
 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

 
 



 



 
 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 



 

 
 
 



 



 
 
 

 
 



 
.  
Social Capital 
The work mode for Huntly’s town regeneration begins with the  

acknowledgement that at the centre of it all is the community’s  

social life - the links of cooperation and friendship between its  

members. Economic reinvention requires active collaboration  

between all the various groups that are already at work in the  

community, Social capital is much more than just money: It  

sees value in the trade of time, experience, ability and skills. 

It is “economics as if people matter”.   

 

If Huntly was human 
If Huntly’s economy was a person, the town square would be at its 

cultural heart. The cafes, restaurants, butcheries, bakeries and food 

stores would be its belly. The school would be home to a youthful 

mind, looking towards the future, the castle would be its crown. The 

rail service, bus service, A96 motorway, the streets, cycling routes, 

pavements and walking routes would be veins through which its life; 

the people; move.  

 

Start here 
The town centre is the right place to begin with town regeneration.  

Huntly’s people are proud of the 18th - century architecture and how 

main routes from the square branch off into all directions of the town 

layout. Most people suggested that the centre needs cleaning and 

refreshment, like painting and renovating lamp posts, lighting 

buildings at night and putting up better signage. Many wished life 

back into the empty spaces on the square: The Huntly Hotel, the old 

Post Office, Square Deal and the tourist information centre, which is 

empty in winter. 

 

People first 
Pedestrianise the northern half of the square, with limited access  

for police and emergency vehicles only. Optimise this area for  

everyday use and public events like the farmers market. 

 

Connecting Huntly and district 
Huntly is still a market town, even though in reality a lot of business 

has shifted from the town centre to the supermarkets. Many people 

from the villages dotted around the town rely heavily on the bus 



service to come and socialise and shop.  Frequency and reliability of 

the bus service can be improved and there is room for a better 

“waiting for the bus” experience, like sitting in a café, reading a book. 

If the town square was more attractive and offered social meeting 

places it would draw in more people from outside the town. Some 

businesses await the completion of the dual carriageway to better 

connect Huntly with Aberdeen and encourage more commuters to stay 

in the town. The fact that Huntly is linked to Aberdeen and Inverness 

by rail is a major plus point, but a more frequent and affordable train 

service would mean improved connection for the town. 

 

Bring in the trees 
Greening the square can be a collective gardening exercise. Creative 

suggestions around ownership and protection of the trees include 

public participation in the picking of suitable species and an “adopt a 

tree” maintenance program. 

 

A time and a place and signage to show it 
The town square, being central, is a good place to have a map and 

signage system that points visitors to all the places of interest in the 

rest of Huntly. There are many clubs, churches and social events, but 

you have to be in the know. We need clear signage and a weekly / 

monthly timetable positioned in the square. Some people have 

suggested a digital display; others have opted for a good old-fashioned 

blackboard inside a café or at the entrance of the library or Stewart’s 

hall. 

 

We have heroes 
There are a number of people from Huntly who could be more 

celebrated and could find a place in the town centre, like James Legge, 

Ronald Center, Alexander McKay. George MacDonald wrote the 

town motto “Room to Roam” and influenced popular writers like 

Tolkien, C.S. Lewis and Lewis Carol. He deserves a permanent room 

in the Brander building and an annual Room to Roam music and art 

festival.  

 

People’s Café  
Many people who visited the experimental People’s Café were of 

opinion that the town square needs a permanent institution of its kind, 

possibly situated in the old Huntly Hotel bar area: A multi-use, neutral 

space that is accessible for everyone to socialise, have a cup of tea or 

coffee, good quality but affordable local, seasonal food and of course,  



Wi-Fi. The interior design could be themed around local heritage and 

photographs, making it a working town museum. A key element 

would be that the café could be used and activated by different 

community groups at different times of the day or week. It could have 

a permanent section for the Community Bookshop, an area for 

literature readings and live music and be linked to a bicycle repair 

shop (Square Deal?). In summer season the café seating can spill out 

onto the square or in winter part of the farmer’s market could be 

hosted inside the café or old dining area of the Huntly Hotel. Many 

people feel there is a great need for a youth-orientated hangout and for 

affordable, informal evening dining. 

 

Coffee, tea and shortbread 
Along the same trajectory as the farmer’s market and some of the  

restaurants in town, the People’s Café menu can be based on food 

produced in the area. An added bonus would be to twin Huntly’s  

community with a town in East Africa by serving coffee and tea  

grown by that community and exporting shortbread there. 

