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GRAPES
IN

SCOTLAND?

Mention the village of Kippen in conversation and there’s a good chance 
someone will say, “Wasn’t there once a famous vine there?” Sadly, the 
legendary Kippen Big Vine survives only in the memories of those who 
were lucky enough to see it. As time passes their numbers diminish, and 
this small book, dedicated to the memories of my grandfather Duncan 
Selby Buchanan and his father Duncan Buchanan, is an attempt to re-
tell the extraordinary story of the vine before it is lost forever. This 
seems an appropriate time to do so, since it was exactly 100 years ago 
that the Big Vine was planted.

Of course, it is impossible to recreate with only a few words and 
photographs the unique experience, which I remember from my own 
boyhood in the 1950’s, of standing beneath the spreading canopy of the 
vine when it was laden with hundreds of bunches of black grapes. My 
brother and I would sometimes take groups of visitors round the Big 
Vine, reciting the facts and figures which described this astonishing 
natural phenomenon; but I wonder how many people actually took 
in our carefully memorised statistics. My main recollection is of the 
look of amazement which came over their faces when they entered the 
greenhouse and caught sight of the vine stretching into the distance.

I also remember standing at the far end of the vine and looking up at 
the young shoots which were forever reaching out into new territory.
Little did I realise then that its days were already numbered.

Alan Edwards
Edinburgh, 1991



right Duncan Buchanan 
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From Kilmahog to Kippen
In the summer of 1889 the thirty-one year old Duncan Buchanan left 
a good position as one of the principal gardeners at Culzean Castle1, 
Ayrshire to start his own vineyard and market garden in the small 
Stirlingshire village of Kippen. Initially, Duncan set up in partnership 
with his cousin William, and it is likely that family connections led the 
two men to choose Kippen as the base for their new venture.

Although most of his early working life had been spent at Lambton 
Castle in the north of England, and later at Culzean, Duncan would 
certainly have known Kippen from his childhood. He was the son of 
Alexander Buchanan, and grandson of Jacob Buchanan of Woodend, 
Kilmahog, a hamlet near Callander, and only some twelve miles from 
Kippen. Both places lay in the very heart of Buchanan country.

Most importantly, however, as far as the new business was concerned, 
his uncle James Buchanan, then living in Gourock, had bought several 
acres of good agricultural land in Kippen in the mid 1870’s. In 1890 
this land, which lay to the south of the main Kippen-Fintry road on the 
western edge of the village known as Cauldhame, was leased to the 
cousins. Two adjoining cottages, one of which is now known as Vine 
Cottage, were also leased. 1890 was certainly an important year for 
Duncan: he set up his own business, and in September he married Edith 
Spence, whom he had met during his stay in the north of England.

The partnership between Duncan and William lasted 10 years, during 
which time D & W Buchanan, Fruit and Flower Growers of Forth 
Vineyards, Kippen became an established and successful business. It 
is important to realise that in those days, before fruit was imported 
from the continent and elsewhere, there was a considerable demand for 
home grown produce. Vines, which had been grown in Britain since the 
time of the Romans, were first cultivated under glass in the eighteenth 
century; but the grapes from these early hot-house vines were destined, 
not for the market place, but the tables of their wealthy owners. It was, 
of course, in two such places - Lambton and Culzean - that Duncan had 
served his apprenticeship. The latter part of the nineteenth century saw 
great improvements in the quality and quantity of glass being produced, 
and market gardens and vineries began to spring up throughout central 
and southern Scotland. The demands of the domestic market made the 
growing of fruit, both under glass and outdoors, a potentially lucrative 
business.
1 The relationship with Culzean continues to the present day – in the glasshouses at Culzean, 
there is a vine which came from a cutting from the Big Vine, with a plaque to that effect.
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A Cuckoo in the Vineyard 

In Kippen the work of building greenhouses and preparing land for 
planting began. Almost immediately the cousins leased a second plot of 
land opposite James Buchanan’s; this time to the north of the Kippen-
Fintry road on feus granted from nearby Boquhan Estate. Soon vineries 
had been built on both sides of the road, and within about five years 
the first modest crops of Kippen grapes and other fruit were being 
harvested. Duncan also built a family house, Firbank, on the land to 
the north, where he was to live with his wife and six children. When 
William, whose main role had been to assist in setting up the business, 
left to take up a position as head gardener to the Earl of Marr and Kellie 
at Alloa, Duncan continued to run the Vineries by himself. For a time, 
two of his three sons worked alongside him: the eldest, Selby, remained 
in the business and took over when Duncan died in 1933.

