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After initial planning meetings in Edinburgh this project began in 
earnest in December 2014. The initial idea was for me to write 
music in response to time spent walking among the many 
Neolithic sites in the Huntly area.  
 
Shortly before my December visit, Glenbuchat, a local village 
hosted a talk by Andy Wightman and this stirred up much 
discussion on land use and land reform; a subject close to my 
heart. I sensed momentum in this subject and thought it would be 
a good idea to build on this. I redirected the project towards these 
issues whilst continuing to link in with the local Neolithic sites. 
The project we devised was called Imprint:Abandon; a meditation 

on abandoned settlements in the Huntly area from Neolithic times until modern day.  
 
For almost 10,000 years we have lived and formed communities on the land around us. But the human populace has an ever evolving 
and kinetic structure. People move around.  
 
There have always been exiles and people seeking asylum. Some people move on seeking new employment or new experiences. In Neolithic 
times through the middle ages communities moved on for political reasons, for safety or to better climates where food production and cattle 
raising was easier. 
 
War has taken its toll on the land around us from the Wars of Scottish Independence in the 14th century to the Great Wars of the 20th. 
On The Cabrach we can see many tumbledown crofts, empty schools and churches and much of this was caused by the huge proportion of 
young men who went to war in 1914 and didn’t return.  
 
Many communities were forced to leave their land through the Clearances which began in the 18th century and continues in more muted 
fashion until present day.  
 
In his residency at Deveron Arts, composer and musician Aidan O’Rourke walked among these abandoned settlements and spend time 
with historians, archeologists and local enthusiasts. He wrote music inspired by these experiences and assemble a world-class band of 
musician/composers to further these ideas and make a recording of these musical meditations. 
 
In December I was shown around the area and visited some sites close to Huntly. I had planning meetings with the 
Deveron Arts team who put me in touch with local historians, walkers, geologists and musicians. I appeared as a 
guest at the local folk night which put me in touch with the local music scene. I also held music workshops with 
local musicians. 
 
My accommodation was in the Deveron Arts house near the middle of town which was basic but warm and 
comfortable. I set up a small recording studio in the front room and I could write and record into the night which 
was advantageous. Most days were spent walking and exploring and the evenings spent writing and recording. 
 
My next visit was a two week residency in February. This was an productive visit with much interaction with local 
historian Ron Brander and geologist Gordon Noble. These connections, set up by the Deveron Arts team, were 
vital in the creative process giving much detailed information and therefore inspiration for the music.  
 
We organized a guided walk and talk up the famous archaeological/geological phenomenon the Tap O’Noth which 
concluded with an evening of locally sourced food, a talk about my creative process, a fiddle recital and a ceilidh 
dance.  
 
I was introduced to a local family, the Sheeds, who have farmed the land in the Cabrach for many generations. With 
their permission I recorded this conversation and this became the centre piece of the opening track on the 
recording.  



After this conversation and detailed insights from Ron Brander (historian) and Gordon Noble (archaeologist), the 
main sites I would focus on for the recording were decided. I left Huntly in February with many musical ideas and a 
deep sense of the land and community around Huntly. 
 
I finished the writing process in Edinburgh through late February and early March and the next stage was to bring 
session musicians Anna Meredith, Tom Rogerson and John Blease to Huntly along with recording engineer Stuart 
Hamilton. We set up studio in board member Steve Brown’s house in Glass near Huntly. (He kindly donated the 
use of his house.) There was plenty room to set up studio and for us all to sleep here, a perfect situation for us to 
work in. 
 
To give the London based musicians an insight into the local area Deveron Arts organised another trip to the Tap 
O’Noth and for us to meet up with local food/culture revivalists The Rhynie Women. This is one of the many 
things Deveron Arts do very well. Some organisations are more than happy to leave you to guide the project 
yourself but Deveron Arts understand the importance of local engagement. It feeds into the music benefits both the 
artists and the community. 
 
We recorded the five track EP in Huntly in March and I edited and mixed it in Edinburgh over the summer.  
 
The launch event in early December was one of the most unique launch events I’ve ever been associated with. We 
gathered in Huntly Town Square on a Saturday morning. Rhynie Women were selling food with locally sourced 
ingredients as part of the farmer’s market. A bus carrying some 40 people took us around three of the five sites 
featured on the EP: 
Wallakirk – inspired the track Wolf Monk 
The Cabrach (two sites here; the abandoned school and another abandoned settlement 40 minutes walk from the 
bus) – inspired the tracks The Cabrach and The Burn of The Shelter. 
 
At each of the sites Ron Brander gave a short talk and I gave a rendition of the composition, which referred to the 
site. A further inspired launch idea, which came about through meetings and brainstorming sessions with the 
Deveron Arts team, was to geocache a download code for the track at each site. These have been launched through 
social media and the geocache website and I consider this an incredibly unique and original launch idea. There has 
been a great response to this online. 
 
The EP launch continued in the evening at a community center in the Cabrach. Here there was food from Rhynie 
Woman (included in the £5 ticket price), a heated discussion on land use/reform and a concert from myself. It was 
a very special and successful finale to what was, to me, a unique and fascinating project.  
 
Conclusion: 
What made this project a success and one of the things which makes Deveron Arts stand out among other rural arts 
projects was the level of interaction between the artist and locals. Deveron Arts being so engrained in the 
community really shaped this project for me. 
 
There are key people on the board or active members of the community who become integral to the projects and I 
think this is the key to the success of Deveron Arts. They go in at ground level and you can feel the roots of this in 
all their projects. This helps break down the sometimes-tangible barrier between arts organisation and community 
and I commend the team on this initiative. 
 
In regard to my own project.  
I was very much welcomed into the Deveron Arts team. I am happy to work on my own but the team always made 
sure I knew their offices were open to me if I was in the need of company. There was a good balance between the 
community engagement and my own professional development time and this was well planned out. Finances were 
well run and the malleability of my schedule was accepted. The team left me to plan my own dates around other 
work commitments etc and this was appreciated.  
 

 


