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Scottish Thistle Awards

The Scottish

Thistle Awards
2025: the winners

Claire Sawers celebrates
the best of Scottish
tourism and events, from
a hilltop castle to a
Scandi-style lochside
cabin, in the hospitality
industry Oscars

he great and good of
Seottish hospitality
gathered this week for the
Scottish Thisthe Awards,
celebrating innovation,
collaboration and sustadnable
practices. Want to know which B&B
hosts o the extra 500 miles? Where
ml wheelchair-fricndly festivals or

Where to find the winners

D Best BLB or Guest
House E‘pﬂm Ardiorna

10 Best Hotel Experlence:
Kilgrumemy Inn

1©) Best Self Catering or
nigua Stay:
Loch Ken Eco Bothies

) Best Pub or Bar:
Cross Keys Inn

D Best Eating Experience:
Hinth Wave Ristaurant

Q) Best Visitor Atraction
Highland Wildiite Park

@ Inclusion award: DF Concerts
& Events - TRNSMT Festival

prgettable meals? Read on — and | () caimate Action Award:
Ixmh now before word gets out Edinburgh Zoo
Best BAB or Best Tourism
Ardtorna, e Oban and Events Initiative:

How does a BEB elevate itself 1o
fve-star status, you might wonder?
Perhaps by ketting guests choose a
scent for their deluve bedding from a
miernt of aromiatherapy pillow mists.
O how about adding a salt station
featuring a pyramid rosemary fake to
0 o your fulffy scrambled egps?
That s what you'll get at this plesh
six-bedroom B&B ten miles north of
Orban, where ils owner. Karen
Webster, has been nicknamed the
Drame of Hospitality for consistently
#ning above and bevond for visitors,
Welster custom-bailt the modern
eon-friendly B&B in 2000 and has
been racking up awards ever since.
Bedroims look over Loch Crenis
hawe seatter cushions, handmad
chocolates, Molton Brown toiletries
and colour-changing wet rooms. An
enviconmentally friendly approach
means that hot water comes from a
ground-source heat pump and
Ardtorna has two charging points for

ay
st don't bring the kids
ing drictly verbotem in
this luxury retreat is children.
Detalls BEB doubdes from E160,
andtornaenuk

Best hotel experience — sponsored

by
Kildrurmemy inn. nr Aboyne

This hushand-and-wife team, David
and Sophie Litthewood, cover all bases
for an exceptional stay at this small
hotel in rural Aberdeenshire. which

as been 2 madnstay of Alford village
lifie since 1828. The Litthewoods took
aver the lease n 2043 but thi

a huxury tum when the milliona
American couple Chris and Camille
Bently bought the Kildrammy Esate
for E1] million in 2020 and began a
major renavation of the inn.

The hotel is ultra boutigue with
four king bedrooms featuring opulent
wallpapers and rich velvet

shi marhle chequerboard
| clawfout baths ivs a
ictorian period fittings
and modern Seottish lusry.
Mianwhile, the downstairs whisky

Solsgirth Home Farm

D Best Cutdoor or
Adventure Experience:
Mewton Farm Halidays & Tours

AP Dutstanding Cultural Event
or Festival: Edinburgh international
Book Festival

0 Inmovation Award:
Trimontium Museum

snug and restaurant are featured in
the Michelin Guide. Run by the chef
patron David Littlewood and the head
ched Alexandria Hay, the restaurant
Erc:- pub classics an upmarket spin
dldrumeny’s hangers and mash use
venison sausapes from the
Kildrummy Estate with creamy mash
and confit onion.
Details BE&B doubles from £280,

kildrummyinn.couk

Best solf -catering o unique stay
Loch Ken Eco Bothies. nr Castle

Douglas

A stay ot these off-grid bothies len
miles north of Casthe Douglas comes
with the very temgiting promise of
HOHIT P Nﬂr\a| lonz-burning hot tub
Within the Unesco

ere, right on the shores of Loch
the four eco bothies each have
ir o umique style. The two-berth

the
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D) Bost Business Award:
The 26th intemational
Papillomavinus Conferance 2024

D owstanding Sparting Event:
Tow of Britain

B Best Luxury Experience:

Knockinaam Lodge

D Employer of the Year:
The Totridan

GMNM of the Year:
Shesla Gilmaore

Otter eco yurt would sult a couple on
A romantic wary, while the newly
built Osprev sleeps eight and makes a
great bnse for groups on wildermess
walks
For more action-packed
thrills, Galloway Activity
Centre {lochkencouk) is
right mext door for siling,
windsurfing. kayaking.
canoeing, fishing,
monantain hiking, archery,
laser tag. a climbing wall
andd 3 Tipwire
| Sustainable tourism is
taken serlously by the
feam here and the Thistle
{ ges were imipressed by
| ‘their policy of sourcing local
Right: Best labour and materials where
eating passibile, recycling supplies.

