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Mountains to Sea - Speyside distilled 

Day One - Cairns to Castles – The Barley Lands of Moray  

On Day One we investigate the ancient history of the Laich of Moray, the fertile coastal plain 

where much of the barley for the Speyside whisky is grown. Here ultra-modern maltings are 

juxtaposed with historic fishing villages, magnificent castles and ancient cairns and standing 

stones.   

We start the day near Inverness at the atmospheric and mysterious Clava Cairns, Bronze 

Age (2,500 - 800 BC) ceremonial burial cairns and stone circles, said to be the best example 

of their kind. Moving on to the smaller and more remote Moyness ring cairn near Auldearn, 

the lonely hill-top location affords a panoramic view from mountains to sea. Travelling 

downhill to Forres, we stop at the enigmatic Brodie Symbol Stone and Sueno's Stone, 

beautifully carved standing stones left by the Picts, an ancient and 'lost' race that replaced 

the seemingly more peaceful Bronze Age culture.  

Our distillery visit is to the small, independent Benromach distillery at Forres, where the spirit 

'cut' is still made by hand by the master distiller and a little peat is used in malting, unusual in 

Speyside malts. The distillery is run by the Urquhart family, who also own Gordon and 

Macphail, the well-known Elgin based whisky merchant and bottler.  

After the tour we make our way to the massive Pictish sea-cliff fort at Burghead, stopping at 

the picturesque fishing village of Findhorn en route for lunch. The fort was so big that its well, 

which may have had ceremonial significance, is now hidden, secret and mysterious amongst 

the streets of the later 18th century settlement, and is viewed by means of a key and short 

walk.  

After taking in the beautiful coastal views and informative exhibition about the fort, we finish 

the day at the 12th century Duffus Castle, near Elgin, where its ancient sea port has long 

disappeared to be replaced with fields of waving barley. One of the best Scottish examples 

of a Norman motte and bailey castle, its tower or 'keep' was however built without 

foundations and partially slid downhill a few centuries later, creating a bizarre sight today! A 

short drive returns us to Lossiemouth. 

Visits to - Clava Cairns, Moyness Bronze Age ring cairn, Pictish Brodie Stone and Sueno’s 

Stone, Benromach distillery, Findhorn fishing village, Burghead Pictish Fort, Duffus Castle. 

 

Day Two - Hidden Seminary and Illicit Stills – The Secret Life of Glenlivet  

Day Two starts with a scenic drive into the moorlands, stopping to view the island-built castle 

of Lochindorb, impressively framed against loch and mountains. This was the seat of the 

infamous 14th century Wolf of Badenoch, the local 'gangster chief' who sacked Elgin in his 

power struggle with the church. This is also a good point to take in the wild landscape and 

the impacts of the 18th century Highland Clearances (which replaced people with sheep, 

creating the Scottish diaspora) and more recent game shooting. Passing through Grantown 
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and Tomintoul we can ponder the success of these settlements that were built to house the 

evicted tenants (miscreants according to one church minister!).  

We then explore the remote Braes of Glenlivet that not only provided refuge for Catholics 

after the 18th century Jacobean uprising, but also hid their illicit whisky stills.  After the 

unexpected sight of Braeval distillery seemingly in the middle of nowhere, a short moorland 

walk brings us to the remote and atmospheric Scalan Seminary, an 18th century farmhouse 

where priests trained in secret, which is kept unlocked and is explored at will.  

After stopping to admire the historic pack horse bridge that pre-dated the military roads built 

to quell the Jacobites, we then visit the nearby Glenlivet distillery. Stunningly located and 

owned by Chivas Brothers, it was founded by George Smith, local farmer and grandson of 

one of the 'refugees', but also illicit whisky distiller and smuggler.  

After lunch and a comprehensive tour and tasting (which comprises cask, plus two aged 

samples) we carry on down the glen to nearby Ballindalloch Castle, an archetypical Baronial 

style country seat in beautiful gardens. Home to the Macpherson-Grant family, it is also a 

perfect example of a modern Highland estate managing sporting moor, farmland, forestry 

and tourism. Of particular interest to our American visitors might be the hand-written letter, 

recently discovered in the attics, from George Washington to a former laird and governor of 

Florida.  

We return to Lossiemouth via the Spey Valley, passing numerous famous distilleries and the 

whisky towns of Aberlour and Rothes. 

Visits to - Lochindorb Castle, Grantown-on-Spey, Tomintoul, Braes of Glenlivet and Scalan 

Seminary, Glenlivet Packhorse Bridge, Glenlivet distillery, Ballindalloch Castle 

 

Access information  

The walk to Scalan Seminary on Day Two takes about 15-20 minutes each way and is on a 

flat, unmetalled 4x4 track. 

 


