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This book is for my Mum and Dad who showed me the power of dreams, and for my children, Honor and Hope, who have given me more than I could ever have dreamed of.
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‘Alba’ has constantly inspired me and filled my heart.
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Foreword

Well, in The Beginning . . . there was a man in a kilt.

I’ve always figured that if there’s something you want to do, you should start doing it, and if it’s the right thing, the universe kind of comes out to meet you. So, I started writing a novel about a man in a kilt, and the universe brought me a television show.

I’ve been indirectly responsible for a lot of strange things since I wrote Outlander – from:

. . . five seasons (so far) of a hit TV series

. . . the names of dozens of purebred dogs, racehorses and housing developments

. . . thousands of babies named Brianna or Jamie (no one has ever, to my knowledge, named a child ‘Murtagh’, which is puzzling . . .)

. . . Lord John Grey’s Tea

. . . symphonic band compositions

. . . a musical

. . . a Scottish woolen mill specialising in tartan

. . . a marvelous pair of cookbooks

. . . three million knitted cowls

. . . dozens of female fans who lower their trousers at book signings to show me ‘Da mi basia mille’ tattooed on their tailbones (as my husband remarked to me, ‘Well, how many people can say, “Kiss my ass” in classical Latin?’)

. . . a 72% increase in Scottish tourism (as VisitScotland was kind enough to tell me), and

. . . an excellent whisky called ‘Sassenach’

But this book may be one of the strangest, and definitely one of the best!

I’m deeply honoured that Sam and Graham have asked me to write the foreword to one of the most interesting, unusual (to put it mildly . . .) and hilarious books I’ve read in a long time. I’m not quite sure what you’d call it, but then I’m used to not being able to describe my own books in twenty-five words or less, so this is probably not a problem.

To start with, it’s a buddy book. Two good friends banter (and bicker) their way across the Scottish Highlands, risking life and limb in that casual way that makes men attractive. Why? Well, because they’re both Scottish and they have both been a large part of Outlander (not just the television show, but the whole weird phenomenon), have realised that they are Scottish (wearing a kilt every day for two years will do that to you), and want to find out where their heritage came from and what being Scottish actually means (aside from being born liking whisky).

It’s also a road book. (Think Jack Kerouac, but with fewer drugs, more paragraphs and no sex. Well, almost no sex . . .).

Our two friends are in fact making a television series about several historical locations in the Highlands. Accompanied by a small film crew – including a talented makeup artist and a drone operator – they visit spectacular historical locations in the Scottish Highlands to learn the true history of some of the best-known massacres, fights, betrayals, beheadings, and other typically Scottish recreational activities. This is the story of that journey, accomplished via an aged Fiat campervan, tandem bike, kayak and any number of other improbable modes of transport that only make sense to people suffering from testosterone poisoning.

And on their way, they talk. Not only to each other, but to themselves. In some of its phases, the book is a twin memoir. Each man recalls his life as an actor – in bits – because every actor (like every writer) pretty much makes it up as they go along. Which means a lot of the stories are of the kind that are only funny to the protagonists with twenty years’ perspective, but are endlessly entertaining to the spectators.

These reminiscences include a good many stories from the Outlander set, as well. I’m only on set myself intermittently, but I do recall the day in Season Two when Sam’s horse – which he was preparing to mount – decided to take its mother’s advice and relieve itself before setting out (there’s a reason why most costumes are made in multiples). And another occasion during Season Two wherein Graham was required to ride a mechanical horse (as the director said to me, ‘It looks like shit, but you won’t be able to actually see it on film’).

The mechanical horse was carried on the back of a truck, followed by another truck with a camera, and Graham was supposed to leap into the mechanical horse’s saddle while moving (supposedly jumping from another horse). This being television, they filmed the scene many, many times to ensure enough footage to get the effect they were after. When they finally stopped, Graham staggered downhill from the road where they’d been doing this, pausing by me and Anne Kenney (brilliant writer of the other episode in that block of filming) to say, ‘I’ve just been having a conversation with my balls. They said, “We’d really rather you didn’t do that again”’. And staggered on, muttering, ‘I knew I should have worn a cup this morning . . .’.

And finally, there’s the actual history of the ‘clan lands’, woven through this tale of a journey. The travelers reach the most interesting/famous/relevant Highland locations, where they do learn what their history and heritage are, assisted by some of the most colorful inhabitants of those places.

So, you’re actually getting four books in one! (A real bargain . . .).

But the most important part of this book is the friendship between its authors, that colours and illuminates every page.