‘experience favouring green transport and
winner Minth | trabning staff in how tobe
| Wave restaurant | environmentally responsibe. “The

sustamable and re
really commendahle,
raved.

Details From £385 for two nights” wlf-
catering for two adults and two.
children, lochkenecobothies.couk

Bast pub or bar — sponsoned
by SLTA
L‘omss Keys Inn, Ellnﬂ(brdql

anghe is

the judges

has scooped the au:lrd for
best bar or pub, The
Thistles judging panel, who
praised the Ettrickbridge
pub for being “clearly
switched on to commemnity-led
events with their support of
community initiatives”. There are
his, mother and baby groups,
radetie and even a
I.:mhm;. ag party — this is rural
Sootland, after all, in a Borders village
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seven miles cutside Selkirk.

The Cross Kevs Inn closad its doors
im 2022 — enter Rory and Vicki Steel,
who revamped the pub Durning it into
the heart of village life. a much-loved
spat for locals, families, cyclists,
fishermen, walkers and their dogs,
Orther selling points are the freshly
made bar meals, seven Juvury
hedrooms upstairs and a fine range of
becal beers and ales hehind the bar.
Details Dinner mains from £16,
crosskevsinnettrickbridge. com

Best eating experience
HNinth Wave Restaurant, nr Flonnphort
Owmed and operated by the chef
Carla Lamont and her team, Ninth

Vivee is @ destination restaurant
tucked away on & wild and
wonderfully isolated eorner of the
Rass of Mudl.

Originally from Canada, Lamont
blends Asian and Pacific Northwest

&€

The great
and the
good of
Scottish
tourism
gathered
this week
for the
annual
Thistle
Awards

influences with the very best of
Scoftish ingredients. She'll take
lobster from the neighbouring village
of Fionaphort, for example, and serve
it with a green mango slaw, Cointreau
iressing and lobster-stuffed courgette
Mowers in a tempura batter, Local
island beef might be served with
seasoning inspired by Mauritius, or
Lamicmt might pull up herbs and
edible Aowers from the Bruach Mhor
croft to flavour desserts.

That focus is a key part of the
experence — Lamont i there for
every course, giving background on
ingredients and namechecking the
local suppliers that are featured in the
mieal, a5 well as in their cocktails
Reducing food miles is one of Ninth
Wave's priorities and judges praised
Uhelr commitment to leaving a bow-
impact environmental footprint
Details Four-course lunch from E80,
ninthwavenstaurant.oo.uk

me, this is

The Thistle Awards
leader on her family road
trips and why celebrating
Scotland's tourism
matters more than ever

T you want to trace Barbara
Smiths career path just fllow
the routes she took across
Seutland on childhood holidays
with the family. Long before
she maraged castles or ran whisky
distilleries, the Scottish Thistle
Awards’ new chair was perched in
the hack of her family'’s iy Austin
AT, squeesed between her older
brother and sister. surmounded by
suitcases and setting off on yet
another grand Scottish adventure.
SO my goeodness, wee travelled
everywhere. she says with 1 laugh,
“My dacl was from a croft in Ardgay
in Sutherland so | leamt to fish in
the river just outside his family croft
when | wis about six My mum —
she was o great lover of history
took us 1o every corner of Scotland,
visiting castles and churches™
Back then few families went
abroad. Holidays were homegrown
Smith's ranged from Dornoch to
Sirvan, from Kirkcudbright 1o
Dieeside — each trip a patch in a
epuilt of childhood memories. “One
of my favourite holidays was o
South Llist, North Uist, Benbecula
and Barra,” Smith recalls. “1T never
forget the turguoise sea, the silver
sands, jumpdng wives on Barr —
it’s one of the st Tabulous places
workd”
AL the timet she didi't nealise
it was shaping her future but
norw savs the connection is
dmr “Tt must have instilled
3.' in me because
what did | end ap doing?
Tourism!” she says “T've
been so lucky to
manage one of
Seotland’s great
casthes andl later the
visitor centres for
soire of our most
biautiful
distilleries, often in
the very places I'd
visited as a child.
My father was a
great whisky lover so

