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1. Introduction 
 

 
 
Artist collective Rhynie Woman joined Deveron Arts in February 2014 for an extended residency to 
develop its project Cooking the Landscape. Formed by Deborah (Debbi) Beeson and Daisy 
Williamson, they use the heritage of food in the local area as a starting point to explore the 
connections between community, landscape, local history and ideas of hospitality. 
 
Rhynie Woman worked alongside the Deveron Arts’ programme to create a series of “pop-ups” 
that responded to the projects engaging with our hospitality programme. This included 
collaborations with Ugandan artists Sanaa Gateja and Xenson to create foraged Ugandan / Rhynie 
fusion for their final Lubare and the Boat event, creating a child friendly, healthy menu for Clare 
Qualmann’s toddler’s picnic and an all white picnic of ‘peace’ food for the planters of Caroline 
Wendling’s White Wood. 
 

The main output of the project was the publication of Cooking the Landscape, a collection of notes, 
recipes and drawings that brought together their research and experimentation. The book shows 
the different approaches Debbi and Daisy have to cooking through personal ‘handwritten’ notes, 
and explores what is available to eat in the local landscape and the folklore associated with 
different plants. The book urges the reader to go out, forage, investigate and experiment with your 
own local ingredients; building your own home-grown diet that is aware of the local history and 
traditions of the place you live and what the land has to offer. 
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2. The Artists  
 
Rhynie Woman 
The Rhynie Woman collective is formed of Debbi Beeson and Daisy Williamson, both residents of 
Rhynie, a small village close to Huntly. Their collaboration was initially inspired by the rich 
archaeology being discovered in Rhynie, and the need to create hospitality and food for the visitors 
and archaeologists that this attracted. With no existing ‘hub’ or provision in place to support this 
new community, Rhynie Woman began its food “pop-ups” and engagement with the land and its 
history through food.  
 
The collective uses food and food-based events as a way of framing an investigation into local 
heritage. Its name is taken from the Rhynie Man, a carved Pictish stone depicting a figure with an 
axe discovered 35 years ago on the outskirts of the village. Rhynie Woman looks at local history 
through the lens of hospitality, creating food-based events as a means of bringing folk together and 
creating an environment that fosters dialogue, the exchange of ideas, skills and knowledge 
sharing. 
 
They see their practice as an extension of female domesticity, which has been largely informed by 
their upbringing. Daisy has been influenced by her Canadian heritage, particularly evident in her 
skill as a baker. Debbi previously worked with Deveron Arts for two years, starting in September 
2005, as our ‘Artist for all Seasons’. This involved examining seasonal traditions and changes 
through craft based ‘homey’ forms of creativity, questioning the role and impact seasons have on 
our lifestyle. This led to a year-long investigation and the celebration of the Aberdeenshire potato.  
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3.The Project and Work 
 
 
Proposal 
 

“The shared meal elevates eating from a mechanical process of fuelling the body to a 
ritual of family and community, from the mere animal biology to an act of culture.” – 
Michael Pollan 

 
The aim of this project was to explore the social history relating to hospitality in the Huntly area, 
through a field to table approach, honoring local food, utilizing foraging, traditional recipes and 
celebrations. Taking the heritage of food in Huntly’s geographical location as their starting point, 
Rhynie Woman proposed to create a series of events and ‘pop-ups’ to run alongside our 2014-15 
hospitality programme. Rhynie Woman would act as a bridge between the public and our projects, 
using food as a means of bringing people together, to connect with the land and its heritage.  
 
 
Context   
 
We live in an ever-increasing globalised society and our relationship with food and the land has 
continued to evolve. Traditional, sustainable methods of living off the land, such as foraging, have 
diminished as large supermarkets import goods regardless of their season to meet consumer 
needs, causing adverse environmental effects, and diminishing local knowledge. Much of the food 
we buy has travelled many miles to reach us, a fact many of us fail to acknowledge. We have lost 
our connection with the local land, its history and what it has to offer. 
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 Huntly, with a population of around 4,500 people, is sandwiched between two large supermarkets 
— for many, convenience is the determining factor in where they shop and what they buy. All the 
while, food and food production continues to be one of the most important issues in political and 
environmental debates across the globe. Through an investigation into local food heritage, Rhynie 
Woman explored how food could be used to re-engage with a landscape and its history. 
 
