
Ideas to get you
out & about

There is more than an honourable mention due 
to those brave souls, including friends and 
family, who are taking to the streets of Aberdeen 
this Sunday for the Great Aberdeen Run, with 
the 10k, half marathon and family mile races 
attracting thousands of runners. I will be with 
you every step of the way. 

Well, maybe not quite, as I will be getting my 
activity and adrenaline fix elsewhere. Yes, it’s the 
model railway exhibition in Inverness for me 
this weekend. It’s all very well donning a running 
vest and trainers to build up a sweat, but if 
you’ve ever tried to shunt a model freight train 
or run a set of coaches to schedule then you will 
know the true meaning of effort, exhilaration 
and eventual exhaustion. Toot toot, everyone. 

HigHland lines
Model Railway exhibition, JuRy’s inn, 
MillbuRn Road, inveRness  

•	Sat	25,	10am-5pm;	Sun	26,	10am-4pm		
The annual exhibition of the Inverness and 
District Model Railway Club promises to be 
another fabulous display of railways in miniature. 
There are a number of layouts to admire with 
working locomotives and trains, along with trade 
stands and a second-hand stall. For those who 
understand such things, club members model in 
N, 00, EM, 0, 014, 016.5, Gauge 1 and G Scale. For 
the rest of us, that means the models are built in 
all types of “I want one” scale. Refreshments are 
available in the hotel and there is ample parking 
and wheelchair access.

lovely lonacH
lonach highland gatheRing and 
gaMes, gaMes Field, stRathdon 

•	Sat	25,	all	day
Residents and visitors to the north-east have 
long been spoiled by the excellence of the area’s 
Highland Games, with the big beast of the 
world-famous Braemar Gathering due next 
weekend. There are those, however, who argue 
the Lonach Gathering is the best of all. It gets 
under way at 8am with the march of the Lonach 
Highlanders leaving Bellabeg, returning at 
about 11.30am much fortified by some friendly 
libations along the way, no doubt. Piping starts 
at 10.30am but the official opening is at noon 
followed by Highland dancing, heavy events, 
children’s races, light events, a hill race and the 
Highlanders marching again at 1pm and 3pm. 
The event closes with Beating the Retreat by the 
Lonach Pipe Band at 5.30pm.

Happy Hogs
thundeR in the glens,  
haRley-davidson Rally, Macdonald 
avieMoRe ResoRt, avieMoRe 

•	Sat	25	and	Sun	26,	all	day
For some people, these Milwaukee monsters are 
the real motorbikes. Everything else pales in 
comparison. Whether or not you agree, it has to 
be said the sight, and sound, of the UK’s biggest 
Harley-Davidson rally is not easily forgotten. 
There are stalls, sideshows, off-road and Jeep 
demonstration rides, custom bikes and more 
than 60 trade stands to browse. Don’t miss the 
mass ride-out to Grantown on Saturday at noon, 
and the charity rides on a Hog on Sunday from 
2pm-4pm.
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was taken to ensure that rich 
history of  the mil l  wasn’ t  
overshadowed by the renovations. 

Originally part of a small croft, 
the woolmill was passed down 
through generations of families 
who worked the land as well  
as carding, spinning and weaving 
with local wool.

It is first listed as the Wauk Mill 
in parish records from 1784, when 
the Grant family was listed as the 
owners of the property.

“We know it’s been running for 
longer than officially recorded,” 
said John.

“But the reason we have the date 
1784 is because the Grant family 
christened their son in a church 
nearby and listed their address as 
the mill.

“Wil l iam Grant cited his 
occupation as ‘prepping the cloth’, 

but this work was likely just to 
supplement the money he earned 
from farming.

“There would be little work 
carried out in the mill during 
sowing or harvest time, but after 
shearing, local farmers would 
bring in their fleeces to be 
processed and take them away as 
blankets and tweed.

“Then eventually it seems the 
mill became more successful than 
farm work and took over as the 
Grant’s main source of income.”

From then on the mill changed 
hands a few times, often being 
passed from father to son.

When times were good, the 
woolmill tenant would buy a new 
(usually secondhand) piece of 
machinery and extend the mill 
building just enough to keep the 
weather off.

Yet being thrifty farmers, doors 
and windows weren’t seen as a 
priority, resulting in a collection of 
tiny ramshackle buildings stuffed 
full of historic machinery.

“During the First World War the 
mill set about making hundreds of 
blankets to send to the troops,” 
John said.

“Production increased hugely 
and a drying shed had to be built 
for the blankets to be finished even 
in the coldest weather. 

“From there things were pretty 
quiet until the 1970s, when the old 
man who was running the mill put 
it up for sale.