New Thistle Awards

chair Barbara Smith

e Awards

The Cockle Strand, lsle of Barra — one of Smith's favourite childhood spots

Barbara Smith: For

the best

place in the world’

it meant so much to me to work in
some of the country s greatest

distilleries”

‘Thase early hislicdays dicl more
than show her the country. they
gave her a lifedong mission. *For me,
it is the best place in the world
We've ot everything here, whither
il's a unkdgue expenence, a dram by
thee dam it Roval Lochnagar or just
the beauty of the landscape {tsell.
Amything a visitor wants, they can
find in Scotland.

“Huolidays in Scotland have
transformed drmat ically since |
was a yourg girl. Back then, only
around 20 per cent of hotel roons
had private bathrooms and he:
was often an added extra. Today
vou can stay in loxuriows secuded
cabiirs with all the privacy you could
wish for — even your own sama

“It’s an incredible honour to head

the Scottish Thistle Awards,

ey're i real vear-long celebration
af what is the best in Scottish
tourism You just need 1o see the
faces of the peaple that win. People
cry when they win thise swards. Ith
usually a team effort and it can be a
real morale booster to go hack and
celebrate with all the staff, What it
means to people i shsolutely
fantastic. Businesses can use the
Thistle Awards for their own PR,
becoming ambassadors in their
community and benchmarks for
doing the right thing.

“Having served on the judging
panel before, | can say its a
challenging bul deeply rewanding
experience. You gain a unkgue
irsgght into the inner workings of
Scotlards tourism amd events
businesses, and & real appredation
for the dedication and effort that

into making them thrive.

arroweing the list down is never
easy but it incredibly inspiring.
The passion. creativity and
resilsence across the industry shine
through in every submission and it’s
a prividege to help celebrate the
people and places that make
Secotland a remarkabile destination”

It besen a remarkahbe journey for

Smith from those holidays on the
by croft to board membes of
Scotland and head of the
Seottish Thistle Awards — although
she's just as passionate about her
country today as she was when
poot Ilnﬁ about the Highlands am[
wslands in that Austin A%, “Whal
country Scottand is” she says. Aml
what a lucky person | am.”
By Jenny Froome
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Stay, spa, stride: why
VisitScotland cant
wait for next year

VisitScotland chief
exec Vicki Miller
charts the trends
shaping Scottish travel
—alongside cultural
reopenings, new hotels
and 2026's best events

5 2025 draws to a close
VisitScottand's chicf
executive, Vicki Miller,
shares what b look
wward to in Scotland.

What's new in 20267

I'mi really excited ahout the new
Inverness Castle Expertence, which
will allow visitors into the castle for
the very Brst time, a well as the
10 milkion r nt of the

w“hmm “Scotland

Calanais Standing Stones visitor
centre, The revamped Paisley
Museum is going to be fantastic too,
I hotels, Crombix will unveil its
jew Bll-oover restaurant in May, as

1o escape to”

coming here to take part in things
like cycling, Munro bagging and
runnlng Set-jetting also cuntiues
o grow and what we expect is

m.-!l asa -m'lall Fimie-thirnkng pm[i' mikxing visiting loeations

d welne: o the finked
ald Aﬂly.lman Hotel in St Andrews m h(' culture or themes of what
will reopen as the fve-star Kithmaore Y TS SEEINE O SCreen,
Hotel: and the Marcliffe in

Aberdeen i getting a multimillion-
potmd upgradde. inchxling a
striking glass-domed
dining space.

Wie've gt the
Commonwealth
CGames in

big hitters,
including My
Chemical

Smith, right) and
Take That.