I was both intrigued and immensely entertained by the story, but also touched on a personal level. One of the most unexpected aspects of the whole ‘Outlander phenomenon’ is the amazing way in which it seems to draw people together. People read the books and watch the show – and they want to talk about it. So, they form fan groups and book clubs and Facebook forums, and deep, lasting friendships, all because of a shared love of a story.

I will always recall one woman who brought me a book at a signing, who told me that she lived alone, had been alone for many years, seldom got out and had no family – but that she’d become attracted to the story, found others who felt likewise, and who invited her to go with them to book-signings, premieres and conventions. ‘Now I have friends!’, she said. She cried, and so did I.

I hope you’ll feel that sense of friendship in these pages.

 

 

A final word, since this book is all about returning to one’s roots:

Some years ago, one of my novels won the Corine International Prize for Fiction, and I was invited to go to Germany to accept the award. This was rather a Big Deal for the German publisher, and they took advantage of my presence to have me interviewed by the entire German press corps; newspapers, magazines, radio, television, literary journals, you name it. By the end of the week I was sleep deprived and a bit glazed over when I met a nice gentleman from one of the literary journals.

Delightful man, he went on at great (and flattering) length about the books. He loved my narrative drive, my characters were tremendous, my imagery transcendent!

So I’m sitting there in a pleasant daze, thinking, ‘Yes, yes, go on . . .’, when he suddenly said, ‘There is just one thing I wonder: can you explain to me, what is the appeal of a man in a kilt?’.

Well, had I been totally conscious, I might not have said it (then again . . .). Anyway, I looked at him for a moment and said, ‘Well . . . I suppose it’s the idea that you could be up against a wall with him in a moment.’

<ahem>

A few weeks later, home again in Arizona, I get a packet of interview clippings from the German publisher, and on the top is the interview from that journal. The publisher had attached a Post-it note, saying, ‘I don’t know what you said to this man, but I think he is in love with you!’.

A man in a kilt. A very powerful and compelling image, yes . . .

And now you have two of them . . .

Pour yourself a good dram, open the covers and enjoy yourself!

 

Slàinte mhath!

Diana Gabaldon

Scottsdale, Arizona

August, 2020


CHAPTER ONE

Taken for a Ride
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‘The story of two men who know nothing.’

Sam and Graham

 

‘It’s a dangerous business, Graham, going out your door. You step onto the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you might be swept off to.’

Sam Heughan on behalf of J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings

INT./EXT. CAMPER VAN. CAR PARK. GLENCOE VALLEY. SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS – DAY (September 2019)

GRAHAM

AS I BUCKLE up in the passenger seat of the Fiat Auto-Roller Camper a creeping sense of dread begins to form in my stomach – I have never been driven by Sam before. Ever. We all know our own abilities. I’m a very good driver. I have a fast mid-life-crisis car; however, I do not exceed the speed limit. (Okay, maybe I’ve exceeded the speed limit a couple of times) and in forty years I’ve never had an accident. Sam, on the other hand, has a litany of prangs and scrapes to his name.

Whilst in Los Angeles he locked his keys in the boot, reversed a Mustang into a post (which apparently ‘came out of nowhere’) and scratched a brand-new electric car down the entire passenger side, allegedly the fault of the City of Angels as it was ‘a bad place to put a pipe’.

I look at his boyish grin as he jiggles the gearstick, barely able to stifle sniggers, and realise this is a man capable of anything. Perhaps he’ll drive us off a cliff, just to see what it’s like. Perhaps he’ll jump out as we are moving, leaving me to wrestle control of a runaway RV. All these thoughts swirl around my hung-over brain as Sam engages ‘reverse’ on the gearstick.

Ka-chunk wheeeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrrrrt ka-chunk

I assume he’s engaged the clutch but the screeching of the gearbox tells me otherwise. He manhandles the gears some more, looking at me with the smile of a psychopath and, in that moment, Clanlands is born – with no plan, no script, just our true selves: a man masquerading as a tough guy about to be driven by a total maniac.

I know with certainty Sam is going to find new and awful ways to risk my life.

Sam: As if I would . . .

He casually tells me he hasn’t driven a manual for five or six years and never anything as big as a large camper van. Marvellous.

Sam: I’ve no idea which pedal to use?

Graham: You are joking?

Sam: No. Er, ABC.

Graham: Yes, but which order? Does it start from the left?

Sam: It starts from the left.

Graham: No. It’s from the right. Accelerator, Brake, Clutch.

In modern driving parlance it also means Antecedent, Behaviour, and Consequence, but this is a man who thinks he can bluff his way through, act the part of a competent driver and that consequences are just exciting events that haven’t happened yet.

