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The blossoming of  
THE GRANITE CITY

The slowing of the oil and gas industry in Aberdeen has 
been the catalyst for change in the city

WORDS ROBIN MCKELVIE

CONCIERGETRAVEL TIME

Given the spate of  apocalyptic media reports 
in recent years, I’d half  been expecting to 
find tumbleweed in the famously-grand 
granite streets of  Aberdeen, or simply a sign 

proclaiming the city closed.
Recent years have proved traumatic for ‘Europe’s Oil 

Capital’ as a price slump engendered a local recession. 
But far from letting this knock the sails out of  their 
maritime city, I soon found that Aberdonians have 
rallied in an impressive renaissance that has breathed 
diverse new life into Scotland’s third-largest city.

From granite heart to green shoots
I start at the epicentre of  stoic, stern granite 
old-school Aberdeen on arguably Scotland’s most 
impressive thoroughfare. I’m dwarfed at the foot of  
the vaulting 19th-century stone canyon of  mile-long 
Union Street. I can see why, on a bitterly-dreich day 
– you often don’t need the local patois translated – 
some visitors find Aberdeen imposing. Daunting even.

Aberdeenshire-born writer Lewis Grassic Gibbon 
felt very differently, dramatically declaring, “One 
detests Aberdeen with the detestation of  a thwarted 
lover. It is the one hauntingly and exasperatingly 
loveable city in Scotland.”

Today, as the sun dances across the granite in 
blinding sparkles, I’m with Gibbon. Aberdeen takes 
on a magical quality when the stones are enlivened 
with the swathe of  colourful flowers that burst forth 
from what seems like every available pore of  the city. 

In the first café I stick my head into, I ask about the 
flowers and am told by Eddie, the beaming barista, 

what sounds like a local urban myth: “Aberdeen is so 
awash with flowers that it was banned from entering 
the ‘Britain in Bloom’ contest as we kept winning it 
every year.” The more time I spend in the city, bathed 
in floral aromas, the more I start to believe Eddie and 
find myself  wondering why still so few people book 
city breaks to this northern charmer.  

It’s not just the flowers that are boasting 
impressively-green shoots these days, as I quickly 
find people not obsessed with oil returning to 
US$100 a barrel, but rather seeing the slump as an 
opportunity to wean Aberdeen off  too much 
reliance on the black gold. I’ve only ever before 
encountered this determination in Dubai and here 
it’s even more marked.

From oil capital to green revolution 
I head to the Maritime Museum, which covers the rise 
of  the oil industry in the second half  of  the 20th 
century. At one stage the city’s helipad became the 
world’s busiest as it ferried workers to over 130 offshore 
rigs. The museum centrepiece is a massive scale model 
of  an oil rig. My notepad had been ready to take down 
some clipped lines about these leviathans heading the 
way of  the dinosaurs, but the staff  correct me, pointing 
to newly-discovered fields, increased investment and 
new technologies that will keep the oil flowing into the 
city for decades. Maybe even longer.

The museum staff  are not finished with me and 
talk of  a new boom. Not in finite fossil fuels, but in 
emerging green energies in what is tantamount to a 
green energy revolution. “The idea is brilliantly 
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simple,” Jeff  smiles, “Aberdeen is home to myriad 
energy industry experts and is still Europe’s Oil 
Capital. Our universities, too, are adept at conjuring 
up energy-savvy graduates. The Scottish government 
and overseas funding steps in when Westminster 
doesn’t stump up the cash. It’s a win-win.”

He’s right. When I’m in town news breaks of  the 
world’s first floating wind farm, which is to take shape 
just north-east of  the city and power 20,000 homes. 

Above: Marischal Square 
Below: The brasserie at the 
Malmaison Hotel

“Aberdeen takes on a 
magical quality when 
the stones are 
enlivened with the 
swathe of  colourful 
flowers that burst 
forth from what seems 
like every available 
pore of  the city”

Funding in part came from the Middle East, as 
Aberdeen turns its focus global in a bid to diversify.

