but that she was humbled by my kind words. One response came from Lady Susan Hussey, the youngest daughter of the 12th Earl Waldegrave. She had the grand title of Woman of the Bedchamber, such was her closeness to the Queen and the extent of her knowledge of the inner workings of the household. I felt quite privileged to receive such a reply.

Sadly, when I was sixteen, my grandfather was diagnosed with cancer and the prognosis was bleak. When he was admitted to hospital, Mum and Dad decided to take my brother and I up north for a holiday to shield us from the grave seriousness of the situation. We stayed in Kingussie, a small town in Inverness-shire, in the Duke of Gordon Hotel, a wonderfully traditional Highland hostelry, with live Scottish music at the weekend. I used to dress in shirt, jumper and cords and in the evening donned a jacket for the dancing. The clientele were all my parents’ age, but I felt quite at home. I picked up an ‘ER’ badge at a car boot sale and proudly wore it in my lapel, telling people how much I admired the Queen. The adults thought it amazing that a kid could be such a lover of the royals. We enjoyed staying at the hotel so much, we went back three times in the next year, getting to know the local musicians, Billy, Jimmy and Peter.

In August 1995, as I was starting my fifth year of high school, our grandfather died. My mum was clearly heartbroken, and with my dad taking redundancy after a workplace accident, my parents thought there was nothing keeping us in Airdrie, so they decided to sell up and move. And where better to go than Kingussie, the place we all loved so much?

I had been due to sit my Higher exams and my brother was just starting secondary school, but we made the decision to leave as soon as we found somewhere.

In the end, I didn’t sit my exams. I had sat my Standard Grades – the Scottish equivalent of GCSEs – but failed most of those. Funnily enough, history and drama were the subjects in which I excelled. I wasn’t too concerned by my lack of qualifications. Dad was quite relaxed too. I’m sure the company chief he’d told me about, who had worked as a paper boy, had also left school with no qualifications, and it hadn’t done him any harm, apparently. When I think back to my school days, I recall one teacher wrote in my report card that I was very talkative and had the gift of the gab. At the time, I was furious and thought her very judgemental, but it was when I was only eight or nine and in a happy environment. By the time I left high school, I doubt the same would have been said.

We rented a house in Kingussie for a year and for the first few weeks it felt like an extended holiday, as every weekend we’d go to the hotel and join in with the music and dancing. Quickly, however, reality started to bite. My brother started at the local school, but, with my dad on a pension and not really able to work, the pressure was on me and Mum (who had given up her job as a GP receptionist to move) to find something. I wrote to all the big estates asking for work and travelled to Inverness for meetings with a big rural estate agent, but, although many places offered good advice, they didn’t have any vacancies.

Eventually, an opportunity came up for an apprenticeship at the Highland Folk Museum in Newtonmore, a village three miles away. Founded by Dr Isabel Frances Grant, an ethnographer, historian and passionate Highlander, the folk museum was dedicated to preserving traditional crafts of rural life in bygone days and boasted an impressive collection of tools and farming implements, pottery and glass, musical instruments, textiles and jewellery. The museum was also looking to recreate seventeenth-century settlements out of mud and stone, so the apprenticeship would involve learning ancient skills like woodwork and stone carving. It wasn’t really what I wanted. I was still desperate to become a butler or an actor, after all, but the more I thought about it, the more it sounded fun. I applied, went for an interview, and when they told me I’d got the job, I was so happy I could have cried. It was a lifesaver. The apprenticeship came with a modest salary, but it was enough to cover the rent of our house. More importantly, it meant we didn’t have to give up and head back down south to Airdrie.

My mum soon found a job too, so we had some breathing space.

Being someone who didn’t like sports, I was slightly apprehensive about how I would take to learning a lot of outdoor crafts, but I loved it. I learned about land management, how to build drystone dykes, how to carve wooden and stone objects and tools. I wasn’t a fan of the rain and muck, and at times I felt further away from my dream than ever, but I got my head down and worked hard, trying to soak up as much knowledge as I could.

However, it was strange, suddenly being in a work environment. One day I would be with the wood carver, the next with the stonemason, and another day with the team building the crofts. John, the wood carver, was brilliant. A kind, calm soul in his fifties, he taught me how to carve bowls, spoons and spittles, which were little spades. A couple of the other guys were very laddish, cocky











Copyright

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Seven Dials,
an imprint of The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,
8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3,
Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

Copyright © Grant Harrold 2025

The moral right of Grant Harrold to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

Image on here © Anna Phillips All other images courtesy of the author

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (Ebook) 978 1 3996 2126 7

www.orionbooks.co.uk


OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Prologue



		1. To the Manor Born



		2. Escape



		3. First Steps



		4. TV Star



		5. Saying Goodbye



		6. First Impressions



		7. Horsing Around



		8. Spooked



		9. Festive Fun



		10. Friends and Family



		11. On Cloud Nine



		12. A Butler for Two Kings



		13. ‘Mummy, This Is Grant’



		14. Dinner Is Served



		15. Travelling in Style



		16. A Sacred Place



		17. A Final Farewell



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Credits



		About the Author



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OPS/images/sevendials_logo.jpg
SEVEN DIALS





OPS/images/cover.jpg
My remarkable life

of royal service

GRANT HARRO






OPS/images/pg_026.jpg