What's trending?®
Wiellness tourism is
Isomiiang, With busy, ;lre-:sﬁ.ll Livis,
people want to escape — and
Scotland is the perfect place to do
that. Our forests, lochs and
mountains are ideal for a spot of
outdoas therapy, we have a fantastic
array of spas and retreats, and an
increasing number of wild saunas.
We're seeing more people
linking traved to their hobbics so

Cromiix in Dunblane will unveil its new restaurants and weliness cottage

You speak a lot ahll e “viskor

What is it —
and wba- does it matter?
The visitor sconomy

is the economic
mpact of peophe
visiting a place.

% Evervone,
whether they
realise it or not,
has benefited
from the vl.'nlor

mm?, More
than L11 billion &

~ that's more than
5 per cent of our GDP.
af:r the thimy

enjoy in our daily lives link to

towrism and events. Cne in 1 jobs in

this country is refated 1o tourism,
supparts supply chains,

aftracts investment and sustains

communities. Understanding it

helps nu_—y]nnrﬂhn make the '"N,J;‘

its potential and, more importantly,

| By Mark Floyd

Best visitor attraction — sponsared by

Jacobite Loch Ness Crulses
Highland Wildiife
Within the rolling
pine forests of the Cairmgorms
National Park visitors can encounter
endangered species from mountain
and tundra regions around the world,
as well as creatures native to
Scotland. Arctic foxes, reindeer, polas
hears, hison, camels, yaks and snow
leapards live here alongside red deer
and wildcats

Highland Wikdlife Park first opened
in 1952 and is run by Scotland'’s
wildlife ennservation charity, the

(RZ55), which also runs Edinburgh
Zoo. What maide the Highland
attraction outstanding to the iudges
was not only the collection of
animals on display but also the
engaging way conservation stories
were told, Towrists and bocals visiting
the 260-acre safari park can drive
themselves around or get a dedicated
ranger to ive them a lour, Visitors
can abso join the keepers and feed
snacks o polar bears and tgers.

The Saving Wildcats project is a
comservation centre at Lthe park where
wildcats are bred for release. Work
began in 2022 on the multimillion-
pound Wildlife Discovery Centre,
which apened in August and s
dedicated to protecting nafure at sk
from the hiodiversity crisis
Details Adults 2085
highlandvildlifepark srguk

Inclusion award — sponsored by
AccessAble

DF Concarts & Events — TRNSMT
Festival. Gl
In 2007, just after announcements that
T in the Park would not be going
ahead, the line-up for the first
TRNSMT festival was announcerd
Pulp, Belle and Sebastian, the Killers,
Stereophonics and Franz Ferdinand
have all played the 50000-capacity
festival on Clasgow Green in the
years since, with emerging acts
showcased on the King Tut’s stage
Thisthe judges wene impressed by
thve steps the festival has taken to
witken acessibility for a range of
groups. as well as plans to continue
collaborations with a mix of charities,
advocacy groups and commaunities.
DFS dedicated accessibility team
unibergo disahility awareness training
through the UK inclusivity charity

| Attitudle Is Everything and take part

. children £15.65, |

Above: the in EDI consultancies with charities
Saving Wildeats | including Gig Buddies, who support
project at the people with autism and learning

| Highland Wikdlife d.l[fcullus.
Park, e viewing platl

Solsgirth
Home
Farm runs
farming
classes,

| tours,

workshops
and a bi-
monthly
farmers’
market of
local goods

sensory spaces. companion ticket
sehiemes, BSL -signed videos and Easy
Read guides all showed commitment
o remaoving &s many harrbers as
possible for music-loving punters,

Details Prices THC, tmsmitfest com

Climate sction award — sponsored by
Historic Scotland

Edinburgh Zoo, Constorphine

Edinburgh Zoos star-studded cast of
beasts and critters is well known

but it was its conservation and
emdronmental policies that impeessed
the Thisthe juclges this year,
Committed to net zero by 2040 the
w00, which has reduced its landfill
contribwtion through composting and
recyeling, installed a large solar-
power meadow in 2023, allowing it to
transition away from fossil fuels

o solar meadow, which was
switched on last year, bed to a 22 per
cent drap in the oo electricity use
from the grid in the first year. A
peogramme of outreach events helps
the puldic to kearn about the
enormous challenges facing wildlife
Through thelr on-site visits and
onurkes, peaple can disoover how
species can be saved from extinction
through conservation science, animal
care, education and everyday changes
i our daily lives and communitbes.
Details Adults i"": children £1550,
edinburghzoo.org.