Of the two original vineries, the one on James Buchanan’s land proved 
less productive and was eventually removed, with the land turned over 
to grazing and the growing of soft fruits. However, perhaps because 
of some subtle variation in the soil, the northern vinery proved a great 
success. Having had responsibility for the vines at Culzean, Duncan 
would certainly have known the best ways of growing grapes under 
glass in Scotland’s rather unpredictable climate. He could scarcely 
have predicted, however, that one of his young vines would grow so 
rapidly that, within the span of his own lifetime, it would develop into 
one of the most productive and valuable single plants in the world.

Such a possibility would never have occurred to him as he supervised 
the building and glazing of the greenhouse in which this vine would be 
planted. Along the exposed ridge of the northern plot of land, a high red 
sandstone wall some 200 yards long was built, and against this a south 
facing lean-to greenhouse was constructed. The wall, which still stands 
today, gave protection against the icy north winds and provided a solid 
foundation for the glasshouse against the prevailing south westerlies. 
The eastern end of this structure was connected to a smaller glasshouse, 
at the end of which an anthracite boiler was installed. This piped heated 
water through the L-shaped system of houses.

Although there are hundreds of varieties of grapes, Britain’s big 
commercial growers generally limited their choice to the three or four 
varieties best suited to market demands. Of these ‘table grapes’, as they 
were known, the early-ripening Black Hamburgh was probably the 
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most popular. Duncan, however, decided to start with a fast-growing 
French variety called Gros Colman, purchasing his initial stock from 
a vinery at Clovenfords near Galashiels. It was to prove an inspired 
choice: the heavy cropping Gros Colman vines produced large-berried, 
symmetrically shaped bunches with a superb bluish-grey bloom, which 
were much sought after in the fruit markets of Glasgow and Edinburgh. 
Other varieties, including Black Hamburgh, Alicante, and Muscat of 
Alexandria were soon introduced as well.

Spaced at intervals of five feet, about a dozen young Gros Colman vines 
were planted at the eastern end of the new lean-to glasshouse. They 
took well to the carefully prepared soil and seemed to benefit from the 
extra protection provided by the thick stone wall. But although all the 
young vines flourished, it soon became apparent that one in particular 
was growing more vigorously than the others. It therefore became 
necessary to gradually remove the other fledgling vines which were 
inhibiting its growth. Within fifteen years this ‘cuckoo of the vineyard’ 
had ousted all its rivals and was already being described as the ‘Big 
Vine’. By 1910 the Big Vine was producing over 600 bunches per year 
- already more than London’s famous, and much older, Hampton Court 
Vine - and it was beginning to attract the attention of other British vine 
growers.

An aerial view of the northern vinery, as it was in later years



8

Vines and Viniculture

How are we to account for the prodigious growth of this vine? The 
commercial cultivation of grapes was still a relatively new science 
when Duncan started out, and throughout his life he worked hard at 
perfecting his own methods in order to maximise his crops. From 
letters he wrote to the British Horticultural Journal we can see that 
he placed great emphasis on tending vines correctly during the winter 
‘resting’ period.

“What is the prevailing practice?” he asks in one letter. “As soon as 
the fruit is gathered the heat is stopped and the ventilators opened; 
and Vines that have revelled in a strong. moist heat while growing are 
subjected all at once to this unnatural treatment.” Duncan believed 
it was essential to recreate within the artificial environment of the 
glasshouse, the precise natural conditions which enable vines to regain 
their full strength during the resting period. “After the fruit is gathered 
is the time to treat our Vines kindly’’, he says later in the same letter. 
Perhaps this was the key to his success with the Big Vine. At any rate, 
when one considers that Duncan also planted the second and third 
largest vines in the world (both Gros Colmans), it seems likely that the 
Big Vine’s success owed as much to Duncan’s expert husbandry as to 
the freak of nature which threw up such a robust specimen.

