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CENTRE OF ATTRACTION

In its halcyon days Aviemore was a thriving destination for middle-class families.

Now, after years in the doldrums, the highland resort is revitalised

y first experience of live
music was seeing the Bobby
Jean Trio at the Coylum-
bridge Hotel in Aviemore.
The year was 1983 and I
was five years old. My best
friend Shona and I had
tramped down the stairs from our room,
where we were supposed to be asleep, in our
pyjamas. As we tentatively entered the child-
free zone of the hotel lobby, I remember the
vivid retro orange carpet and waitresses in
tartan skirts. To my child’s eye, it all seemed
so glamorous. Our parents were chatting and
drinking gin and tonic. The mood was buzz-
ing, and outside the snow was falling.

Those were the halcyon days of Aviemore
—and we were a part of it.

The Bobby Jean Trio regularly played at the
Coylumbridge Hotel, where my parents had
a time-share in one of the sloped, Alpine-style
lodges on the hotel’s grounds. At the time, we
were living in Orkney, and Aviemore was the
promised land of the mainland — a happy
town and, to a child, a magical place. What
kid wouldn’t love a place where Santa Claus
existed — in the form of Santa Claus Land —
365 days a year? There was a duck pond, a
faux lump of ice marked as the North Pole and
a craft village with real “elves”. I remember
nervously sitting on Santa’s lap on a mild
autumn afternoon to tell him what I wanted
for Christmas. Given that it was so long ago,
perhaps it is just the photograph I remember.
Memories exist that way, like faded snapshots
of particular moments in time.

But my days in Aviemore come to me like a
Technicolor slide show in my mind: the first
tantalising run down the dry-ski slope, learn-
ing to skate at the ice-rink, the excitement of
the go-karts and the thrill of exploring the
woodland trails around our lodge.

I remember the whole area: biking on
nearby Rothiemurchus Estate, walking
around Loch An Eilean and Loch Morlich

(even on it when it was frozen), and, of course,
going “up the mountain”. There was excite-
ment as the car climbed ever higher up the

long, winding road to the top of the Cairn-
gorm Mountain, where I gazed in awe at the
skiers in their fabulous fluorescent gear, look-
ing like dancers from Top Of The Pops, and
got treated to a hot chocolate at the Ptarmigan
Restaurant at the summit.

Aviemore was Scotland’s answer to the
Alpine ski resorts — a planned resort, built
largely on hope for the future. During its peak
in the 1970s and early 1980s, it seemed to tap
into something new and different in Scotland.
It belonged to the era of Silicon Glen, of light
industry replacing the dirty old jobs, of prawn
cocktails and discotheques.

But since its conception in the early 1960s
to its current incarnation, Aviemore has had

mixed fortunes, with more changes than the
line-up of the Sugababes. It was described as
“tacky,” “a slum” and “a concrete monstros-
ity”, and, as a tourist destination, has been in
and out of fashion. For years it had snow, then
no snow, and then, of course, in the past few
years, snow again (the Cairngorm Mountain
alone welcomed more than 2500 skiers in
November — the highest number for that
month in a decade).

The heavy snowfalls, and the recent
rebranding of the area as a year-round family
activity resort, have given new life to Avie-
more, with 145,007 skiers visiting Cairngorm
Mountain last winter season (2009-10) —more
than double that of the season before.
Numbers for this season so far are already up
on that by more than 10,000.

Atlast, the town and wider area are experi-
encing a revival. Since being granted national
park status in 2003 (the Cairngorm National
Park is the UK’s largest), the population in the
area within the boundaries of the park (which
includes Aviemore and the Speyside areas)
has increased by 5%. Tourism is worth £150
million to the park, with 1.5m visitors each
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year — many of whom stay in Aviemore.

“A tremendous influx of new start-up busi-
nesses, particularly in the outdoor arena, has
allowed the whole area to move fairly rapidly
into an year-round destination,” says Alan
Rankin, chief executive of Visit Cairngorms. »

“We’re able to maintain a high level of
activities throughout the year, and have had
two excellent skiing seasons.”

For regular visitors, most of the magic of
Aviemore — snow or no snow — is that the
area’s natural beauty hasn’t changed through-
out the years. The same breathtaking scenery
remains at its heart — the Cairngorm moun-
tains a constant, ever-present backdrop to a
town that is actually quite tiny.

