A taste of

honey
CHEF CRAIG ROWLAND MINDS HIS BEES AND QS...

W

ith four jars of honey
in front of him on the
kitchen table, each
glowing a beautiful
shade of gold, Skibo’s
executive chef, Craig Rowland is ‘honey tasting’.
In each pot he can detect notes of the estate’s
multifarious flowers, trees and heather.
‘It’s a bit like wine-tasting,’ explains Craig. ‘It’s
very subtle but early on in the year, the honey is
almost as clear as water. This is blossom honey
and is the white wine of honey. Then you have
the darker, heather honey which is bold and
boisterous, like a red wine.’
Crocus, blossom, lime trees, pussy willow,
white clover and bell heather are just a few species
that the bees feast on at Skibo, making the estate
a wonderful location for bees to live and work.
‘The decision to keep bees here came from
a conversation with a local beekeeper, Hamish
Robertson, who runs Struan Apiaries,’ says Craig.
‘I told him that our strawberry harvest hadn’t
been as good as usual and he advised me to get
some bees to help pollinate them.’
With Hamish - who has 66 years of beekeeping
experience - giving advice, Craig installed the
bees at Skibo in August last year, starting with
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two hives, growing to three. Nestled in an area
called ‘Over Skibo’, the landscape is varied and
lush; on the edge of forest, within half a mile of
the heather moor which stretches as far as the eye
can see, neighboring fields of white clover and
game crops for 14,000 pheasants, the bees will
never go hungry.
‘The bees at Skibo are very fortunate,’ says
Hamish, who keeps over 75 million bees. ‘From
spring to autumn, they have a huge variety of
flowers, trees and plants to forage, right there
on the doorstep. As a result, the honey tastes
fantastic.’
As well as helping to pollinate the estate
gardens, the bees provide plenty of delicious
honey for the breakfast table. The honeycomb,
oozing with warm liquid honey is the reward,
but caring for the bees through the seasons is
imperative.
‘I check the bees every ten days,’ says Craig.
‘I make sure that the queen is alive and well and
getting enough food. The queen lays between 500
and 2000 eggs a day, so you can tell fairly quickly
whether you have a healthy colony.’
Though Skibo’s bees are thriving, the plight
of the bee has been well documented in recent
media. Honeybee populations are declining in
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Scotland, with threats ranging from parasites
and disease to bad weather leading to the loss of
thousands of colonies, the Scottish Government
has strategies in place to achieve a sustainable and
healthy population of honeybees for pollination
and honey production in Scotland.
‘There are various reasons for the decline,’ says
Hamish. ‘With most beekeepers being the more
mature people of this world and perhaps not as
physically fit, they sell off some colonies to the
younger generation who expect too much of their
hives, when the honey doesn’t roll out labeled and
lidded. Intensive farming can also be a problem
for bees. For instance when the oilseed rape is
in season, the bees have a bountiful supply of
food, but after that they starve. It goes in peaks
and troughs. Honeybees need more places
like Skibo.’
To improve chances for honeybees in Scotland,
hedgerows are being planted, more fields are
being laid to wild flowers and conservation
trusts are working to encourage people to plant
bee-friendly flowers in their gardens. Bee health
is important, not only for the production of the
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honey, but also for the contribution that bees
make to the pollination of many crop species and
the wider environment.
Dressed in his beekeeper’s kit of veil and
gloves, the first time Craig lifted the honeycomb
from the Skibo hive he was astonished by
the weight of it, comparing it to a very heavy
cookbook. Stung only once, Craig says that the
bees are a gentle bunch. It is weather dependent
but his favourite time to visit the hives is when the
sun’s going down and the bees seem relaxed after
an industrious day pollinating.
‘I feel safe taking my protective gear off just
six feet away from our 250,000 bees,’ he says.
‘But it’s typical that when I do two wasps will
dive-bomb me!’
With the yield of honey from the Skibo hives,
Craig gets to work in the kitchen, using the
honey to produce ice-cream, glaze legs of lamb,
or simply serving the comb sliced and oozing
with golden sweetness for the breakfast table.
It has to be said: lashings of Skibo honey served
with freshly baked warm baguette really is the
bees’ knees.

AS WELL AS
HELPING TO
POLLINATE THE
ESTATE GARDENS,
THE BEES
PROVIDE PLENTY
OF DELICIOUS
HONEY FOR THE
BREAKFAST TABLE

Handcrafted tree houses
Recapture the magic of childhood with Blue Forest, the world’s leading tree house
designers. Whether a treetop hideaway, eco-friendly lodge, fairytale tree house castle
or children’s den, our team can work with you to fulﬁl your treetop aspirations.

+44 (0)1892 750 090
info@blueforest.com

www.blueforest.com

Gin O’Clock
USING WILD PLANTS HARVESTED AT SKIBO, DISTILLER
MARTIN MURRAY CREATES A HANDCRAFTED GIN
EXCLUSIVELY FOR THE CARNEGIE CLUB...