Vines are not easy plants to grow under glass: they require almost 
constant attention, with carefully regulated heating and ventilation, 
correct feeding during the growing season, and expert pruning. It is 
vital to maintain the correct temperature, both at the beginning of the 
year’s growth and when the fruit is ripening. In those days the winters 
were evidently more severe than they are now. Duncan Buchanan was 
a keen curler, and his 1895 diary is filled with references to the ‘roarin’ 
game’, as he called it, which was played on local curling ponds and 
lochs. The fact that these were frozen over for weeks on end, and that 
some 20,000 curlers gathered for a huge bonspiel on Loch Lomond at 
this time, indicates that the winters were more severe than now.

If maintaining the correct temperature is one of the keys to successful 
viniculture, the most time-consuming task for the grower is the 
meticulous hand-thinning of every bunch shortly after the berries have 
formed. Considering the Big Vine was eventually producing an average 
annual crop of 2000 bunches, and that there were another dozen or 
so sizeable vines in other glasshouses at Kippen, the magnitude of 
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The most time-consuming task is the hand-thinning of each bunch.
Selby Buchanan at work on the Big Vine

this task becomes clear. It is as well, then, that for the Buchanans of 
Forth Vineyards the tending of vines was a labour of love as well as a 
business enterprise.

Duncan’s passionate interest in vines led him to grow some 30 different 
varieties over the years, and he even created several of his own. One 
of these, Diamond Jubilee, was raised from a seedling in l895 and 
apparently proved a great success. An article written in 1903 remarks 
that this variety “is now seen on every exhibition board in the land”. 
Other new varieties were the appropriately named ‘Forth Vineyard’, 
‘Empress of India’ and ‘Queen Victoria’. Although there are few 
vineries now left in Britain it would be interesting to know if any of 
these varieties still exist.
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Gold Medals and Tackity Boots

When the Vinery was in its heyday, Duncan and Selby exhibited at at 
all the major horticultural shows. The produce of the Kippen Vinery 
Company, as the business was latterly known, gained a high reputation 
within the British horticultural community - not only for grapes, 
but other fruit and plants as well. They received numerous awards, 
including gold medals from the Royal Horticultural Society in London, 
and it was not uncommon for them to exhibit magnificent bunches of 
grapes between five and ten pounds in weight. Needless to say, some 
of the finest bunches, although not necessarily the heaviest, came 
from the Big Vine itself. The greatest delicacy among the grapes was 
undoubtedly the Canon Hall Muscat, the translucent, golden-yellow 
berries of which were as large as plums.

One cannot leave Duncan without mentioning some other aspects of his 
life. His l895 diary reveals a man of wide-ranging talents and interests. 
The end-pages, for example, contain several long, handwritten poems 
in the style of Robert.Burns, whose poetry Duncan greatly admired, 
and whose songs he loved singing. One poem is an address to a 
friend returning from South Africa; others celebrate local marriages, 
the arrival of a box of New Year presents from relatives ‘across the 
Solway’, and the inevitable curling matches. After one match (which, 
he notes, Kippen won easily) Duncan tells us that he began a speech to 
the assembled curlers with a couplet penned by himself:

We’ve had a royal day, with royal roarin’ play man,
Irish stew for thirty-two, upon the ice this day man.

Duncan was also a great letter writer, and in 1914 he collected his light-
hearted letters to the Stirling Observer under the title ‘The Amenities 
of Kippen and Some Other Thoughts in Homespun, by Erchie Coalfit 
Macaleerie or Tackity Buit’. In contrast to the serious letters on 
horticulture, those signed by ‘Tackity Buit’ were tongue-in-cheek 
affairs, written in old Scots dialect, and expressing down-to-earth 
opinions on anything from town-planning to the local Boy Scout troop.