SAM

Sam: You all right there, Graham?

If he had a handbag, McTavish would be clutching it tightly now and we hadn’t even left the car park. Yes, there is a gear crunch or two but in my defence I’ve not driven a manual (stick shift) for years, maybe five or six . . . and never a vehicle as big as this, not that I am going to tell Graham . . . yet. I finally find reverse, take a breath and back out at speed.

Graham: Jesus!

As Graham holds onto the handrail, squirming in his seat, I get a surge of adrenalin – this is going to be fun, even if we don’t make it out of the car park. Just seeing him squeak and squawk is deeply satisfying. He gives me a withering look as I crash the gearstick into first and we start gaining speed, missing the Kingshouse Hotel sign by inches.

‘Well, here we go!’ I say with great confidence. ‘Clanlands, the story of two men who . . .’

‘. . . know nothing!’ Graham finishes.

And he is right. We are setting off on a journey together – a journey of discovery to find the real Scotland and what it means to be Scottish, but we only have a rough plan. We know we want to discover more about six of the main Highland clans and meet as many interesting people as possible, from clan chiefs (still bickering) to musicians, historians, chefs (Graham needs feeding) and, of course, master distillers (well, why not?). But with only a week to pack everything in, it’s going to be a full-on adventure fuelled by whisky, adrenalin and caffeine.

HuuuuhhhhhuurrruH-GUNKKKK

Graham: That’s second, not fourth.

GRAHAM

We are starting in, arguably the heart of the Highlands – Glencoe – a steep-sided glen (valley) formed by an ice-age glacier which the River Coe runs through. It’s an area of Scotland I know well having visited and holidayed here many times and it’s also the site of the 1692 Glencoe Massacre, which piqued my interest in Scottish history over twenty years ago.

Well, in 1992 to be exact.

I was the ripe old age of thirty-one. It shocks me to think that Sam was probably only getting ready to start secondary school and was possibly still in short trousers. Perhaps wetting the bed? I’m going to take a moment to absorb this painful realisation.

I was at Pitlochry Festival Theatre, doing the season there, immersed in the Highlands for nine months performing six different plays a week. It was fantastic. I’ve always been fascinated by the Highlands and felt a deep connection to the area. My father couldn’t wait to get away from Scotland. Born and raised in Glasgow, as a pilot he had travelled the world. Whenever he flew over Scotland he always used to say it was cloudy! So whatever caused me to become so interested in the Highlands and their history came from within; almost like some kind of ‘race memory’, a notion which says experiences that have happened to a group of people or ‘tribe’ over hundreds of years can be passed on.

Whilst at Pitlochry I’d become fascinated with the infamous massacre at Glencoe and had previously done exhaustive research at the British Library. My plan was to write something for the 300th anniversary of Glencoe so I wrote a treatment called Clanlands and tried to get people interested in making it into a TV programme with me, but as a thirty-year-old Scottish theatre actor that was never going to happen.

Years later I’d talked to Sam many times about my love of Scottish history on the set of Outlander, as one of the things I immediately liked about him was his enthusiasm for such a lot of things. Sam loves to jump in but little did I know when I met him again, six years later, he’d be behind me on a tandem bike in Argyll. But I’m getting ahead of myself . . .

In March 2019, I was standing in my kitchen in New Zealand when Sam called. He knew I’d been thinking about doing a documentary about Scottish history, and wondered if we could do something together as a podcast. It was instantly appealing to imagine sitting and bantering with him over whisky in a pub. However, it wasn’t long before the idea of a podcast had turned into us planning to use GoPros to film ourselves while we walked and talked.

Great, I thought, even though I had no idea how this would actually work. My grasp of technology is tenuous at the best of times, so I was imagining Sam recording excellent footage of me, while I still hadn’t managed to even press ‘play’ on my device.

Then, Sam suggested an actual TV camera, with actual people, actually knowing what they were doing. Okay – this was getting bigger. We decided our way into Scottish history was through its clans, looking at one clan per episode. I already had my favourites, based on my slight obsession with feuding. There is a saying, ‘Scotland was born fighting’, and feuding is something that the Highland clans have turned into an art form. Venetians have their glass, Persians have their rugs and the Scots have their feuds. I sent over my suggestions and we decided upon the clans we would feature based on geography and accessibility, as we were on a ridiculously tight schedule with no weather cover against a Scottish September (fools!), no script, no real prep, just a ‘turn up and shoot’ idea.

One camera became two and then three . . . with a drone.