 

The town is the garden 
With the prospect of Huntly’s resident gardener being in town for the 

next year, the town centre would be a good hub to start from. The plan 

is to involve as many residents  as possible in a food resilience 

program, including the growing, sharing of produce and composting 

schemes.  

A nursery at the farmers’ market / People’s Café can be the central 

point from where seedlings can be distributed and then later, harvested 

produce can find its way back to the heart of the town to be bartered, 

shared or sold. Food  produced in the “town is the garden” project can 

also be used in the seasonal menus of the local restaurants. 

 

Huntly Hotel: art, sport and heritage 
Suggestions came up for new uses of the Huntly Hotel, with self-

catering rooms for visiting tourists, artists and participants and 

supporters of sport events, all marketed and managed via digital 

portals like AirB’nB. 

 

Back on Bogie Street 
Vintage, charity and thrift shops, antiques & collectables all fit well 

into the old-world charm of Bogie and Duke Streets. Let’s get more of 

them and create a brand new second-hand experience that builds on 



the energy created by the three existing ones. Venues like the Ex-

Servicemen’ Club and Crown Bar also have loads of retro character. 

                         

 
Pop-up, part-time, permanent 
In terms of time and frequency, there are different ways to  

approach the use of available spaces in the town. Some shops  

only operate at certain times of the day or week and these 

premises could potentially be shared by other operators. 

Offer the kind of things that supermarkets can’t: People have  

asked for a permanent shoe shop, a health food shop and a  

number of suggestions were made for pop-up shops: From  

candles cast in interesting shapes from moulds made at nearby  

Scottish Sculpture Workshop, to healthy lunch options for  

school kids. The old Post Office could serve as a multi-use  

space dedicated to this purpose and the farmer’s market event 

could very well be complimented by some Syrian food stalls. 

 

Shop fronts 
Shop owners and their clientele remarked that it’s important  

to invest in the appearance of shop and window displays,  

layout, interior and general presentation of products on offer.  

Successful businesses have built up loyal clientele over years  

by offering consistent quality service but also by reinvesting  

in the appearance of their shops. Here in Huntly, we can do  

with some sexier shop fronts. 

 

Youthful apprentices and sharing of craft skills 
Local businesses can make meaningful connections with the Gordon 

schools by offering apprenticeships and sharing butcher, baker, barista 

or chef’s skills. Some of the older people interviewed said they would 

welcome opportunities to share handicraft skills like knitting, sewing 

and weaving. The Syrian community have brought a rich food culture 

 and other skills to be shared. 
 

 
Room to Roam, Run, Ride, Sing 
The town’s Room to Roam motto has been successfully adopted and 

adapted over the last nine years and there is still much room for 

further use and positive association.  

 



Methodology 
With the main objective of this project being the exploration of new 

possibilities for the town centre we chose to set up a work base right 

in the heart of the subject at hand: no. 11 Gordon Street, just off the 

square. This was done with the help of Deveron Projects and 

Networks of Wellbeing and set the tone for one of the important 

themes that arose: Creating better collaboration between groups that 

are already at work within the Huntly community.  

Being based here successfully utilised another important work 

principle, namely the sharing and multiple use of available space. For 

the first days of every week, No. 11 is the meeting place for NoW’s 

various interest groups and from Thursdays to Saturdays turned into 

the People’s Café. This was achieved by decorating the place with 

pop-up signage, some plants and a few pieces of extra furniture and by 

serving East African coffee and tea on a donation basis. The local 

Huntly Express newspaper advertised the project and invited public 

participation.  

 

The People’s Café proved a successful strategy from the vantage point 

of my usual art practice, which sometimes involves the creation of 

cafes as cultural hubs and neutral meeting places for social 

engagement. People from all walks of life entered through the door 

and most of them, after enjoying an informal cup of coffee, were keen 

to share experiences and suggestions for town centre regeneration. 

From both one-on-one and group conversations I could harvest the 

themes presented in this document. Even the organised music events 

in the café turned into fruitful conversations and highlighted the fact 

that cultural activities can be creative, participatory experiences. 

 

Daisy Williamson added another layer to the methodology by creating 

conversation around her interestingly named bakes, made of locally 

foraged products and by bringing in a traditional weaving loom on 

which people could experiment. The first 5 weeks of the café was also 

a very useful testing ground for the final event in the Huntly Hotel, 

which was strategically scheduled to coincide with the monthly 

farmer’s market. This proved to be very successful and through the 

combined efforts of Deveron Projects, the farmer’s market organisers, 

the Room to Sing choir, the Keith Brass band and a local potato 

expert, the day became an opportunity for lively group discussion and 

a foretaste of what people can achieve by reclaiming empty spaces 

like the Huntly Hotel. The Golden Balcony was a focal point from 

which the proceedings were “piped in” by Lucas MacKintosh.  