It’s not just in green energy that Aberdeen is 
investing, with £2bn being injected into projects 
across the city over the next three years. A massive 
new multi-million-pound conference centre that will 
create over 350 permanent jobs is slated to open next 
year. Dyce Airport is mushrooming too, with a 50 per 
cent increase in terminal space for passenger jets 
rather than just helicopters out to the rigs.

My cousin, Colin McKelvie, lives in the city and 
works in the financial sector. The last time I met him 
it was all doom and gloom. This time he practically 
bounces into the room and beams “There is so much 
going on. Recently the new £350m harbour for 
Aberdeen at Nigg Bay just received a £11.7m funding 
boost, with First Minister Nicola Sturgeon announcing 
‘significant’ Scottish Enterprise funding. The aim is to 
expand into more diverse areas such as tourism, with 
improvements designed to attract cruise ships. There 
is so much here now for tourists to see and do.”

He, too, is right. As a kid I spent many a holiday  
in Aberdeen and all I can remember is running 
around on the city beach and trawling around  
a rundown funfair. Today I return and find an  
English school group getting a surf  lesson in the 

breakers, rather than just paddling as I did.
I run into a couple from Paris who are here to see 

the dolphins. They’ve come to the right place, as 
Aberdeen is now one of  the best places in Europe to 
witness these magnificent marine mammals from the 
shore. You can spot the hulking bottlenose dolphins 
from Aberdeen City Beach, Torry Battery and even at 
the harbour itself. The Aberdeen dolphins are an 
increasingly-popular attraction and a new £10m 
dolphin-watching centre is being planned for 
Greyhope Bay, near Torry. It’s going to feature a 
wildlife viewing platform, but will not just be for 
viewing the cetaceans. It will also feature science and 
education elements, plus performance and art spaces, 
conference rooms, a restaurant and a theatre.

A cultural and culinary blossoming
Aberdeen’s refocusing is not, mercifully, all about 
business and infrastructure development. The city is 
taking its lead from old east-coast rival, ambitious 
Dundee, which is about to open its own V&A 
Museum at the heart of  a massive urban 
regeneration project. Aberdeen is responding with a 
major re-imagining of  Aberdeen Art Gallery, 
Cowdray Hall and Remembrance Hall. The highlight 
will be a new £30m rooftop gallery. 

Edinburgh may still be regarded as Scotland’s 
festivals hub, but Aberdeen has stepped up its 
festival scene too, with Aberdeen Festivals (www.
aberdeenfestivals.com) at the epicentre, promoting 11 
festivals in the region, ranging from the Aberdeen 
Jazz Festival and the Scottish Traditional Boat 
Festival through to the Aberdeen International Youth 
Festival and DanceLive, Scotland’s longest-running 
contemporary dance festival. Then there is the 
Nuart (www.nuartaberdeen.co.uk), a new festival that 
has been lavished with critical acclaim. 

 It’s all change, too, with the Marischal Square 
development. I venture to Marischal College, the 
world’s second largest granite building. The eye- 
catcher is, of  course, the college itself, a fairytale 
concoction of  pinnacles that Disney would be proud 
of. The Marischal Square Development nearby is a 
£107m redevelopment of  the quarter. Leisure 
visitors will be at the forefront with a new 14,500 sq 
ft civic space in front of  the Provost Skene’s House. 
Seven restaurants and cafes are slated to open as 
part of  the development.

Speaking of  restaurants, the more time I spend in 
Aberdeen the more I realise how the city’s restaurant 
scene is evolving. Again, the oil slump has been a 
motivator. As expense budgets and wages were 
reined in, diners sought more bang for their buck, 
and they’ve got it as the smart restaurateurs have 
stepped up a gear.

I visit seafood eaterie Silver Darling down on the 

harbour for the first time in years. It’s only lunchtime, 
but I’m lucky to get a table. As I sit watching ships 
slip in from the North Sea there is an unmistakable 
buzz. The businesspeople dining seem not only to be 
weathering the storm, but learning to live with it and 
seeing opportunities in the turbulence. 