Best commumity fourism and events
Initiathve - sponsored by The Scattish
Sun

irth Home Farm, nr Dollar
Untal 2019 Solsgirth Farm was a 360-
acre dakry farm in shadow of the
Cchills, Erter Jan Dison, g vet, and
Leigh Grainger. a veterinary murse.
Rehranding the estate Solsgirth
Home Farm, the passionate pair now
educate the wider community on
what farming truly involves. They've
teamed up with Duke of Edinburgh
groups, preschool dasses, Scouls
chubs and agriculture colleges for
educational tours, and host creative
workshops on traditional crafts such
s willow weaving and spoon carving.

For the full working farm

experience guests can book out the
172} farmhouse, which sleeps ten. or
the smaller Butler’s Flat far a self

Above: Best

ar
adventure
experience

Newton
Farm holiday and
tours

Inclusion award winner Ww&ms TRNSMT

Fastival. Glasgow, which

catering holiday, with the option of
nipping out fo meet pigs, catitle and
sheep as well as more exolic residents
such as emus, lamas and South
American rhea birds.

Solsgirth also runs farmers' markets
every second weekend, which sefl
street food, local handerafted
ornaments, fruil juice grown in the
farmis orchards and small batch gin.
1% fitthe woncer the juidges gave it the
o, praising how skilfully the team
runs & diverse husiness while also
inritising green initiatives and
restorative farming.

Details From £446.57 for two nights’
self-catering for two; Barm tours
ENLIA, children E1L under-5s free,
solsrthhomefarm.co.uk

| | Best outdoor or adventure experience.
sponsored by GetVourGude

Newton Farm holiday and tours, ar
Durdee

Is the thing that's been missing from
vour previous holidays a cuddle with
a goat? Then pet yoursell down to
MNewton of Fothringham Farm, ten
miles north of Dundee, which offers a
long, aww w-some list o

. from hotthe

to widen experien:

Edinburgh
book
festival
was
praised as
a world-
renowned
cultural
happening

Lambs anad walking with alpacas
grooming: @ Highland cow ar petting
@ miniature donkey. 11s a wholesome
bucolic dream come true

The hosts Graeme and Louise
Nicoll really care about bringing their
family farm in Angus to life. They
offer tours of their 550 acres by Land
Rover, workshops for photography
bovers and curated hirthday visits
Theey had been running a farm with
on-site B&B and self-catering but
calculated that Grasme was probably
earning about E2 an hour, A desire to
diversify - and raise his wages
saw them pivel into farm tours with
a personal touch in 2017, Inclusivity
i haked into the farms approach,
with sutism-friendly tours available,
as well as an accessible toilet, ear

defenclers, sensory toys and a mobility

walker for those with impaired
miverment
Datails Farm tour from £10 adult,
children £5, under-25 free.
newtonfarmhofidays ook
cultural event or festival
- STV
Intemational Book Festival
What began in 1983 in a tent in

Charlotte Square with 120 authirs
has grosm considerably in sine, now
with almost 7080 book-adjacent, brain-
nourising events ench vear. The
Edinburgh Futures Institute became
the festivalls new permanent home in
2024, after o few vears along the road
at the Edinburgh College of Art.
Thisthe jusdiges described 20
an exceptional vear for the festival,
wihal with its shiny new vene in the
ald Royal Infirmary building, phas the
new director Jenny Niven taking the
reins after running book festivals in
China and Australia. Margaret
Atwood, Amy Liptrot, Fern Brady,
RF Kuang, Salman Rushdie,
Chimamanda Ngoa Adichie, Maggle
O Farrefl, Ta-Nehid Coates and
Nicola Sturgecn were among an
illustrious Het of authors on the bold
programme for her inaugural vear.
The paned praised the festival for
confinuing to delfiver on its reputation
a5 a world-renowned cultural
happening and were impressed with
its outreach programme for school
children, young carers, LGBT groups,
writers’ groups. mental health groups
and prisons.
Datails edbookfestonuk
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Innovation Award - sponsored by
The Times Scottand

Trimantium Museun, Melrose
Trirmontium was the lrgest Roman
fort and settlement north of Hadrians
Wall. This museum takes visitors back
in tirme For 3 Eascinating glimpse of
Iron Age life and the impact of the
Revman invasion,

It's archaeodogy heaven with
trooches, weapons and bits of actual
fort all on display but tech fans aren't
forgotten either. Trimontium has an
immersive VR beadset experience
thiat runs four times a day. Youmgzer
ks can enjoy treasure hunts and
craft sessions, while school grougs
can handbe anclent artefacts and take
a guided tour of the fort site

What stood out to the judges was
Trimontium’ modern and creative
approach te bringing history to i
This wasn't a diry story frozen in time;
instead they found & community -led
museum using technology to allow a
[ascinating ghimpse inlo an ancdent
fort. Visitors' comments also showerd
how much they loved the VR
element, helping Trimontium bag this
years top spat for innovation.