Out-going and friendly by nature, Duncan regularly spent his Saturday 
nights socialising with a group of friends in Kippen’s Crown Hotel. 
Doubtless many a good-natured argument would have revolved around 
politics, a subject close to Duncan’s heart. All his life he was a staunch 
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Liberal. taking a keen and active interest in local politics. One diary 
entry reads: “canvassing Arnprior today - 100 promises of support”.

Besides all these activities, Duncan also found time to launch a 
couple of small business side-lines. He commissioned a painting of 
Kippen’s famous panoramic view looking north to the Grampians, 
had it reproduced for sale locally, and even built a shelter to house a 
framed copy of it at Point End, Kippen. He also devised a method of 
preserving the vividly coloured autumn vine leaves and other foliage. 
The resulting table decorations were said to “remain fresh for months 
without water’’ and specimen arrangements were sent to Queen Victoria 
and the Empress of Russia. Both replied with letters of thanks, but 
unfortunately Duncan’s attempt to bring the “glories of autumn sunset 
into the home’’ fell foul of the growing artificial flower industry. 

Marie Buchanan admires a prize bunch of Gros Colman destined for the Forth Vineyards 
display at a show in Edinburgh
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The Largest Vine ln The World

To return to the Big Vine. By 1922 it was recognised as the largest vine 
in the world and was producing a massive annual crop of over 2000 
bunches. It was still growing vigorously and had become a well-known 
local attraction. As its fame spread further afield, Duncan decided to 
print a brochure and introduce a viewing charge. People were naturally 
keen to buy grapes and cuttings from the celebrated Kippen Big Vine, 
and over the years it attracted many thousands of visitors to the village. 
A rumour even began to circulate that the vine drew its nourishment 
directly from the waters of the River Forth, several miles away in the 
Carse of Stirling. This, of course, was quite untrue - vine roots are 
not particularly extensive - but it added to the mystique, and helped to 
explain the inexplicable.

It was unusual, but not unknown, for a vine to remain healthy and 
vigorous for so long. In a BBC radio interview in 1935 Selby Buchanan 
said: “Most vines are at their best when they are young, about 8 or 
10 years old. In spite of its age the Big Vine produces fruit that any 
young vine might be proud of. Last season’s crop weighed over a 
ton.” To everyone’s relief, the Big Vine also remained free from 
the two diseases most feared by grape growers - mealy bug and red 
spider. It also survived occasional breakdowns in the heating system, 
unexpected early frosts, and a huge storm in 1927 which blew one of the 
greenhouses which housed it clean away. By the 1930’s the annual crop 
had begun to level out at about 2000 bunches, although in a good season 
close to 3000 might be harvested. By 1960 the vine covered an area of 
5000 square feet, stretching for 300 feet through four glasshouses. Its 
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main stem measured 55 inches in girth. The increasing importation of 
foreign grapes, which began shortly after the First World War, began 
to affect the British market. By the 1930’s many growers had been 
forced to concentrate on more cost-effective products such as tomatoes 
and pot-plants. One by one the vineries established in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century ceased producing grapes. Their plight was not 
helped by the fact that for the duration of the Second World War it was 
illegal to plant any new vines. The Kippen Vinery Company was not 
immune to these pressures, and it too was forced to diversify. However, 
the prestige value of owning the largest vine in the world ensured that 
the company continued to cultivate grapes in this corner of Scotland. 
Besides, it would have been unthinkable to replace the Big Vine with 
rows of tomato plants: it had become a national institution, and a major 
tourist attraction.

