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Prizegiving Speech 2007 – Lord Laidlaw of Rothiemay, BA, MBA, LLD 
 
 
Headmaster, parents, guests.  And today, most of important of all, fellow Merchistonians…  Much 
has changed since I left this school 47 years ago.  In those days, we entered the gates at the 
beginning of term.  The gates clanged shut behind us.  The only way out until the next holidays 
was by tunnelling.  If I remember rightly, the Dell was the favoured spot.  At times, we felt like 
prisoners.  Colditz had nothing on Merchiston.  Take it from me, modern schooling beats the old 
days hands down. 
 
Now it is traditional on these occasions for the guest speaker to give you lots of good advice on 
your future.  And it is equally traditional for you to ignore every word of this advice.  As a fellow 
Merchistonian, I am sure that you will follow this tradition faithfully. 
 
I must admit that my four years at Merchiston left no mark whatsoever on the school: 
�ƒ I was never a prefect. 
�ƒ I was never about to become one. 
�ƒ The headmaster at the time didn’t think much of my leadership qualities. 
 
And he was probably right! 
 
Also: 
�ƒ I hated rugby. 
�ƒ I loathed cricket. 
�ƒ And I was never in any school team.  Not even those which lost every match they played! 
 
My academic record was equally limited: 
�ƒ I wasn’t the brightest pupil in the school. 
�ƒ I didn’t come top in every subject. 
�ƒ In fact, I only scraped 2 A Levels. 
 
But worst of all, I didn’t even get to the annual dance with the girls from St George’s – which, to my 
mind, has always counted as my greatest failure! 
 
So mine was not a successful school career by any standards.  But I hope that I made up for it in 
later years. 
 
So let’s take a look at some of the things I do now.  Video presentation  
 
�ƒ The video says that I was a student at Merchiston from 1956 until 1970.  Really it was only 

four years, but it did feel like fourteen. 
�ƒ After I left, I went to Leeds University and to Business School in America. 
�ƒ I was 34 before I started my first successful company. 
�ƒ I didn’t take up ocean racing and sailing until I was 33. 
�ƒ Yes, I have a pilot’s licence to fly jets like this… and I regularly fly helicopters. 
�ƒ I didn’t take up motor racing until I was 53. This is my favourite car – it is a Ferrari 312.  Last 

month I even won four races. 
�ƒ Three years ago, I became a member of the House of Lords.  
�ƒ And this is my latest project: I am sponsoring a City Academy in the West End of Newcastle.  It 

is a tough and deprived area that needs a new start.  This is probably the biggest challenge of 
my life.  Making this Academy work brings me greater excitement and satisfaction than 
anything I have ever done before.  As the staff of Merchiston will testify… helping other people 
to be successful is one of the greatest rewards of life. 

 
I thought that I would show you that video for several reasons. I wanted to make the annual prize-
giving speech a little more entertaining.  But I also thought it might help to reinforce some of the 
serious points that I want to make today. 
 
Not everybody finds instant success in life.  I know that it took me time to find success: 
�ƒ As I said before, I was 34 before I started my first successful company. 
�ƒ I didn’t take up sailing and motor racing until much later. 
�ƒ And I’m still discovering new interests and skills to learn. 
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So, like me, you can be successful at any age, and not just while you are at school.  What 
Merchiston has given you in the opportunity and the skills to become a success.  But what you do 
in life is less important.  What is important is that you always try to be the very best.  Every one of 
you has the potential to be great.  Never stop seeking out ways to achieve your success. 
 
People often ask me for the secrets of my success.  Of course, they want an easy one sentence 
answer, like “I always wear blue socks.”  I wish that life was that easy.  But it’s not. 
 
But I can still give you a few tips: 
�ƒ Never stop trying, even after a failure – and I have had lots of those. 
�ƒ Never be satisfied with what you do: it can always be better. 
 
And finally: 
�ƒ Learn how to focus on things that matter. 
 
Coming to Merchiston has given you a start in life that only a fraction of other young people can 
even dream of enjoying.  That privilege imposes an obligation on you to help people who have 
been less fortunate than you.  Through my Youth Trust, I’ve seen what a terrible childhood and 
adolescence many young people have: parents who don’t support them, poorly equipped schools, 
no money – no hope.  They start their lives just like you.  But all too often they soon hate school, 
they don’t want to work, they turn to drugs and alcohol. Sadly, here in Scotland, many youngsters 
also suffer appalling levels of deprivation.  Through the work of my Youth Trust, I’ve seen at first 
hand the poverty they suffer.  All of us – and that includes you – have a moral obligation to help. 
 
Which brings me to the first of three announcements that I want to make before I sit down. 
 
In the past few years, my Youth Foundation has given a lot of support to a charity called The 
Place2Be.  It works with primary school children and their families in Edinburgh, who have 
emotional and other problems.  We have achieved some marvellous results.  Today, I am 
particularly pleased to announce that the Headmaster and Governors have agreed that Merchiston 
will become a major supporter of The Place2Be.  I am extremely proud that Merchiston is 
becoming involved in working with my Foundation in this way.  And I am thrilled that, through this 
initiative, the young men of Merchiston are going to be introduced to mentoring and voluntary 
work.  It is something you will remember for the rest of your lives.  You will be better people by 
learning to care for others – and it will give you a great deal of satisfaction. 
 
My second announcement also concerns a new partnership with Merchiston.  The Laidlaw Youth 
Trust has set aside £1 million for scholarships to Merchiston, which will be awarded to gifted and 
talented students, irrespective of their background.  This is a wonderful school and I am privileged 
to be able to help those who will benefit enormously from education here.  The first scholars will be 
joining the school this September, with the programme spread over the next five years. 
 
My third and final announcement concerns the wonderful new Sixth Form House that is taking 
shape behind Rogerson.  It is a superb example of the forward thinking that exists at Merchiston, 
led by the Headmaster and the Board of Governors.  But buildings of this quality are expensive.  
So more than just giving the new building my vocal support, I am also delighted to announce a gift.  
Headmaster… if you could please come forward, I would like to present this cheque for £1 million 
to you and the whole of the school as a token of my appreciation for my education at Merchiston. 
 
The House is not yet fully funded.  I hope that parents and alumni will join with me in donating as 
much as they can afford to bring this project to completion for September 2008.   
 
And with that my speech is almost over.  I know that you are desperate to start your summer 
holidays and to get away.  So… congratulations to all who have won prizes.  Best wishes to those 
who haven’t and remember… you have a lifetime ahead of you to become the winners in life.  Just 
be sure to give your best.   
 
Thank you all very much. 
 


