Laird from the steppes buys

ruin to keep up with J oneskis

SCOTLAND has long been
accustonied o its rolling hills,
glens, grand manors and ro-
mantic castles being smiupped

uup by the highest bidders — the

English. Germans and Egyp-
tians. But the Russians?

A weathly Muscovite. said to
have close connections with
President Boris Yeltsin and to
be a member of Russia’s new
moneyed class, has become ne
of Seotlund’s newest barons.
The secretive businessiman s
expeeted to ammive this summer.
lay claim to his title and begin
restaring: his wiined medieval
castle and manor in Sutherlond
— although ‘he may be sir-
prised at how much work needs
10 be done.

Mikhail Debouar has bought
Skelbo castle. once a seat of the
Sutherland clan. sight unscen
for £75.000 cash, and 1s under-
stoed 1o have the hundreds of
thousands of pounds needed 1o
restore the site. He has also
bought nghts to sulmon fhishing
and minerals (though none ex-
ist) and the luxury of beiag
known as Baron Debouar of
Skelbo.

Toithe untrained eye. Skelbo.
though sel in-a picturesque site
overlooking Loch Fleet.is litile
more than a pile of rubble. The
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13th-century custle is a pillar of
stone lying next to the shell of
the 17th-cenwiry manor house,
which 1s propped up by rusting
scaffolding and surrounded by

knee-high weeds and *‘Dan-
gers signs.
The cost of restoring the

building to a hubitable state 15
estimated at up o £500,000
and previous owners. including
an American doctor. have been
anxious 1o free themselves of
the liability. To Russia’s pew
meney there appear ta be excit-
me perks attached 1o such
investments. Debouar wiall,
according to baronial prerog-
atives, be entitled 1o use his
new title on his passport. deco-
rate himsell with baronial
robes. chapeaus. wands, and, if
so desired, Kilts, and boast two
personal pipers.

Skelbo was sold 1o Debouar
by Michael  Alexander. the
Colditz hero and writer. - It
would cost £ 180.000 even toido
the basic restorations said
Alexander, from his London
home. “'lt is a preity. rotten
building and 1 was quite happy
to get nd of it.”" Alexander
never used the nitle, but added

et e

Cold comfort fame: although Skelbo castle is virtually a ruin. it confers a title on its Russian owner

“lumagine it will go down well
in Moscow, ™

Debouar was put in touch
with Robert Stith. churman of
Manorial A@:umn::rs in
Leondun. by a*business contuct,
Lord Whaddon. the Labour life
peer. Smith said Debouar was
notthe first Russianto buy into
Scotland. It seems that if

someone has a barony i Kus-
stue their frend has to have a
betterbarony.™ he said.

The' Skelbo . property  near
Domuoch is in a sought-afier
pocket of Sceotlund. just naorth
of Skibo: castle. the Juxury re-
treat owned by the millioniire
entrepreneur Peler de Savary,
and Balnagown castle; the very

private: residence. of Hamods
awner Mohamed al-Faved. |
CAsadoreigner. Debouar will
be in good company; because
his immediate pesghbours: m-
dlude @ Yeorkshiremans an
American and i semi-absentee
landlord from Herttordshire:
‘Skelboo though  oves-
shadowed by Skibe. commands
anmportant place n history: %
12905 Edward  I's - commi
stoners [op the marage of the

Mard ol Norway receved the

news of hemdeuth at the castie,
and i | 746:the Jacobile force
ofithe Earl of Cromartie stayed:
[t Jater fell into w state of dis-
repair: and do the 19205 waus
taken oy erby gy psies:

Mark Sutherland-Fisher,

president of sthe Clan) Suther-

land Soeiety. gave o caunious
welcome to the new owner; **ln

an ideal world we would nh\,;1
ously sull like e see the whole
of Sutherland: owned. by fhe
Sutherlunds. but the davsgef
Victoriun Britain are gones I a
means  semeone 18 goig 1o
come and spend- money resior-
ing ‘the: place. good luckido
him. ™ ;
He also offered the Mus-
covile some tps as a pew:lajrd:
For starters he should naoty get
funny 1deas about adopting the
Sutherland  Kilt. or . parading
around in: baronial robes, 5 It
certainly - would  be frowned
upon il he started 1o do thatson
of thing in Sutherland, Thal s
what  Americans or  secongl-
hand car salesmen from Essex
do.™
He said that membrers ukri“t
Sutherdand family, which
owned. Skelbo, for more ll_h!ll
700 years. would want toqen;
sure Debouap did not rgstiagt
accessito the-rns; for Im.xa.s or
Louslsts, o
Many neighbours: whowgre
reluctant ta comment abouahe
mysterious Russfan, were séep;
tical about dny suggestion af an
impending vistle =T am sure we
will pever seehint, Hewas
probably only iterested inythe
fitle.” sardione. whae askedinol
ta be named, T
John Bethell. chaiimanofshe

Seottishi  Sced . Potato,  Dey-
elapment-Counal. a’ freguent
husiness raveller  to Russia,
believed Bebouar's  purchuse

conldumark a trends He said:
“Thereits adot of money: avail:

ble dnd! people are determined
to be the first. 1f oner Russian
goes backs with o baronycall of
his friends want one L is pure
keeping up wih the Joneses:
Buying Scotlish, castle - ruips

may bu.umc the in thmt.r.",_w‘
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Happy vendor: Michael Alexander. with his wife Emily
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