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For mains, my husband could not resist veni-
son stew with veg and mash. I must admit I was
tempted to have the same, but eventually de-
cided on pheasant breast with confit leg, red
cabbage and mash.

Venisonstewoftencomes inaverydarkand
heavy sauce, but this was much lighter and, I
was assured, no less full-flavoured. Pheasant
can be a disappointment. If it is an older bird,
or over-cooked, it becomes dry and unpalat-
able, but this was the opposite - it was simply
beautiful. The accompanying veg was crisp
and fresh, with the red cabbage well spiced
and punchy without being overpowering.

For dessert, I had sticky toffee pudding
with a generous portion of toffee sauce and
ascoopofdelicious icecream.Myhusband
picked crumble of the day, which was ap-
ple, pear and ginger. The ginger gave it an
interesting little kick. Great desserts for a
winter’s day and just the thing to fortify
us for the drive home.

So, I admit I was wrong. It was well
worth venturing out to visit this gem of
a hotel and I will definitely return,
whatever the weather.

warmer towards the place. Although I
had no intention of sitting outside, the
elevated decking with views across the
Spey looked wonderful and must be fan-
tastic in the summer. Note to self: Return
for Pimms or a Champagne cocktail in
July.

A warm welcome greeted us when we
entered the building, which has undergone
a transformation. Behind the refurbish-
menttherewasclearlysomeonewithagreat
eye for design. Lights assembled from silver-
paintedstags’antlers,boldtextilesonthefur-
nitureandstrikingsilverandblackwallpaper
marked this apart from most small Highland
hotels. While original features such as cornic-
ing and wood panelling have been preserved,
Dowans had more the feel of a modern city
centre boutique hotel than a country inn.

And the food? Well, it was as good as the
menupromised. I eventually settled for smoked
pigeon, with caper and sherry vinaigrette to
start while my husband went for scallops with
chorizo and morcilla. Both dishes showed the
chef could balance big flavours and present at-
tractive plates of food.

EATING OUT
Dowans Hotel, Aberlour

THE BEAUTIFUL GAME
I love game, so finding pigeon, partridge,

venison and pheasant on a menu was a
delight for me. But even if you are not a
game fan, Dowans Hotel in Aberlour will
have something for you.

Thissmallhotel inabeautifulpartofSpeyside
has one of the most eclectic and mouth-water-
ing menus I have seen for a long while. How
often do you see homemade rustic pizza sitting
alongside tatties and herring, and roast quail
with pearl barley risotto?

The problem was not so much finding some-
thing I liked but deciding what I was going to
have topasson this timeround.Every sectionof
the menu offered a dish I felt I really should
sample, but without moving in for the weekend
I was going to have to narrow things down. So
there I was sitting in a luxurious lounge with a
refreshing ginger beer with fresh lime, poring
over a fantastic menu. Heaven. But the day had
not started this way.

When my husband suggested a drive into
Moray for lunch, I must admit I thought he’d
losthismarbles.Therewassnowontheground,
the sky was brooding and more snow seemed
likely. It was also January. Many smaller hotels

in the north of Scotland struggle to keep going
throughout the year and those that don’t close
often have meagre fare on offer at this time. I
have often shivered in draughty dining rooms
with a limited choice of microwaved meals to
choose from, so this is not my idea of fun. If you
do as much travelling on business as I do, it can
be unavoidable. But why on earth would you
volunteer for such an experience? Surely a re-
laxing day in front of the fire was in order.

But no, he was adamant. He had heard about
the Dowans from a colleague and assured me
this would be a great place to visit. So it was on
with the big coat, scrape ice from the wind-
screen and off towards the A95. I tried to stay
positive as we slithered along a side road near
Carrbridge, still rutted from a recent snow-fall,
but I remained unconvinced this was one of his
better ideas.

But, for once, he was right. As we drove
through Ballindalloch, the sky brightened and
the grim grey weather turned into one of those
crisp winter days that are really special. If you
have never seen the Spey Valley on such a day,
you haven’t lived.

Arriving at Dowans, I immediately felt
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ABERDEEN
THE VICTORIA RESTAURANT

140 Union Street, Aberdeen, AB10 1JD

01224 621381 www.thevictoriarestaurant.co.uk

Tall, elegant windows looking down on Union Street make this

the perfect spot to relax over coffee & watch the world rush

by, enjoy a leisurely lunch or a quick snack while shopping.

Our menu offers a superb choice of breakfast, lunches,

snacks & afternoon teas.

Open Mon - Fri 8am - 4.30pm Sat 9am - 5pm

HEY BRAZIL
13 Crown Street, Aberdeen, AB11 6HA
The authentic taste of Brazil, now even more in the heart
of Aberdeen, at a brand new location, delicious food
complimented by a special selection of South American
wines, beers & cocktails, Hey Brazil – it’s the perfect
party venue.
Telephone 01224 572240 for bookings

THE CHESTER HOTEL
59 Queen’s Road, Aberdeen AB15 4YP

Telephone: 01224 327777

Eating out in Aberdeen is now an even more exciting option,
thanks to our vibrant fine dining restaurant. The IX Restaurant
offers a wide range of fish and grill choices using local
Scottish produce.

reservations@chester-hotel.com

GADIE’S RESTAURANT AT
TOUCHED BY SCOTLAND
Ryehill, Oyne, Aberdeenshire AB52 6QS
Casual, table-service dining in beautiful country surroundings
using fresh, locally sourced ingredients. Reservation
recommended at weekends and evenings.
Tel: 01464 851573 www.gadiesrestaurant.co.uk
info@touchedbyscotland.com
Open weekdays 10am-5pm, Sun 11.30am-5pm
Evening dining Thursday–Saturday from 6.30pm till late.

THE FIFE ARMS HOTEL
The Square, Turriff, AB53 4AE
Eat, Meet & Greet at the Fife Arms Hotel. Quality fresh food
and excellent service in a relaxing atmosphere.

Tel. 01888 563124 www.fifearms.com

DA GIORGIO
Kirkton of Skene, Westhill, Aberdeenshire, AB32 6XE
(formerly Red Star Inn)
Traditional Italian and Seafood Specialty. Funeral Teas.
Open Lunch: Tuesday – Saturday 12 to 2pm. Light Bites Menu
from £2.95. Dinner Tuesday – Thursday 5 to 9pm. Friday &
Saturday 5 to 9.30pm and Sunday 12 to 8pm.
Tel. 01224 743264. www.dagiorgiotrattoriaskene.co.uk
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