 
Research 
 
The Huntly area has a long history of people living off the land, dating back to the Neolithic Period 
(4000-2500BC). Throughout its history the area has been occupied by different communities and 
with that different ideas of food and culture have been passed on. 
 
Archaeological evidence has confirmed that the Roman’s imported spices and wines from the 
Mediterranean, while the Anglo-Norman’s introduced plants, recipes and different ways of cooking 
from France and England. By the nineteenth century food was being imported from all around the 
world, particularly from the British Empire, this included Indian spices, New Zealand and Australian 
meat and Canadian wheat. The development of the railway, in 1854, meant Huntly grocers could 
stock a larger range of food including; tea, spices, wheat flour and sea fish. This resulted in local 
menus becoming more varied and adventurous. 
 
Huntly’s social structure has also played a role in traditional methods and flavours, with family’s 
position in society affecting what food was available. The aristocracy held elaborate feast with a 
huge variety of meat including venison, beef (boiled, roasted and stewed), mutton, goat and kid, 
hare, fresh salmon, pigeons, chickens, partridge, red grouse and other moorland birds; large birds 
from heathlands such as pheasant; capercaillie and ptarmigan. They accompanied this with good 
ale, sacke (a fortified wine from Spain); white wine and claret; tent (red table wine from Alicante) 
and ‘with most potent Aquavitae’ (distilled spirits). 
 
This contrasted to the traditional diet in the Huntly area at the time, which mainly consisted of oats 
and bere - kail (cabbage and borecole) and neeps (turnips); beef, dairy products and lamb, as well 
as locally brewed ale. The poorest in society may have survived on a handful of oatmeal, 
depending on their knowledge of medical and culinary lore about wild plants to forage the 
necessary sustenance from the countryside. This local knowledge has been largely ignored and 
undervalued, particularly when recording recipes. 
 
Huntly’s history with experimental cooking can be seen in ‘The Huntly Cookery Book’ (1913), which 
was produced to raise funds for the Huntly Town Band, and seen as a celebration of new ideas at 
that time. Its Sponge Cake recipe shares several basic ingredients (flour, eggs, sugar and butter), 
with other recipes in the 1913 book that were popular at the time such as, Sandwich Cake, 
Gingerbread, Rock Cakes, Queen Cakes, and German Pound Cake (Pfundkuchen), a recipe that 
dates to the early 1700s.  
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5. Events and Outreach 
 
 
Events 
 
While working with Deveron Arts, Rhynie Woman focused its investigation on the wild and 
cultivated food found in our area. Debbie and Daisy began to construct a seasonal notebook of 
recipes and ideas as a response to the locality: mapping what grows and can be grown; how to 
preserve and extend the lifespan of the produce; looking at portable methods of preparation and 
presentation traditionally used in the area. Through experimentation with foraged ingredients and 
local produce they combined traditional recipes and techniques with new flavour combinations 
representative of the Huntly area. 
 
This experimentation and research fed into a series of “pop-ups”, which ran alongside Deveron 
Arts’ curated programme, creating locally inspired food and menus that engaged with different 
projects exploring notions of hospitality. These took place in, and around, Huntly and drew on 
aspects of the local heritage, community, and landscape.  
 

War Time Tea Dance 
February, 2014, Huntly  
For the Gordon Schools 175th School Anniversary Parade, Rhynie Woman worked alongside the 
Huntly community to serve vintage, wartime inspired “ration boxes”. Over 100 origami-folded food 
boxes were made from vintage wallpaper, these contained a natural coloured pickled egg, a fried 
tattie ball, a rhubarb slice and a piece of neep cake (relating to Oaks and Amity) project.   
 
 



Project Report: Rhynie Woman, Cooking the Landscape, 2014 8 

 
COAST Festival 
24 May, 2014, Town Hall, MacDuff  
Deveron Arts held a creative hub and pop-up café that focused on Rhynie missionary and explorer 
Alexander Mackay. Rhynie Woman worked alongside Ugandan artist Sanaa Gateja, for his project 
Lubare and the Boat, providing a tasting experience of foraged Rhynie and Ugandan fusion 
creations, this included cordials, cakes, oatcakes, among other things. 
 