It was this outstanding natural beauty, and
the advent of the railways in the 1800s, that
saw Aviemore become a key junction point in
the Highlands and a draw for tourists and
explorers alike (Queen Victoria and Sir Walter
Scott were regular visitors). The first ski lift
opened on the mountain in 1961 and, with
skiing beginning to boom, developers soon
moved in. The Aviemore Centre was opened
in 1966 — 11 days before Christmas — by Lady
Fraser of Allander. It was a fitting time of year
for such a tourist revolution: hopeful, festive
and brimming with positivity.

It seemed a winning concept: hotels for
various markets and plenty of family enter-
tainment. During its peak, “the centre,” as it
became affectionately known, had a lot going
on. Aviemore even became a popular ‘winter
sports’ venue for the popular TV show, It’'s A
Knockout, while the slightly surreal Santa
Claus Land would have looked even more
incongruous had it not been for the nearby
go-karts, dry ski slope, crazy golf and ice rink.
There were bars, restaurants, clubs (who can
forget La Pigalle disco?) and a cinema.

It was a far cry from the few granite houses
that had previously populated this small
Highland town. It was a tourist hit. Three
quarters of a million people visited the centre
in its first year.

Inverness bar owner Don Lawson, 51,
arrived in Aviemore in 1980 looking for work
and got a job as a waiter. He ended up as hotel
manager and, later, as chief executive of
the resort from 1992 to 1996. He still lives
in Aviemore.

“It’s a cliche, but Aviemore was ahead of its
time,” he says fondly. “I arrived in my twen-
ties and it was the best time in my life. Every
night was a Saturday night.”

But the party had to end some time. Snow
sustained the resort throughout the 1970s, but
in the mid to late 1980s, the town went into
decline. It became more of a playground for
adults, attracting drunken hen and stag dos
and raucous work nights-out to the town’s
bars and clubs. The family attractions that
once seemed such a highlight began to lose
their glow. The concrete of the hotels cracked
and rust spread like cancer. Mild winters
became the norm and tourists’ needs changed.
In the 1990s, much of the old centre was torn
down. When everything that had once seemed
so exciting began to look tired and dated, my
family and I turned to the wonder of the natu-
ral world: the forests, lochs, mountains and
rivers. We kept an eye out for the Glen More
reindeer herd and took walks among the
ancient Caledonian pine trees.

ast forward two decades and there’s
a renewed buzz in the air in Avie-
more. The streets are humming with
tourists and locals, and there are
visible transformations. The Avie-
more Centre is now a smart leisure facility
with a gym and indoor pool. There’s a distinct
lack of concrete, a plethora of dining options
and a shop selling upmarket wares. The shops

on the main street are thriving and millions of
pounds have been spent on the wider area’s
attractions — such as the Highland Wildlife
Park at Kingussie, the Strathspey Steam Rail-
way and the Landmark Forest Theme Park at
Carrbridge — that attract more than skiers.
There’s also new blood in town.

At The Old Bridge Inn, on the banks of the
River Spey, the fire is roaring and the sound
of chefs prepping for dinner can be heard
from the kitchen. A few locals prop up the bar,
but there’s a younger crowd too. The inn,
restaurant and next-door bunkhouse are run
by 30-year-old Glaswegian Owen Caldwell,
his girlfriend Kim Plimley and friend Gordon
Reilly. They picked up their keys and the new
lease on the pub in December 2009 — the day
the snow started.
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Caldwell and his crew represent a new,
younger breed of Aviemore incomers. Under
their management, The Old Bridge Inn is
doing a roaring trade, catering to the season’s
skiers and fast gaining a reputation with resi-
dents for live music and great food.

Just down the road at the Rothiemurchus
Centre, Polly Dean, 30, originally from the
area, and her husband Ross Cameron have
been running cafe/restaurant Ord Ban
for three years after working in Fiji for
four years.

Dean has seen an “injection” into the social
scene in Aviemore during the past three years.
“The community we’ve got in Aviemore is
really strong and striving to get new stuff
on the go,” he says. “It’s really vibrant to be
a part of it — and it’s a vibrant place to visit
as well.”

Dean, together with Gordon Reilly from the
Old Bridge Inn and fellow local, Walter Mick-
lethwait from the nearby Inshriach Estate,
run the Insider Festival each year on the
P grounds of Inshriach. Having begun as a
rather large “party” in 2009, the festival is
growing year on year (the tentative date for
this year is the weekend of June 17).