O

n a warm day in late
September, Martin
Murray, his wife Claire
and their one-eyed dog,
George, set out for the
Caithness cliffs in the Scottish Highlands,
with a very specific quest. For just a few
days a year, conditions are perfect to
forage for Rhodiola rosea, (commonly
known as rose root) an ingredient in
the couple’s award-winning handcrafted
gin, Rock Rose. With spectacular views
of the coastline and seabirds swooping
overhead, collecting the golden and
flavoursome roots (with George safely
away from the cliff edge) seems an idyllic
day’s toil.
‘It’s an absolutely stunning place to
forage,’ says Martin. ‘Legend has it that
the Vikings used to pillage the Caithness
cliffs for rose root as they believed
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it would give them extra strength to
continue with their journey.’
Martin and Claire founded their
micro-distillery, Dunnet Bay Distillers,
in August 2014, after Martin, who was
working in the oil and gas industry
and living in France, wanted to return
to his Scottish roots with his young
family. Having dabbled in brewing
and distilling since his university
days, Martin embraced the challenge
of making handcrafted small-batch
gin, the current tipple of choice for the
in-crowd.
‘I think customers enjoy the story
behind the gin from a micro-distillery,’
explains Martin. ‘When we go to trade
shows or tasting events we can personally
be there to talk to people about how
we make our gin, whereas the larger
producers are more anonymous.’
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WHEN WE GO TO
TRADE SHOWS
OR TASTING
EVENTS WE CAN
PERSONALLY BE
THERE TO TALK TO
PEOPLE ABOUT
HOW WE MAKE
OUR GIN

In recent years gin has seen a spectacular
renaissance with the emergence of experimental
‘artisan’ gins using inspired ingredients, alongside
dedicated gin bars, gin pop-ups and gin festivals.
The drink’s reputation has come a long way since
the 18th century ‘gin craze’ which happened after
high taxes were imposed on imports of foreign
spirits. At that time, artist William Hogarth
engraved the renowned ‘Gin Lane’, which
portrayed a ruined society, thanks to gin. In those
days gin often contained sulphuric acid and left
people literally dying on the streets. However
today, gin enjoys a sophisticated reputation, with
discerning customers choosing ‘artisan’ gins over
the mass-market producers.
‘If you go back five years there were very few
gin brands on the shelves,’ he says. ‘But microdistilleries started producing quality gins with
very different profiles. I wanted to open in
Scotland making use of the local and traditional
botanicals available in this region to create a
unique and delicate gin.’

The couple invested in land a mile away
from their home for their business. With
Highland water supply and gardens bursting
with blackberries, redcurrants, gooseberries,
apple and pear trees, the land lent itself perfectly
to a micro-distillery. They bought a traditional
vapour infusion copper still, affectionately
named Elizabeth, from John Dore, the oldest
distillery engineering firm. And, with the help
of a local herbalist and ranger, tried 55 recipes
before settling on the final recipe for Rock Rose.
Alongside the essential juniper berries sourced
from Italy, the gin includes local ingredients rose
root, sea buckthorn and rowan berries which are
sustainably foraged from the local environment.
Produced in small batches of 800 bottles, the
still is heated for two hours and then the gin is
distilled for eight hours when it is exposed to the
vapour of the botanicals.
‘We wax, seal and sign our bottles on site,’ says
Martin. ‘Our team is small and includes my dad
and Claire’s mum.’

Their first gin batch sold out in 48 hours, has won
awards and is now stocked in Scotland’s finest bars and
restaurants, Fortnum and Mason and Harvey
Nichols. What better man then than Martin,
who is currently studying for a PhD in Brewing and
Distillation at Heriot-Watt University, to create a
bespoke gin exclusively for The Carnegie Club,
flavoured with Skibo’s own plants and wildflowers?
‘The botanicals available at Skibo are so
interesting,’ says Martin. ‘When the gardener
showed us what was growing on the estate we
knew we would really like to try creating a oneoff recipe just for Skibo.’
Working from a botanical survey of the estate,
carried out by the botanical recorder for East
Sutherland, Professor Mick Crawley of Imperial
College, London, Martin had a vast number of
potential ingredients to choose from. Professor
Mick Crawley’s research found more than
350 species on the estate, as well as lichen-rich
heaths close to the shore of the Kyle which are of
international importance.
Exploring the estate with Skibo’s gardener,
Martin came up with five recipes finally settling

on using the ingredients bog myrtle (Myrica
gale), dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) and
the estate’s own honey. Native to Scotland, bog
myrtle was apparently used by the Vikings
to promote well-being and from the
Middle Ages up until the 16th century
as a flavouring in beer, before hops
took over. An aromatic plant, it is
traditionally used in royal wedding
bouquets and has been used as a condiment;
campers also use it as a natural insect repellent!
‘As the name suggests, bog myrtle grows
in boggy, peaty parts of the estate,’ explains
Skibo gardener Lamont MacCullum. ‘Whereas
the dandelion grows on the road verges and
field margins.’
In order to get enough dry ingredients,
Lamont and his team picked and filled numerous
big black plastic bin bags with the plants, before
drying them for several weeks.
‘It was quite an undertaking,’ says Lamont.
‘Our target was 600g of dried bog myrtle and
500g of dandelion to make the gin. To give you an
idea, 8kg of fresh bog myrtle or dandelion stems

makes about 25g of dry.’
Dried in a poly-tunnel before being sent up to
Caithness for the distilling process to begin, the
plants were chosen for the delicate and unusual
flavour they would give to the gin.
‘Bog myrtle has such an unusual aroma and
is a typical ingredient of the Highlands,’ says
Martin. ‘The Skibo honey gives a wonderful
sweetness, which leaves a lovely coating on
the tongue and the dandelion gives a very nice
deep flavour.’
The bespoke Glasshouse is delicious in a
traditional gin and tonic and for a twist, Martin
recommends the addition of local strawberries.
Distilled at the Dunnet Bay Distillery with
ingredients picked and sourced at Skibo, the
gin makes a truly unique drinking experience.
To order Skibo’s gin. Contact our Food and
Beverage Manager Diane Munro on
diane.munro@carnegieclub.co.uk or call
01862 894 600
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