And, after taking various planes, trains and automobiles – me from New Zealand, Sam from the set of Outlander – we finally arrived at the Kingshouse Hotel, on the southern edge of the Glencoe mountain range, to meet Michelle Methven, our wonderful line producer, and the rest of the Clanlands crew.

SAM

Let me introduce you to the team. We have:

Michelle Methven – our line producer, who is the hardest working person in Scotland, with a great collection of wellies. She is a schedule guru, expert 4x4 driver and you want her on your team because she can play every position.

Alex Norouzi – a producer and director, who was a whisky virgin until I met him. A creative genius with a funny accent.

John Duncan – director of photography and drone genius.

Jonnie Lewis – second assistant camera. Enthusiastic, with great hair.

Tim Askew – third assistant camera for our last weekend. Caught a great amount of cutaways and ‘B’ roll (i.e. cutaway shots, close-ups of thistles, mountains, Graham’s angry beard), some of which I’ll deny ever happened!

Merlin Bonning – sound wizard who travelled in the back of the Fiat camper.

Wendy Kemp Forbes – make-up artist/groomer/chief morale officer. Big laugh and even bigger heart. Gave extra attention to Graham’s bald head. [Graham: I got five minutes in the make-up chair, Sam was barely out of it. Constantly being primped like something from Best In Show.] [Sam: It’s because I have hair, Graham.]

Laura Strong and Linzi Thompson – the stylist team who set up camp in Glen Etive.

Davie ‘Hollywood’ Stewart – my Outlander driver for six years, who took over the controls whenever we were too drunk to drive. Most days. [Graham: Thank God he did!]

Paul/Stewart/Daniel – PAs/drivers and all-day multitaskers. Coffee-making, whisky-pouring, light-holding, Graham’s latte and snack suppliers.

Peter Sandground – our photographer, who managed to get some terrific images in seconds and shared in my enthusiasm to place Graham in precarious situations. [Graham: Note to self – beat Peter Sandground to within an inch of his life.]

Michelle Methven is a machine – a hands-on, proper grafter type of person. I think we all are on Clanlands and we all clicked because no one was looking for the perks or trappings of fame (apart from maybe Graham, with his insatiable appetite for fine wine, fine dining and high-end hotels). What sets Michelle apart is that she’s not only emotionally invested in a project but always maintains a cheery disposition, even when faced with a soggy pair of actors and crew that are hungry, hung-over and slightly dazed. She thinks of everything.

I first met Michelle working on a commercial shoot a few years ago. She was driving a rusty old Land Rover, wearing a pair of her iconic green Barbour wellies and a beaten-up wax jacket. She beamed at me and told me to hop in. ‘Do you want a go?’ she asked, seeing I was itching to try my hand at off-roading. This was highly irregular, but she knew I’d be okay as I jumped into the driver’s seat and stared down the steep hill. I put my foot on the accelerator and set off down hill. ‘Oh God!’ came a cry from make-up artist Wendy in the back seat, covering her eyes and giggling manically. ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Michelle, never one to panic and always ready with a backup plan. As we hurtled down the hill I could see her trying to work out what to do if we found ourselves in a ditch. We made it safely down the steep incline, and rolled to a halt next to a group of bemused commercial clients. I jumped out of the driver’s side and quickly hid myself behind Wendy, a difficult task given she’s half a foot smaller than me! But before the executives had a chance to express concern, the ever-ready Michelle stepped in with her charming smile. ‘Cup of tea? Or too early for a hot toddy?’ The suits relaxed and agreed it was never, ever too early and I realised in that moment, Michelle was a woman you always want by your side.

And, Wendy is another incredible crew member I couldn’t be without. We’ve worked together on Outlander since the beginning in 2013. She applies all my make-up in record time, usually around forty-five minutes to an hour for mud, blood, ageing, wig and any extras appropriate for the day’s shoot. Not only in charge of the continuity of my character Jamie Fraser – who gets beaten up a lot – Wendy also applies the back scars I wear when topless on the show. [Graham: which is a lot. Can’t keep his bloody clothes on. He is almost certainly writing this passage naked.] In the beginning it used to take a three-person team three hours, but Wendy has perfected the technique and can give me full scar coverage in only ninety minutes. Whether it is raining, cold, late at night or we are covered in a cloud of midges, she always has a smile and a joke for me. In fact, we laugh a lot and our bond has become very close.

And, if you don’t know Outlander, where have you been? No, it’s not that one with Sean Connery as a Spaniard and a Frenchman as a Highlander. Although that film did have an awesome soundtrack (Queen – ‘Who Wants to Live Forever’) and a scene where they discuss the contents of haggis in a rowing boat (actually, sounds like an episode of Men In Kilts).