Details Adults £8.38, children £4.19
trimontium couk

Best business event award
Tha 36th Intemnational Papillomavins
Conference 2024, EICC
Last November the 36th International
Papillorsaviros Conference took place
owver faur days at the Edinburgh
International Conference Cenlre,
dbrawing maoe n LG delegtes
from across the u:lriw. The themse was
le, evidence-based
hies to HPY disease”, with
erts in the fields of public health,
clinical research and science working
collaboratively towards eliminating
the diseases associated with HPY,
which can lead to cancers of the
muouth, throat, genitals s cervix
The Thisthe judges were impresed
ot just by the conference’s positive
Impact on Edinburgh’s economy but
also by its. | impact on the
country as a whede, They commended
a atywide campaign on HPY
Awareness that brought real benefits
tor the health of ctipens across
Scotlang, noting that in one school an
ugtake of the vaccine jumped from
40 to 60 peer cent following the
campaign, It was proof of an
immediate win for the campaim and
of the lasting impact the gathering
will have on Scotland.
Details 2024 igvoonferenoe oty

Dutstanding sporting event
Tousr of Britain = Scottish Borders:
The judges were impressed with the
srmart way a world-class sporting
competition shomne o spotfight on
Seotland's scenery. The Tour of
Britain is the UK's biggest
professional bike race, running over
six days. In 2024 the opening beg
kicked off in the Scottish Borders.

The opening stage was a whopping
1 3-mile rollercoaster loop from Kelso
via Coldstream, Melrose, Jedburgh
and 5t Boswells. The race followed
thvee rivers Tweed and Teviot, taking in
wlimbs up Lo Sootts View, the Eildon
Hills and Dunion Hill, Gnishing with
cobbled streets back in Kelso

Keen to have a go but djcm t e
have the lungs and thighs? The
35-mile Four Abbeys loop via Kelso,
Melrose, Jedburgh and Dryburgh
inchades sarme key ascents from the
Tour of Britain — minus that pro
}xlutou breathing down your neck
[scotlandstartshere com/tours/'s
abhevs).
Details britisheyeling org uk/

tourcdbritain

Best luxury experience

Knockinaam .

A falisgd in the 2024 Thistle Awands,

a few thimgs impressed the judges
enough to make sure K

Lodge in Dumfries and Galloway
didr’t miss out on the award for best
luxury experience this time aroand
Firstly, staff attentiveness, where
bespoke experiences were created for

poests at the five-star luxury boutigque

histel, & formmer shooting lodge,

The hotel has teamed up with local
businesses to affer tailor-made
packages, inchaling falconry
experiences, gourmel weekends and
in-ro0m maskage

Judges liked hcw- committed the
Knockinaam team is to reductng food
miles: see for example the kitchen
garden, where chef Tony Pierce can
foraye ingredients every day. Pierce
has been in charge of the cooking for
almost three decades now and
Knockinaam holds three AA Rosettes
for Culinary Excellence.

History buffs may abso enjoy that
former British prime ministes
Winston Churchill and LS pressdent
Drwight D Eisenhower are ramoured
to have had a dandestine strategy
meeting here in 1944 to plan the D
Diay landings. The Churchill Suite is
where Churchill staved and i one

of Knockinaam’ largest rooms

(there are ten suites in all), featuring
a seating area around the original
fireplace and views over the garden,
the Irish Sea and a private cove below
DCIM.I I'.nnm:r B&B doublm from.
£470, o