That night at dinner I meet Ben Iravani, who owns 
Orchid Bar and Porter’s Gin, an Aberdeen-made gin 
that is one of  the shining stars of  Scotland’s 
much-vaunted craft gin revolution. “We have always 
had a very strong food and drink sector in the 
north-east, and we are home to some of  the world’s 
best produce. Over the past few years, the city has 
diversified further. We’ve a lot to offer and I’m very 
proud to see the landscape evolving.” he enthuses.

Ben’s comments are echoed later in the week by 
Brian McLeish, who was a finalist in the 2014 
MasterChef: the Professionals, at Moonfish 
restaurant. Moonfish was a creative pioneer when it 

Photo: Ian Cox



48    OCTOBER

CONCIERGE TRAVEL TIME

Left: Silver Darling, on the harbour

INFO

ABERDEEN SIGHTS
Maritime Museum
It’s all here from the history of local 
shipbuilding and the story of the growth of the 
city’s lifeblood harbour, through to everything 
you could ever want to know about the oil and 
gas industries. Great views of the harbour too.  
www.aagm.co.uk

Harbour Cruises
These 45-minute cruises open up the harbour 
right in the city centre that is at both the 
heart of the fossil fuels and the green energy 
industries. That you can often see dolphins 
is a bonus.  
www.clydecruises.com
 
Footdee
This tiny historic quarter lies tucked right 
behind the busy harbour and the city’s sandy 
beach. Here the years peel back amongst the 
tiny old fishermens’ houses, which were built 

to shield their residents from the worst of 
the North Sea storms. The fairytale ambience 
has been accentuated now by the arrival of a 
number of artists who have moved in and set 
up colourful shop.

Aberdeen Tourist Information 
www.visitabdn.com

STAY
The local economy may be recovering, but 
many expense budgets have been hit and 
consequently Aberdeen hotels are now often 
very good value.
 
The Malmaison
This striking city centre modern hotel infuses 
the boutique hotel concept with a splash 
of shiny modern Scottish décor. There are 
79 bedrooms, a small spa and a decent 
brasserie-style restaurant too. 
www.malmaison.com 

Mercure Aberdeen Ardoe House Hotel 
and Spa
On the edge of town this lavish, four-
star reclines in 30 acres of grounds in a 
picturesque 19th-century mansion house with 
120 traditionally-decorated bedrooms. The 
Ardoe Spa is on hand with spa treatments, an 
indoor pool and a fitness room, while Blairs 
Restaurant is worth staying in for. 
www.mercure.com 

Tornacoille Hotel
This Victorian country house hotel sits just 
outside Aberdeen in scenic Royal Deeside. 
A four-star, it is housed in a striking granite 
building, with 25 individual bedrooms – 
some come with four-posters and rolltop 
baths. The hotel restaurant is acclaimed 
and the hotel makes a handy base not only 
for exploring Aberdeen, but the rest of 
Aberdeenshire too.  
www.tornacoille.com

burst onto the scene in 2004 and the focus today still 
chimes with the current city zeitgeist. 

“We aim to showcase Aberdeenshire produce in a 
very simple way to give customers an authentic 
experience. We’re not really doing anything different, 
but I do think the slowing of  the oil and gas industry 
has been the catalyst that the food and drinks industry 
needed to up its game,” Brian candidly admits.

You couldn’t visit Aberdeen and not come across its 
most successful brewer. BrewDog, headquartered in 
nearby Ellon, already had their flagship bar in the city, a 
template that has now been exported all over the 
world. Now they have opened BrewDog Castlegate.  
I made my way on my last night to the east end of  
Union Street and found it nestled in an impressively- 
reborn Athenaeum, with 16 craft beer lines. 

Such choice of  beer – all of  it brewed locally – is 
an apposite symbol of  Aberdeen today. The amber 
nectar is just one element that has opened up the 
city’s horizons beyond the volatile black stuff. It’s  
this sort of  appeal and energy, that I palpably feel 
flowing throughout this rapidly-changing hub, that 
makes Scotland’s third largest, gloriously-granite, 
city such a beguiling destination for an offbeat break. 

        FLY     Flybe has flights to Aberdeen from Belfast City, Birmingham, Jersey, Kirkwall, London City, London Heathrow,
Manchester, Newquay, Paris CDG, Southampton and Sumburgh 