Outlander is the multi-award-winning Starz show (streamed on Amazon Prime in the UK and Starz in the US) about a 1940s nurse, Claire Beauchamp Randall (played by Caitriona Balfe, my long-suffering and utterly brilliant co-star), who is transported back to eighteenth-century Scotland, one year before the Jacobite Rising of 1745, and meets the love of her life, the flame-haired Jamie Fraser, played by me. My character’s full name is: James Alexander Malcolm MacKenzie Fraser – try saying that name fifty times in front of a group of adolescent-behaving, overheating actors in fake wigs and beards and see how you do!

Caitriona and I have been on this terrific journey together for almost seven years now. Both rather green at first and thrown together to play soul-mates Jamie and Claire, in Caitriona I have not only had a brilliant and sensitive co-star but a loyal friend. Cait and I are like brother and sister, we know how each other works. There’s an ease and comfort when working together and of course we have our disagreements but ultimately always we have each other’s backs. I insisted during Season One negotiations that our fees/contracts were the same and that we were always in it together. Now as producers on the show, we have an added responsibility to the rest of the cast and crew, plus Diana and the fans, to get it right. We confide in each other and I consider her one of my closest friends. It’s hard not to have fun on set and we laugh a lot, both sharing a rather childish sense of humour. We know each other’s ‘tells’ and many a time Cait has given me a shoulder to lean on or offered some good advice. I’m so lucky to share this journey with her. And I guess the ‘chemistry’ takes care of itself. 

The TV show Outlander is based on a series of books written twenty years earlier by the uber-talented Diana Gabaldon. Diana was actually inspired by Doctor Who: in one episode there was a man in a kilt called Jamie, who was played by the actor Frazer Hines, who appeared in Season Three of Outlander as Sir Fletcher Gordon, the governor of Wentworth. A unique mix of historical fact, action, romance, spirituality, darkness, medicinal information, and humour [Graham: and more close-ups of Heughan’s arse than is strictly necessary; the show is best described as ‘tartan and soft porn’] [Sam: Harsh], her work has gained a loyal and voracious readership. Thankfully, the fans have embraced us and we love to present them with our version of Diana’s books and I consider myself the guardian of her character, Jamie Fraser. However, there is a small, hardcore group of fans who believe that with me measuring an inch shorter than Jamie, I am an ill-fitting choice to play the ‘King of Men’.

I’m not a ginger [Graham: You kind of are] or a virgin, either!

GRAHAM

After having a conflab with Michelle and meeting the crew, Sam and I are both excited and slightly daunted about going to so many places and meeting so many people on such a tight schedule, it almost defies the laws of physics. So it is of vital importance to be fresh in the morning for our first day of filming. With that in mind we have a bite to eat together and a little nightcap in the bar and all is well with the world until . . . ENTER Duncan Lacroix (Murtagh in Outlander) stage right, with his dipsomaniacal sidekick ‘The Irishman’ already half-cut and in the mood for carnage. We had asked Duncan – Outlander’s resident Oliver Reed – to do a comic turn on our Clanlands adventure and he willingly signed up. But now I realise this could have been a dreadful mistake . . .

It starts with whisky, then wine and then whisky. Lots of whisky, my alcoholic fate sealed until 3am. Sam sneaks off, well oiled, at one; damn him for remembering to go to bed. My experience has always been: the more important the next day’s task, the later I go to bed. Not ideal, I know.

My alarm goes off louder than it should. Urgh. It’s 7am. I pull apart my eyelids and feel wretched. Downstairs at breakfast I am astonished to see Duncan up and moving – perhaps he’s not even been to bed? However, on closer inspection he looks like he may die at any moment, or like a warmed corpse still wearing the clothes he was buried in. His Irish friend is nowhere to be seen – presumably in bed, possibly alive, possibly not.

Sam is his annoying perky self, bounding with energy like some kind of muscular springer spaniel. After forcing down a breakfast of porridge, a full Scottish fry-up, toast, jam, the works (well, I did), Sam and I are finally off in our motorhome, careering in third gear along the Glencoe road to a location where Duncan is pretending to hitchhike. In his state, holding his thumb upright will be a miracle. Sam has spotted him up ahead. He asks me what we’re meant to be doing. I tell him I haven’t got the faintest idea – he organised this road trip! He speeds towards Duncan. ‘Slow down,’ I say. He obliges and we both affect complete astonishment at seeing our mate Duncan in the middle of the Highlands.

Graham: Shall we pick him up?

Sam: Nah.