1 has been quite 2

this year's Rising Star

a0 Hugh Mackay was
serving in the

Highlanders, ath

Hattalson

now hels a

guicle, An
sccomplished

Rising star winner
Hugh Mackay

piper — he was |

Thinker, piper, soldier,
storyteller, rising star

After playing at the Tattoo, the Queen's
fureral and King's coronation, Hugh
Mackay now brings the Highlands to life

| the bone piper at the
for the winner of |
| 2022 and 2023, and played at

avard, sponsored
HIT Scotland. Two years |

Edinburgh Military Tattoo in

the Quem’s funeral and the
King's coronation — Mackay
treats guests to stirring
performances on the pipes.
aclding an unforgettable
element to his tours. He akso
cuirabes playlists for gueds,
thcmul o tha rquurla visited
Highland Experience
Tnurs offer a du'n personal
connection to Scatlands
landscapes and stories.
Judges were particularty
impressed by Mackay’s
people-first approach and
emotional intelligence, as well
s his ability to think
critically about the wider

impact of his work on visitors
amd local communities. They
noted how Mackay adds value
forr Joscal businesses through
spend in restaurants, cafés
and shogis. And all of this
comes after one year in the
tourisem industry.

Another thing lhnl stoad
out for the jud dg
Mackay s passion for mental
health advocacy and
community engagement. And
hee ensures that every
feels webcomed. vab
imn‘;rnl. His ;:uryl;" one of
transformation and purpose:
his work makes a meaningful
difference in the fives of
visitors and cofleagues alike.

From sobdier to storyteller,
Mackay’s journey has come
full gircle — once serving the
Highlands, now sharing them.
Hiis mix of music, er

amd locals, proving that
tourism at its best iSrI't'ﬁJﬁl
aboul sesing Scotland
feeding it. If this is the future
n[bcr.lmsh hospmlny itsin
goid

lmly Fm

I.|I'I The world- ellulmﬂhgwumnlhlmﬂhhln.lhm The best luxury experience
winner Knockinaam Lodge. Below: The Torridon won the employer of the year award

Employer of the yoar

The Tarridon, Tarridon

The UK most nartherly five-star
hoted, the Torridon is surmunded by
rupged Munros and glistening lochs,
Hoted puests comie here to indulge in
gourmet cussine and rare malt

Iindividual of the year

Sheila Gilmore, VisitArman, lske of
Arran

Born and bred on Arman, Sheila
Gibmare is the driving force behind
much of the sucoess that Arman's
tourism has enjoyed of kate. Her

whiskies, or book the B
soame luxurious self-catering wrlJi
Enockout views

The Torridon's owners, Dan
andd Rohalse Rose-Bristow, were
commended by the Thistie judges
for huow they look after thelr stafi,
Before moving to Torrdon in 1999
the couple worked in the corporate
world; D was a City bond trader
il Rohaise was a corporate event
organiser. More than G0 staff
live e sate in the remote bouticue
Highdand resort, where the nearest
supermarket is almost an howr away
on foot, o bikes are provided for staff.
A number of strong staffing inithatives
came tor the judges’ attention
including opportunities to do
exchanges with oiher hoteds across
the UK and one fifth of the team
bt profmoted in the last year
When staff had issues, the judges felt
that feedback via a staff
engagernent portal wis not
just taken seripusly but
acted upon promptly.
Details B& B doubles from
£462, thetorridon com

e was imstrumental in
securing Lnesco Global Geopark
status for Arran earlier this year, an
ambition that reflects her love for the
islarud’ natural and cultural heritage
and her determination to show the
island off to the rest of the world.

As chief executive of VisitArman,
Gilmore’s influence spans from
grassroots initistives 1o national
policy. She is 1 passionate advocate
for sustaimable and community-led
tourism. What impressed the judges
was Gilmore's ability to operate at
every level — hosting international
buyers, representing island
interests in nationad forums and
tidying up the leaflets on the
islaruds ferries. She firmly believes
that what benefits resident s will
ultimately enhance the visitor
experence too — and it’s at the heart

Marina Huggett
wins Silver Thistle

The highest honour goes to a woman who has changed the
fabric of Scottish tourism — setting a benchmark for its future

Prer spending a hifetime
hielping others shine, its
tisme for Marina Hugpett
to step into the spothight.
A constant champion
for Seottish tourism, Huggett has
been named the 2005 recipient of
thee Sitver Thisthe Awand, the highest
honour at awands. Its a fisti
e 1o a woman whose in
hﬁ uukﬂy WM the: fabric of

Huxnrtt aJnu roey began nol in
boardrooms but in the bustle of
housekesping and waitressing jobs
while she was at school. That early
introduction to hospitality forged a
deep-rooted commitment to service,
standards and the people behind the
scemes. Today she's one of the most
respected vosces in the industry. an
innovator, mentor and ambassador
whase work has elevated businesses.
communities and national strategy.