“There wasn’t much interest 
though, as even then producing 
tweed and tartan was seen as an 
outdated profession.

The Knockando Woolmill in Aberlour is the UK’s oldest surviving district  
woolmill. But with an atmosphere reminiscent of old crofting days and Victorian  
machinery aplenty, Philippa Gerrard found out more about the mill’s survival  

in today’s materialistic                      world of disposable fashion

Where there’s a 
mill, there’s a Way

t
ucked down a single-
track road in the 
middle of the Spey 
Valley, Knockando 
Woolmill is a place 
where time seems to 
have stood still.

The nearby Knockando Burn 
babbles away cheerfully, with 
views for miles and miles of 
nothing but trees and farmland, 
s l ight ly  browned by the 
unusually hot summer. 

Everything is just as it might 
have been a year ago, 10 years 
ago or even 100 years ago.

Bumping down the path to 
the mill, some quaint buildings 
well-hidden from the main road 
come into view.

A traditional granite cottage 
is first, followed by a series of 
timber and stone sheds with 
bright red tin roofs, looking 
rather incongruous in the rustic 
scene.

Spinning and weaving for 
more than 230 years, the 
Knockando Woolmill holds the 
prestigious title of being the 
oldest surviving district mill in 
the UK. 

Things look to be in pretty 
good shape considering their 
age.

A cursory glance around 
might lead you to assume that 
things have always been this 

way, with the traditional 
b u i l d i n g s  t h o u g h t f u l l y 
upgraded over the years.

Yet at the turn of the 
millennium, this mill was living 
on seriously borrowed time as 
ramshackle buildings leaned 
against each other threatening 
collapse.

Paint was flaking and the 
water wheel had long stopped 

turning as neglect began to set 
in on the old mill, which 
continued to produce textiles 
d e s p i t e  t h e  c r u m b l i n g 
surroundings.

“It was pretty much in ruin 
and was coming to a grinding 
halt  in 1999,”  said John 
M u l l i g a n ,  m a n a g e r  o f 
Knockando, “though no-one 
wanted to believe it.”

“ T h e  c o m m u n i t y  o f 
Knockando applied for the mill 
to receive Lottery funding, but 
unfortunately the bid failed.

“An unsuccessful appearance 

on the BBC’s Restoration 
programme was also a blow.

“In the meantime, the site 
wasn’t getting any younger and 
the signs of age were really 
beginning to show.

“So 2000 the Knockando 
Woolmill Trust was formed with 
the aim of restoring the 
buildings and machinery, and 
the organisation spent 10 hard 
years raising £3.5 million 
needed for the project.”

By  2 012  m o s t  o f  the  
re furbishment  work was  
completed, though great care 

“The trust was formed with the aim of 
restoring the buildings and machinery, 
and spent 10 years raising £3.5m” CONtiNUeD OVerleaF/

1784 
The Waulk Mill
William and Anne Grant are listed in parish 
records as “fulling” wool from local sheep at 
Knockando Waulk Mill. “Waulking” means 
fulling/shrinking but may also have included 
wool washing, dying and carding.

1845 
Simon Fraser
Simon Fraser, a hand loom waver and local 
farmer, buys the mill.

1865 
A Smith and Son Parish records show the mill 
being own by Alexander Smith. Alexander 
Smith forms A Smith and Son, the company 
name until 1975. From this point the mill was 
continuously owned by the same family until 
1976.

1945
The Flood. The mill suffers a significant 
setback when part of the weaving shed is 
washed away in a flood. Weaving was 
undertaken in the open air until the mill 
could be repaired.

1970
Newcomers. Hugh Jones, John 
Widdaker and a number of students 
touring the area begin learning to weave 
under the instruction of Duncan Stewart. 
In 1976 Hugh Jones takes over the mill 
and runs it for the next 30 years.

2000 
The Trust. The Knockando Woolmill 
Trust is formed. In 2004 the mill is 
nominated as the Scottish finalist for the 
BBC programme Restoration.

BACK TO THE FUTURE: John Mulligan, of Knockando Woolmill. Photographs: Kenny Elrick

IN A SPIN: Some machinery dates back to 1870, though more modern equipment is also used at the woolmill

The Knockando Woolmill Trust was formed in 2000

STEP BACK IN TIME: Duncan Stewart at Knockando Woolmill in the 1950s

1870
Modernisation. An ambitious programme 
of modernisation takes place at the mill 
with a waterwheel installed and processes 
mechanised. In 1900 carding machinery 
and the spinning mule were purchased 
from the Laidlaw Mill in Rothiemay.

1915 
First World War. Hundreds of blankets are 
supplied from the mill to the war office for 
the troops. A drying shed had to be built to 
dry the blankets in bad weather to meet 
the demand.