It aims to bring together the best in local
folk and contemporary music, combined with
tasty food and ale. The team is hoping it will
become a permanent fixture on the calendar,
encouraged by the fact that last year it received
EU funding.

“The reaction from the locals is positive,”
says Dean. “The younger crowd in Aviemore
are happy something is happening.”

He has heard the comparisons between
Aviemore today and during its heyday in the
late 1970s and early 1980s. “It’s like Aviemore
is coming around again,” he says with a smile.

Penny Weir, who runs Loch-An-Eilean
Pottery, agrees. The 72 year old is something
of an icon round these parts, having lived in
the area for more than 50 years. She moved to
the area from Oxford, originally as an RSPB
volunteer, to man the 24-hour watch on what
was the only nesting pair of ospreys in Scot-
land, before establishing her pottery. A fitness
fan, she can regularly be found swimming in
nearby Lochan Mor.

Weir has been resident long enough to
recall Aviemore’s tourist influx of the 1960s
and 1970s. “I was an incomer enjoying what

the area had to offer, and one had to under-
stand that other people wanted to enjoy it too,
so inevitably it was going to develop,” she
says. “But Aviemore was a nightmare then. It

didn’t have a real soul. It was a railway stop.
And with all the development came a com-
plete change.”

Watching the resort’s decline in the years
that followed, Weir says, “was shameful”.

She says it’s been wonderful having the
snow again, but believes today’s Aviemore
isn’t dependent on it.

“Aviemore is so obviously a place that is
oriented to outside activity that it simply
evolved,” says Weir. “Things came and went
and there were changes — it was an evolution.”

According to Alan Rankin of Visit Cairn-
gorms, a recent audit of activities listed more
than 100 pursuits that can be undertaken
between Aviemore and the Cairngorm
Mountain, from watersports, horseriding
and mountain biking to climbing, walking
and golf.

Part of the success of the rebranding is the
dramatic way in which tourism is being coor-
dinated in the area. The Aviemore and Cairn-
gorms Destination Management Organisation
(ACDMO), set up in 2006, was the first of its
kind in Scotland, and aims to become one
cohesive voice in the promotion of the area.

“It’s areal example of an area getting its act
together and getting everybody around the
table,” says Rankin proudly.

The town recently hosted the Adventure
Travel World Summit, welcoming 600 dele-
gates from more than 50 countries.

“Aviemore got on with life and reinvented
itself,” says Don Lawson. “It will survive

because its location and natural scenic beauty
are its biggest strengths. It’s what’s kept me
here all these years.

“A lot of people still believe it’s a winter ski
resort — which it is — but it’s as good in the
summer. You can sunbathe on golden sands
on the shores of Loch Morlich.”

Polly Dean from Ord Ban agrees. “It’s not
particularly the Aviemore part of it that keeps
people coming back to the area — it’s what
surrounds it,” she says.

“There are so many options for outdoor
activities and, for children, you can’t
go wrong.”
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For Penny Weir, Aviemore is simply “under
her skin”. “It’s the most beautiful place,” she )
says. “Every day I look at the hills and think, In th e

‘It’s stunning; I am the luckiest person on
earth.” After 50 years, I still think that.” Summer
[

In May last year, | stood again in the lobby of

the Coylumbridge Hotel with that same best you can
friend. This time Shona and I were 26 years

older and it was her wedding day. Everything

was different and yet nothing was. Looking Sunbathe
around, we reminisced about how we had th

spent a fortune in 10p pieces in the games on e

room and how scared we were taking the old
ski lift to the top of the mountain (oh, how the Shores
wooden bench swayed in the wind).

We’re no longer interested in video games Of LOCh
and that old ski lift was replaced years ago by
the modern funicular railway but, for us, Morlich'

Aviemore will always be a magical place. B

1:’ Santa-Claus Land f

. AVIEMORE CENTF
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Besides snow sports,
more than 100
activities can be
enjoyed at Aviemore,
including quad-biking
PHOTOGRAPH: MARK MAINZ
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Above: skiiers at the Strathspey Hotel in1975.
Left: writer Ali Howard (on the right), aged
about six, friend Shona Harvey and her
brother Alasdair during a Christmas trip to
Aviemore. Below: a funicular has replaced
the ski Lift PHOTOGRAPHS: JAMCCOOK; STEWART ATTWOOD
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Above left: the
Aviemore Centre
opened in 1966, five
years after the first
ski lift opened on
the Cairngorm
Mountain.

Above right: the
refurbished and
revitalised centre
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