Perambulator Picnic 
28 May, 2014, Linden Centre, Huntly 
Walking artist Clare Qualmann held a 
Perambulator Parade for mothers, fathers 
and guardians to walk with their infants and 
prams from the Nordic Ski Centre park to the 
Linden Centre garden. Here Rhynie Woman 
hosted the toddler picnic, providing creative 
child friendly dishes such as, “baby sized” 
tubs of healthy dips, foraged jellies and dried 
fruit necklaces.  
 
Lubare and the Boat 
14 – 15 June, 2014, No.14 Rhynie  
This weekend was a celebration of the life, work and controversial legacy of missionary and 
explorer Alexander MacKay. Rhynie Woman created a Scotland/Ugandan food hub, feeding the 
community the results of their fusion investigations. They used combinations of coconut, coffee, 
beans, rice, sweet potato and traditional Ugandan spices, with local hogweed, nettles, sorrel and 
many other seasonal foraged plants.  
 
Hielan’ History Boys Supper 
6 October, 2014, No. 14 Rhynie  
Hosted by Gill Russell and Rhynie Woman, we held a gathering of local heritage enthusiasts from 
Glenlivet, Glenbuchat, the Cabrach, Rhynie and Tarland, who had a specific knowledge or interest 
in the Hielan’ Ways area. The discussion was structured around a three-course dinner of locally 
foraged autumnal flavours. The group discussed the local social history: evolution of land and its 
effect on the people (from shielings to shooting butts), local myths and mythology, long lost 
traditions and unusual rituals, walking and transport, and the communities who used to live there. 
Poet Alec Finlay and academic David Wheatley shared insight on local Gaelic names.  
 
Hielan’ Ways Symposium 
14 - 15 November, 2014, Tomintoul  
An event of walks and talks based around the Hielan’ Ways, that brought mountaineers, artists, 
anthropologists, cartographers and many others together to explore human, cultural and 
environmental heritage. Rhynie Woman contributed by creating locally inspired dishes for an 
evening meal, buffet lunch, teas and locally inspired Tap O’ Noth and Glenlivet fruitcakes.  
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Ancient Rhynie with Aidan O’Rourke and Gordon Noble 
21 February, 2015, Rhynie 
Fiddler Aidan O’Rourke and Archaeologist Gordon Noble led a walk around the ancient Neolithic 
and Pictish sites close to Rhynie. This was followed by a discussion that investigated land use, a 
concert and a ceilidh. Rhynie Woman provided a hot meal of foraged stews, Rhynie Man Birthday 
cake and hot foraged cordials. 
 
Make Do in the Kitchen, Cooking Workshop 
10 March, 2015, Linden Centre, Huntly 
Rhynie Woman held a workshop with the local community aimed at sharing their knowledge of 
traditional cooking methods/techniques, while also exploring more contemporary techniques. In a 
‘ready, steady, cook’ style format, Rhynie Woman advocated a frugal approach to cooking, where 
participants were encouraged to think about using local sourced ingredients and store cupboard 
items that would have traditionally been used in the area.  
 
Slow Marathon 2015 
24 April  
Rhynie Woman provided food for one of our largest events of the year, our annual Slow Marathon. 
Participants were treated to crafty dishes created from locally sourced ingredients. Who knew you 
could eat hogweed? 
 
Oaks & Amity Planting 
27 - 28 March, 2015, Bin Forest, Huntly 
For Oaks & Amity, Caroline Wendling held planting days where the community planted oak 
saplings, from Joseph Beuys 7000 Oaks, along with many other white trees and wild flowers to 
create The White Wood. Rhynie Woman kept the planters going with their all white “peace” food. 
 
Rhynie Dig 
Various dates, Rhynie 
Over the summer of 2015 Debbi and Daisy complemented the local archaeological dig with their 
inspiring food, creating a tangible connection between the land and its history.  
 