Though Hugpett ks based in the
Highlands, the impact of her work is
felt across Scotland. For more than
18 years she has served as a udge
and founding director of the
Highlands & Isands Thistle Awarcls,
championing fairness aned
mﬂ:ﬁe :uFlw has helped shape
the mational Lousism strategy

h her eight years on the
of the Scottih Tourism
Alliance and supported destination
ent as vice-chair of Visit
Inverness Loch Ness.

As a trustee of Hospitality
Industry Trust (HIT) ‘xuﬂnm].
Iiugﬂﬂt has mllurtd hllm:l:lmt
Ihvoug

oring, and w.

in Simll:nj o lldm:r Worl H
custanber serviee Lraining, wllllam
new benchmark for the sector,
1 also a feflow of the Institute of
Hospitality and & a member of the
Chartered Institute of Personnel
and Development, further
solidifying her role as a sculptor of
the tourism industry’s backbone,
But |
the moul ﬁw&“ol' mumm‘s
workforee and into ity
transformation. Under her

Inverness, has become a globally
recoymisedd luxury events venue,
dm\ﬂng international visitors to the

Highlands casing Scotland
a5 i world-class destination.
Through her consultancy firm,
Tourism Excellence Consultancy,
she has supported hundreds of small
ussiinesses do improve quality,
resilience and leader ship,

expertise has been recognised

im the TV world too. As hl‘ldjl-ldw
on Scotland’s Greatest
Huggett has heped bring 1
country’s tourism story to life on
screen, while her repeated inclusion
in the Top 100 Women in Tourism
and recognition at the Scottish
Waomens awards are testament to
how highty reganded she s within
the industry.

of everything she does. Gilmore’s ‘What also makes Hug, stand
ENErgy, cdlalnnu\w spirit. and out nslm nmveﬂ he!"m
ion o r iem. She has
.?u'r.m\- I'.I‘OT'I\. and place embedded mmnh'lll_v into cstate

comes from her personal ties
to the sland and made her a
standoirt winner

management,
inchusivity through HIT Scotland

Wh-ltlﬁqru
takes the Thistle
Awards’ top prize
for her tourism

44

Huggett is
a pillar of
our sector
who
continues
to help the
visitor
eConomy
flourish

and worked o ensure tourism
beniefits local communkties. Al
Achnagaim she has created
experiences that celebrate Highland
heeritape while making sure they can

ed by people from
anywhere in the world

Her innovations have helped ¢
sector evolve and Include hybrid
Fdging Dm-cu-s after Luwd and
new approaches
development Ihm blenel LR arld
hospitality She has been
ahead of the curve, Idmﬂiln.; for
ity sssurance and experience-
led tourism long before it became
maimiren.

“Marina’s contribution to Scottish

l.:.um is pol just impressive, it

abe;” says Barhara Smith,
lheL ir of the Smtnsh Thisthe
Awards. “She’s helped form the
values we now associate with
modern Scoltish tourism: fairness,
excellence and a dn.v respect for
people and place.”

Smith adds erlllnailnhqulnn
to exceflence i matched by he
ability to spark collaboration acmu
the industry. She is a pillar of our
sector whose efforts contiue to
contribute o the frishment of
the visitor economy.”

And she's not slowing down,

Hug contimes bo serve on
nﬁm boards and initiatives that
mflurncﬂhrhuun of the inclustry,

Her work mirrors the prioeities
\rulhrui Eh-loul: 2030, developing
passional , supparting
thrivimg plaun and creating
memarable ex)

In honouring M. nle
with the h-lv\-r'mu:le- Award, the
indfustry celebrates not just a carver
but a legacy. Shel a quiet
powerhouse whose vision and
dedication have helped make
Seottish tourssm whal i is
foday — and is shaping what it
melumm. e
By Mark Floyd




THANK YOU

The Scottish Thistle Awards would like to
say a special thank you to our sponsors.
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