 
Some ideas from local business 
people: 
Here are a few ideas that stood out from individual conversations: 

 

Forbes and Raeburn Butchers –You have to invest in how your shop 

looks and how products are presented. Having better road access to 

Huntly from Aberdeen might make a big difference in resident 

numbers and business. 

 

Huntly Chip Shop -  Investing in how our shop looks has proved 

worth it, over and over. Although competition is healthy I don’t think 

it’s a good idea to have duplication of the same types of shops in one 

town. Better to keep your offering unique. 

 

The Fair Trade Shop – We have had to take other jobs as well, the 

business alone doesn’t earn enough to keep us going. It would be good 

if there were more good shops down Duke and Bogie street to draw 

feet. One possibility is to have some of the market stalls down here on 

Farmers Market days. 

 

The Merry Kettle – We have loyal clientele who keep us going and 

can see a definite increase in numbers on the Saturdays when the 

Farmer’s Market happens on the Square. We need to have more 

happening there to draw people into town and that will automatically 

spill out down here. 

Maybe we should look at expanding or improving the caravan park 

and have more places in town that would cater for tourists who stay 

there. 

 

The Bank – We started out with the idea to offer good quality food 

and we will stick to that, but we’ve had to also adapt somewhat 

because some local people have expressed the need for affordable 

eating out. We benefit from the fact that we are listed on Trip Advisor 

and this means that we attract tourists who explore the whisky route. 

We are keen to team up with art projects and events like the Slow 

Food festival. 

 

Gordon Arms Hotel – We have had some success with our application 

for rate reductions. We are however carrying the tax burden for the 



square with a few others while other, smaller businesses have been 

relieved of it. 

 

The Larder – Our sandwiches, baked potatoes and soups are popular 

with the school kids and hence we have a peak trade period over lunch 

hour. After that it is quiet. 

 

Café India – We have been lucky because people like our curries and 

like to sit down in our restaurant. Our recent renovations of the 

interior has paid off. It might be an idea to ask local businesses to 

contribute towards the upkeep of the square, because if it continues to 

deteriorate we will all feel the effect of it. We need to draw people 

into the town centre and also create places for youth to go to. 

 

Linden Tree – We try to keep our shop attractive by carrying and 

rotating an interesting variety of stock and in the process we have built 

up a stable of regular crafters who create products for our store. We 

have asked them to keep their offerings exclusive to our shop in 

Huntly. We benefit from the SBBS rates discount because our store is 

so small and it helps that we own it and don’t have to pay rent and 

have very little overhead costs. We were able to buy the shop with a 

loan from a family member and fortunately we could pay that off 

quickly because our business is doing well. The square has fine 

architecture, but buildings could do with a good cleaning up and it 

would be great if we could fill the empty spaces. 

 

The Castle Café – We have been doing this for 19 years and come 

from a family of inn keepers. We have built up loyal clientele. Lunch 

hours are busy because we are so close to the school and we would 

welcome more happening on the square because that would mean 

more feet into our shop. Our name and our position connects us to 

Huntly Castle and the scenic street leading down to it, we should lure 

in more tourists to explore down there because it is simply beautiful. 

The Simpson building could do with a bit of TLC. 

 

Robertson’s Paint Store – We have lost the battle against online 

shopping and supermarkets and are finally closing down after decades 

here in Huntly. 

 

 

 

 



 

     Next steps and short-term priorities  
 

1- Continue the use of Huntly Hotel’s downstairs bar area for a 

People’s Café event coinciding with the monthly Farmer’s 

Market to keep the momentum going. 

2- Find creative ways to restore some of the most pressing 

problems in the Huntly Hotel, like the leaking roof. For example: 

Do this restoration in return for use of the hotel and work 

towards eventual community ownership of the space. 

Aggressively pursue avenues to get funding for this process and 

link it to the general restoration of the town centre. 

3- Launch a programme that drives the visual improvement of 

individual store fronts: New and attractive design ideas and some 

funding for store owners to achieve this. 

4- Launch the process of greening the square and making some 

areas pedestrian zones. Make this process part of the Town is the 

Garden project. 

5- Work on signage in the town centre, as per the suggestion in 

the report. 

 
 
 