I wind up the window, shutting out Duncan’s expectant, haggard and severely over-refreshed face as we accelerate off, Sam trying his best to make the wheels spin on this plastic leviathan. John, the director of photography, suggests we talk about Duncan as we drive away – perhaps feeling bad about leaving him – but I say it’s much funnier if we don’t reference it. We simply drive on, with no concern at all.

As we continue on the road I open my window again, feeling queasy. I drank a vat of coffee at breakfast but already the caffeine is wearing off. The sun warms my face (in September) and suddenly I begin to notice our incredible surroundings. Sam and I both crane our heads forward to get a better look through the windscreen to absorb the arresting, heart-poundingly beautiful, majestic, but in reality harsh and inhospitable, glen. On a day like today there is no beating the Scottish landscape. The layers of blood, feud, romance, myth and passion are like the rock of the mountains themselves, grand in scale, ancient, and sometimes overwhelming.

Life is hard in these hills. The rock in the Highlands is so hard that it’s a barrier to drainage. Topography alert! The rain collects in valleys with no subterranean chambers so moisture lingers on the surface, making the land marshy, sodden, and treacherous. The Highlands, up to the eighteenth century, were virtually an island, cut off by the Firth of Forth and the Firth of Clyde with the only route being through Stirling. Hence, Robert the Bruce was able to drown scores of English knights at Bannockburn in 1314 with the odds against him. The marshy land around Stirling was only drained in the late 1700s and most movement in the Highlands until the late eighteenth century was by sea.

SAM

You may have gleaned already that Graham is a bit of a history buff because, let’s face it, he’s from another time (and planet!). I think he was born in the 1940s . . . [Graham: 1961, thank you]. Anyway, he really does know a lot about the clans and his Highland ancestry; although I have a keen interest in my Scottish heritage, I’m yet to fill in the gaps of my own lineage. I’m hungry to learn more, which is why I decided to produce Men In Kilts as a TV show because, for me, there’s no better way to learn than by ‘getting amongst it’. I’m a ‘let’s get sh*t done’ type of guy and organising a road trip around the Highlands with a mate, meeting a variety of Scottish characters and drinking cask-strength whisky is my sort of history field trip. So if Big G’s the fusty, bushy-eyebrowed professor of this adventure, I must be Steven Spielberg! Baldilocks has got twenty years on me and comes with the elderly’s pedantry for detail such as battle dates, numbers killed, injuries sustained and what the weather was like – a strange and unexpected benefit of our cross-generational friendship!

And, before us lies an epic journey starting in the resplendent valley of Glencoe. The dramatic Buachaille Etive Mor (Scottish Gaelic for ‘the herdsman of Etive’) mountain guarding the glen looks unreal in the early morning sunshine. To the right is the jagged and precarious Aonach Eagach ridge, which runs the length of the glen. It can only be traversed in one direction using rope and harness, and is something I have always wanted to climb. [Sam: Graham, fancy it?] [Graham: Not today, thank you.] It’s crossed by the aptly named Devil’s Staircase, an old military road and a steep climb for even the most adventurous. I used to come to Glencoe as a kid; I even learned to ski here when I was a teenager. However, unlike Graham, who spent his youth in Glasgow, I spent my early years in the Lowland countryside. I was born in a stone cottage near the town of Balmaclellan in Galloway, south-west Scotland, in 1980 . . .

Graham: I felt a disturbance in the balance of the world in 1980, I seem to recall.

Sam: You’ll like this bit, Graham. I was actually called ‘Samwise’ at times by my parents and my brother, Cirdan, after the characters in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Graham was Dwalin, the grumpy/angry Scottish dwarf in The Hobbit Trilogy. Typecast again.

Graham: Really? I didn’t know that, mate. I knew there was a reason why I liked you. Although, having said that, I always found Samwise to be the most annoying of hobbits in Lord of the Rings – the one I secretly hoped Sauron would put in some kind of Mordor chokehold.

Sam: Nice touch.

Raised by my mum, Chrissie, we moved to New Galloway (the smallest royal borough in Scotland) to a converted block of stables, called the Steadings [Graham: You literally grew up in an animal outhouse, like some Scottish baby Jesus], in the grounds of Kenmure Castle, a thirteenth-century ruin on the shores of Loch Ken. Things were tight back then but it didn’t matter because my brother and I had the ancient walled garden, banked meadows (archery range in my imagination) and dense Forestry Commission woods as our playground. I now realise how idyllic this was and how lucky we were. History was always around us. The gloomy presence of Kenmure Castle looked down with the open windows and door like the face of a ghoulish monster ready to swallow a young child. I would occasionally build the courage to sneak inside the crumbling castle and find evidence of past inhabitants, an ancient fireplace, walls and flooring exposed. I’d imagine warriors creeping up the spiral staircase, just as I did in Outlander. It’s in this land that I began to play and develop my imagination. I was obsessed with Merlin, Excalibur, King Arthur and Robert the Bruce; all have links to ancient British history and that part of Scotland claims to have originated many of those myths.