1930 
Duncan Stewart. Duncan Stewart begins 
working at the mill. In 1938 James Smith 
died. Duncan Stewart and his aunt Emma 
go into partnership and run the company.

2012
Official opening. HRH Prince Charles 
officially opens the newly restored mill. The 
restoration was fully completed in 2014.

2016
Prize. Knockando Woolmill is one of the 
winners of the 2016 European Union Prize  
for Cultural Heritage, Europe’s highest 
honour in the heritage field. The woolmill 
received the award for the category 
Conservation.

2017 
The future. Further modernisation at the mill 
with the introduction of computer-aided 
design software. The first annual New Woven 
Textile Design Award competition takes place 
with Jessica Cutler (graduate in textiles from 
Manchester School of Art) the winner.
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“Then, quite by chance, Londoner 
Hugh Jones arrived at Knockando in 
1976 while on holiday in the 
Highlands.”

Hugh would go on to change the 
course of history at the mill, though 
when he set foot over the threshold 
at just 23 years old, he didn’t yet 
know it.

Charmed by the mill and its 
history, Hugh stayed to learn the 
traditional processes and skills 
necessary to both use and maintain 
the machinery.

Soon he took over ownership and 
single-handedly kept the mill alive 
for 30 years, weaving on an old 
Victorian loom every day.

However, as time passed and 
Hugh’s 60th birthday approached, 
he conceded that the time had come 
for some serious restoration work at 
the mill, and allowed for the trust to 
be set up.

Over the next few years the mill 

was successfully transformed from a 
crumbling shell to a fully functioning 
business ready for modern day 
textile production, yet another and 
altogether different question 
inevitably arose – what next?

It’s a familiar tale across Scotland, 
where mills have been revamped or 
closed and specialised skills built up 
over generations have been lost.

For Knockando, it has taken a lot 
of careful thought to preserve the 
historic practices while at the same 
time attempting to run a prosperous 
business. 

Great  hunks  o f  V ic tor ian  
engineering with their wheels and 
cogs now sit alongside more efficient, 
modern equipment, with both sets of 
machinery fired up on a daily basis.

“We’ve always produced tweed 
and tartan here for local estates and 
members of the public, but there is 
only so much tweed and tartan you 
can buy,” said John.

“And nowadays we are competing 
in a world of cheap, throwaway 
fashion and so needed to move the 
mill into the 21st Century.

“So today, although we still use 
machinery dating from 1870, we also 
have more efficient, modern devices 
and have recently introduced  
computer design software for the 
first time on our very newest designs.

“It’s becoming harder and harder 
to find people who want to learn on 
the historic equipment because 
career progression today takes them 
in a more modern, different 
direction.

“It can feel like a step back in time 
for young people to come to 
Knockando so we are thinking about 
s t a r t ing  pa r tne r sh ip s  w i th 
universities for students to join us 
for a semester to pass along the 
knowledge of these old looms.

“Recent l y  we  a l so  ran  a  
competition for graduates to have 

their woollen designs made in the 
flesh which was hugely successful.

“But we do struggle in the off-
season, as the mill is closed to the 
public over the winter.

“We are starting to generate sales 
on the internet to counteract this, 
but it’s a work in progress.”

Yet despite his concerns, John is 
quietly hopeful for the future of the 
mill.

“Fashion is starting to move  
t owards  sus ta inab i l i t y  and 
traceability,” he said.

“Local fleece and wool is what 
young professionals are looking for, 
particularly when you can come and 
visit exactly where it is made.

“I can tell you that Ballindalloch 
Estate wool is going through the  
machine as we speak, which comes 
from sheep two fields away.

“It adds something different to the 
garment when you know that  
information, and it’s totally different 

to picking an anonymous piece of 
tartan up from a tourist trap on the 
Royal Mile.”

It’s easy to get swept up by the  
romanticism of Knockando – the 
landscape, the history, centuries of 
traditional skill being saved. 

But John sums it up rather 
succinctly.

“You know when you go on  
holiday and bring back a bottle of 
that local drink you liked when you 
were sitting on the beach?” he said.

“Somehow it’s never quite the 
same when you get home.

“At Knockando we want to create 
something people will be happy to 
wear when they get back, wherever 
they are from, and something they 
can enjoy for years to come.

“We are not men in suits down in 
London who sit in front of laptops 
drinking lattes. 

“We are a working mill day in, day 
out and hopefully always will be.”
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ABOVE: 
The Woolmill 
in the 1920s

LOOKING AHEAD: John Mulligan is quietly hopeful for a positive future for the historic Knockando Woolmill

RIGHT: 
Duncan 
Stewart