From this Land: Imprint/Abandon: Musical Tour with Aidan O’Rourke 
5 December, 2015, Acorn Centre, Cabrach 
For the second part of a joint launch day, with Rhynie Woman, Aidan O’Rourke launched his new 
cd with a musical tour of the Cabrach, followed by a concert and discussion on land use at the 
Acorn Centre. Here Rhynie Woman provided a light supper of soup and homemade Rhynie 
sourdough.  
 
Rhynie Woman provided the food for a whole series of smaller events throughout the year, such as 
the local Farmers’ Market. At each they presented food made from locally sourced ingredients, 
using the opportunity to promote learning and understanding of the local food culture and heritage. 
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5. Final Event: From this Land: Cooking the Landscape Book Launch 
 
The Rhynie Woman residency culminated in the publication of their unconventional cookbook, 
Cooking the Landscape, which was launched on the 5 December. To celebrate this book launch 
Debbie and Daisy set up shop at the local Farmers’ Market for a special display of their culinary 
brilliance. This event formed part of From this Land – a double event day, with Rhynie Woman 
book launch in the morning and fiddler Aidan O’Rouke’s Imprint/ Abandon: Musical Tour, to launch 
his new cd, in the afternoon — marking the end of our hospitality programme.  
 
Alongside Deveron Arts regular seasonal café, Rhynie Woman created a stall at the Farmers’ 
Market, which gave Huntly a taste of the ideas and recipes from ‘Cooking the Landscape’. They 
set up their wood fired pizza oven and created seasonal Huntly pizzas topped with different types 
of pesto created from foraged ingredients: a vegan lovage with walnut, yarrow and wild garlic with 
pumpkin seed, garden mint and sage and onion. As well as, elderflower and gooseberry harissa, 
rose hip sauce, tomato sauce and roasted rosehip, rosemary and garlic which created an 
alternative “bbq sauce”. These were also topped with wilted nettles, kale and leek. The Rhynie 
Woman offered insight into their practice as artists, sharing their knowledge about what is available 
seasonally and locally, what foods would have traditionally been eaten in this area and how they 
might have been prepared. After the Famers’ Market, participants joined Aidan O’Rourke on a tour 
of the Cabrach. 
 
After Aidan O’Rourke’s tour (see Imprint/Abandon report for more details), participants gathered in 
the Acorn Centre, Lower Cabrach for a discussion on land-use in the area, from past, present and 
future perspectives. On the panel we had: Access Manager for Moray, John MacKenzie, Cabrach 
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farmer Neil Sheed, resident and local activist Jean Oliver. Chairing the panel was archaeologist Dr 
Gordon Noble from Aberdeen University. 
 
 
  
6. Marketing 
 
Print 
 

- 6 x printed newsletter — 1000 copies made available each time, distributed locally and to 
500 national and international contacts  

- Edition of 10 posters per event distributed locally 
 

 
Digital 
 

- Social Media campaign on Twitter (+1700 followers) and Facebook (+1600 followers) 
- 12 x monthly email newsletter to 1600 subscribers (400 local) 
- Events and project featured on Deveron Arts website — averages around 1600 sessions a 

month 
 
 
7. Impact 
 
Attendance Numbers 

 
 
 
 

Event Date Events Participants
COAST Festival 24/05/14 1 100
Perambulator Parade 31/05/14 1 100
The Lubare and the Boat Weekend 15/06/14 1 150
Best in Show at Pipes in the Park 30/08/14 1 15
History Boys Dinner 06/10/14 1 12
Halloween in Huntly - Farmers' Market 01/11/14 1 30
Hielan'Way Symposium walking day 14/11/14 1 65
Handmade in Huntly 26/11/14 1 85
The Poor Had No Lawyers - talk with Andy Wightman 27/11/14 1 105
Ancient Rhynie w/ Aidan O'Rourke + Gordon Noble 21/02/15 1 70
Some Culture a Day keeps the Doctor Away 03/03/15 1 30
White Wood Planting 27/03/15 2 150
Slow Marathon 24/04/15 1 100
Pathmakers Gathering 25/04/15 1 40
Farmer's Market July 04/07/15 1 30
Deveron Arts AGM 21/09/15 1 20
Hielan'Ways Symposium Talking Day 15/11/15 1 110
From the Land 05/12/15 1 50

Totals 1262
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8. Media 
 
Press Coverage 
 

 
 

 
Radio 
 
08/01/2016 Rhynie Woman, BBC Out for the Weekend, Radio. 
 