Bang!

We hit a bump at speed.

Graham: Slow down! God, it’s like a crap remake of Speed.

Sam: And you’re Sandra Bullock?

Graham: Sandra Bullock did the driving! (PAUSE) And what exactly is this?

 

Graham’s beard bristles as he pokes the miniature Highland ‘coo’, dangling from the rear-view mirror, with his long index finger. ‘What is it?’ he says, his tone even more suspicious than usual, like he’s expecting it to moo, or blow up in his face. I’ve decked out the camper van with as much Scottish memorabilia as I could find in my house and the local charity shop. Old maps of Scotland, a broken set of bagpipes, a basket-hilted sword, a shinty stick, a Scottish flag, a couple of rusty bicycles tied to the back and any other ‘shortbread tin’ rubbish I could find, just to make the hairless-headed one feel more at home. ‘It’s all research material with a few surprises,’ I smirk, keeping him on his toes and making sure he doesn’t feel comfortable enough to fall asleep. I imagine him with the tartan blanket over his knees, handbag on top.

Sam: I’ve got a single malt hidden under the sink. (And shortbread, which he mustn’t find.) And, I did actually bring you a cigar . . .

Graham: Nice thought. I’ve never smoked so I would probably just choke and die.

Sam: That was the idea.

Graham’s eyebrows rise up to the roof and his mouth opens.

Graham: Why is the engine making that whirr whirr sound?

Sam: Sh*t, wrong gear.

Graham: I’ve got a mouth like the bottom of a parrot cage – I need a latte.

Graham always needs a latte. On the set of Outlander, Graham’s catchphrase was ‘I’ll have a latte,’ and he swiftly became known as Lady McTavish for being so high-maintenance, the polar opposite of his hard-core warlord character in Outlander, Dougal MacKenzie. And, if Graham has low blood sugar, we are doomed. Honestly, the man runs on his stomach. It’s necessary to keep him grazing constantly. I normally sink a couple of black coffees to jog my brain out of its slumber in the morning and perhaps eat a bowl of steaming porridge. But Graham will have porridge, a full cooked breakfast, toast, yoghurt . . . Always one to order a starter, main and possibly cheeseboard, he also is the first to ask for the accompanying wine list. I usually go straight to the whisky collection.

GRAHAM

In my defence, I am not high-maintenance, I am just a person who needs coffee at all times of the day and, when I arrive on set, or anywhere such as a hotel, I like to know some simple information: where I can put my belongings, where I can sit down, where the coffee is and what time breakfast is served . . .

Sam: . . . And lunch and tea and dinner, all organised whilst you’re still eating breakfast.

Graham: I just like to know when my next meal is.

Sam: There’s fruit and protein bars in the glovebox.

SAM

I glance over and realise His Ladyship is already surrounded by empty wrappers, covertly munching. FFS, Graham.

He smiles at me. When did I first meet this man? Had it been love at first sight? I can’t remember. I cast my mind back . . . We were in a small, hot studio in Soho, London. I sat with some of the executive producers and the casting team of Outlander. I was ‘reading in’ for several actors auditioning for the parts of Dougal MacKenzie and Colum MacKenzie, brothers and fearsome clan leaders. Dougal was a hot-headed war chief and Colum was a crippled politician and arch-manipulator. Jamie had mixed loyalties to both men and, even though they were his uncles, there was a great deal of mistrust.

First up was Tim McInnerny (Captain Darling in Blackadder) to audition for both characters. He actually went on to play Father Bain, a priest who accuses Claire of being a witch and had a rather sticky moment during shooting with a pack of overzealous wild dogs; still has all his fingers, though. Then came Graham McTavish; sporting a salmon-pink or maroon sweater, he was charming and confident. We played a couple of scenes and I remember trying to intimidate him as Jamie, getting in his face. He was taller than I expected and didn’t back down, his white beard [Graham: It wasn’t white then. That only happened on this trip.] bristling in my face as he threatened me. Who knew that years later I would be sharing a smelly camper van and riding a rickety tandem bicycle with him along the shores of Loch Awe on our own TV show.

GRAHAM

I met Sam for the first time in August 2013. I’d just finished The Hobbit trilogy – two and a half years of running all over New Zealand dressed as a dwarf. A life experience like no other. Prosthetics, a seventy-pound costume, lifelong friendships forged amidst a 750-million-dollar budget. It had been amazing and I was ready for something new. Something without prosthetics. I remember the producer telling me they’d expected to find it very difficult to cast Jamie Fraser but they’d found him straight away. His name was Sam Heughan. I googled him, of course. Handsome, almost to the point of annoying, and very little in the way of credits, he’d just landed the lead in a major multimillion-dollar TV show based on an incredibly popular series of books (seven at that point) – so a ‘multi-season option’. That lucky bastard, I thought, and immediately hated him.

I arrived and, yes, was first greeted by Sam. Firstly, he was tall; for a moment I thought, Is this swine taller than me? [Sam: Yes!] I’m used to being the tallest person on set and it’s a source of great pride that Richard Armitage had to have lifts in his shoes to get him to my height in The Hobbit, even though we were both dwarves!

Sam seems to believe I was wearing a salmon-pink or maroon jumper. Firstly, it was boiling. I wouldn’t have worn a jumper, unless I wanted Dougal MacKenzie to be sweating like a footballer in a spelling test. Secondly, I would never wear salmon pink. Maroon – possibly. It was more likely a T-shirt, or a shirt. Something fitted, to hopefully make me look muscular! Of course, Sam always looks muscular. He is getting more muscular on a daily basis. I suspect in the time I’ve taken to write this paragraph Sam’s muscles have grown – noticeably. He was big in Season One; by Season Eight no horse will be able to carry his sheer bulk of muscularity. Every close-up will have to be done on a wide lens. But I digress. Sam was, I think, wearing a T-shirt. Tighter than mine.

I do remember being impressed he had a firm handshake. I place great store by someone’s handshake. Jamie Fraser cannot have a limp handshake. Talking of Jamie, I gather he’s described in the books as being as tall as the hearth of a particularly spacious fireplace. By those standards, Sam is somewhat vertically challenged. But I do remember being won over by his sheer openness and honesty. He put me instantly at my ease. Sam was destined to play Jamie Fraser because he is exactly as you imagine – a thoroughly kind-hearted bloke, with a streak of insanity.

Seven years on, here we are on the road in a margarine tub on wheels. Roads in this part of Scotland are blissfully uninterrupted by turn-offs. General George Wade was the British officer who came up with the idea that troops would benefit from actual roads (some would describe this is as patently obvious, given that the Romans seemed to have managed to grasp this concept 2,000 years earlier) and when he built his roads into the Highlands in the eighteenth century as a way of ‘civilising’ the Highlanders and bringing them to heel, he wasn’t much bothered about byways and lay-bys. Our turning was going to be on the right, probably the only one for twenty miles . . . and Sam missed it.

‘We’ve gone too far,’ I say.

Sam: Really?

Graham: Yes. We just passed it.

There followed a terrifying turnaround to go back the way we came. I think sheep stopped mid-chew to look on in wonder at the mangling of the gearbox and the revving of the Fiat Fallacious. Highland cows hung their shaggy heads in shame. Fortunately, the road was deserted of traffic.

As we finally take the turn we had missed, we judder onto the single-track road and soon Sam is gathering pace. I gird my loins. There is another car coming in the opposite direction. ‘Car! Car!’ I say like an injured crow. We come to an abrupt standstill and stare at the driver of the black Audi. He looks at us with palpable contempt. We encourage him to go backwards with hand gestures. He replies with a jabbing finger – it is we who must go back. ‘You have to reverse, you’ve done it before,’ I tell Sam. ‘I can’t! There’s no way,’ he replies. We shake our heads and point back at the Audi driver, who is looking menacing.

[Sam: It was a BMW driver. Only gentlemen drive Audis.]

[Graham: You would say that with your free Q59 Sporty Turbo E-schlong or whatever.] (More on his free stuff later . . .)

SAM

Finally the BMW driver [Graham: Audi – I have the footage] gets the message and, realising we are not moving, he reverses to a spot where we can pass. We wave, thanking him; he sneers at our battered motorhome. Not initially a fan either, I am getting quite a crush on the camper. A little further down the way there is a man with a long shaggy beard and hair walking determinedly down the centre of the road. He refuses to let us pass for a good fifteen minutes – he looks like Duncan Lacroix. Maybe it is Duncan? He sits down by the side of the road, staring up at the sky, a mad look in his eye. Yup, definitely could be him.

Graham: Where are we actually going?

Sam: Whisky tasting.

Graham: What? It’s nine in the morning.

Sam: Hair of the dog, you auld dog.

Graham: Bring it on, Young Pretender.
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