 
10. Reflection  
 
“Like archaeologists, Rhynie Woman use subtle methods to reconnect and celebrate the wealth of 
what local landscapes have to offer.”  Janet Starkey 
 
The aim of this project was to increase awareness of the local landscape and history in relation to 
food and hospitality. At a time when heritage and traditions of the Northeast is going through a 
revival, Rhynie Woman hoped to present an alternative way to understand the local area, through 
taste. The Rhynie Woman project set out to create a series of food related events that would 
investigate the significance of food in the area and propagate, through these encounters, a 
renewed interest in the heritage of local food culture. 
 
Through a very particular relationship to the local area, one, which is sensitive to seasons, soil and 
climate, Rhynie Woman made a case for the re-valuing of local plants and produce — rather than 
what is being imported — by providing people with great tasting locally sourced food, unearthing 
flavours from the landscape. Rhynie Woman used food as a way of initiating a discussion about 
food; staging conversations that importantly attempted to re-connect people with the local area, 
and so to, its traditions and heritage.  
 
Although recent times have seen a revival in foraging in the UK, in particularly to service the 
restraint industry, locally few practice it. Rhynie Woman’s approach has been particularly 
successful at changing people’s perception of food culture in the Huntly area. On a basic level this 
was done simply through making people aware of what is available on their doorstep; through 
researching traditional food crops and presenting audiences with foraged ingredients, no longer 
part of the local diet but once commonplace, bringing these ingredients back into common 
knowledge. Their approach, of balancing tradition with modern innovation, worked well to create 
food experiences accessible to everyone. The sharing of food is a great leveller; by utilising such 
things as “tasting” sessions as well as bespoke food events, Rhynie Woman engaged with diverse 
audiences, using the exchange of food as an effective method for initiating dialogue — 
encouraging audiences to participate in a wider discussion about the heritage of the area. Although 
not all of their creations were successful — as many flavours and methods of presentation are no 
longer congruous with modern palettes  — they still acted as effective and innovative talking 
points.  

Date Press Title
12/06/14 The Press and JournalFestival: The Lubare and The Boat
12/09/14 Huntly Express Cooking up culinary delights
10/10/14 Huntly Express Event looks to explore ancient drovers' routes
06/11/14 Press & Journal Celebration of the Hielan' Ways
10/11/14 The Scotsman (online)Preview: The Hielan' Ways Symposium, Tomintoul
27/11/15 The Huntly Express Arts body to launch two 'exciting' new events
01/01/16 Knock News Rhynie Woman Cooking the Landscape
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The project was, of course, not without its problems; in particular, getting the balance right 
between providing food, catering, and developing a creative/artistic practice can be challenging. 
Maintaining this balance was crucial to the project, to give it a depth beyond Rhynie Woman as 
caterers, but using food as a conduit to talk about food.  
 
Rhynie Woman continue to be in demand after the project — booked up many months in advance 
— serves as an excellent indicator as how successful they have been at reviving a local diet and 
interest in it. Deveron Arts takes pride in having given birth to such an innovative local enterprise. 
. 
 
11. Publication 
 
Rhynie Woman, Cooking the Landscape, Huntly: Deveron Arts, 2015. Launched at the Huntly 
Farmers’ Market, Sat 5 December 2015. 
 
Cooking the Landscape is an unconventional cookbook that was created to inspire respect, 
stimulate dialogue, and encourage local communities to engage in their social and natural 
environments. Acting not just as a cookbook but also as a collection of ideas and notes to inspire 
readers to go out and investigate their own local diet; to develop a new relationship with the land 
and its heritage, and to be conscientious of where there food is coming from, its history and its 
future.  
 
Text by Janet Starkey; illustrations by Daisy Williams. 
 
~ Forthcoming  
 
Huntly Cookbook, Janet Starkey, a revised and updated edition of the 1913 Huntly cookery book.  
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