British growers replied to the competition from abroad by emphasising 
the superior quality of their own grapes. The grapes from the Big 
Vine, and the other vines at Kippen, were sold as luxury foods at the 
counters of the best stores in Glasgow, Edinburgh and London. They 
were also boxed and sent to individual buyers throughout the country 
and to many distant parts of the world. Great care was taken during the 
autumn harvesting to ensure that the characteristic fine bloom on each 
bunch remained unblemished. Even during thinning, bunches were 
never touched by hand, for fear of damaging the berries. Finally, as 
they lay in their fluted cardboard trays on white tissue paper, a scarlet 
and gold Forth Vineyards seal was attached to the stem of each bunch.
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The End of an Era

Despite everything, the high costs of heating and maintaining the vines 
resulted in a steady decline in profits from grapes. By 1950 it was only 
the Big Vine’s value as a tourist attraction that made grape growing a 
viable proposition for the company. Of course, this value amounted 
to much more than the sum of the entrance fees, since few of the car 
and coach-loads of visitors left Kippen without a souvenir from the 
Vineries’ shop. This might have been a bunch of Big Vine grapes; a 
white heather plant; home grown tomatoes, cucumbers, or berries; 
vine cuttings or shrubs. Some might even have bought a delicate pink 
geranium called ‘Lausanne’, one of several strains developed by Selby 
Buchanan, and named after the home town in Switzerland of his wife 
Mathilde Rochat.

Although more reserved in nature than his father, Selby was also a 
remarkable man. From Duncan he inherited a passionate love of 
curling (becoming a player of international standard); a similarly 
wide range of interests and hobbies; and, of course, the gardener’s 
indefinable ‘magic touch’. Excluding the years of the First World War 
and his short apprenticeship in Helensburgh, Selby lived all his life 
in Kippen, starting work at the Vineries when he was fourteen. One 
of his proudest boasts was that he was the first person in the village 
to own a motor-bike. Like his father, he countered his lack of further 
education by reading extensively - especially history, geography and 
politics. As a young man he was a keen athlete, and his love of sport 
lasted throughout his life. He was also an accomplished chess player.

Selby ran the Vineries until poor health forced him to retire. He and 
Nance (as Mathilde was known in Kippen) had a daughter, Suzanne, but 
no son to succeed them in the arduous running of the family business. 
Reluctantly, in 1963, he decided to sell up. Yet, despite the fact that 
the Big Vine was now attracting over 20,000 visitors a year, with up 
to 1000 a day during the peak season, no buyer could be found. It was 
as if the Big Vine itself knew what was at stake. In 1963 it produced 
an all-time record crop of 3249 bunches, bringing its total crop since 
records began to 103,243.

The fact that the day-to-day maintenance of vines is such a specialised 
task may well have been seen as a stumbling block to several interested 
parties. At any rate no enterprising individual or public body came 
forward to rescue the Big Vine, and it became clear that the Vineries 
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would have to be dismantled. On a cold, grey morning early in 1964, 
Selby Buchanan took a saw and cut through the thick, gnarled trunk 
of the Big vine. One can only guess at his emotions as he set about 
destroying in a few minutes the plant he and his father had tended 
so assiduously for 73 years. Understandably perhaps, he allowed no-
one to help him with this task. Some time later he created a personal 
souvenir of the Big Vine: a set of chess-pieces carved from the root.

The demise of the Big Vine signalled the end of era. Forth Vineyards, 
the last of the big commercial grape growers, had been an integral part 
of village life, providing employment for generations of local people. 
In the end, the land which had nurtured the finest grapes in Britain 
was cleared and sold for housing development. Perhaps there is some 
consolation in the fact that cuttings from this remarkable plant live on 
in many private greenhouses. There is one at present, planted by Selby 
Buchanan, in the small greenhouse at Vine Cottage.

The Big Vine may not have been Kippen’s only claim to fame, but it 
certainly helped to spread the name of this small village across the 
world. Even today, visitors are both intrigued and surprised to discover 
that the world’s largest vine was grown, not in sun-drenched France or 
California, but, albeit under glass, on an exposed hill within sight of 
Scotland’s snow-capped Grampian mountains.

Selby Buchanan training the young shoots of the Big Vine in its final season



LATE GROWTH AND RESTING VINES 
AND FRUIT TREES 

  After the fruit in gathered is the time to treat our Vines 
kindly. Fire heat, except under unusual circumstanced should 
not be turned off ; but rather, in the case of Peaches and 
such-like that may have been grown throughout the season with-
out artificial heat, it ought to be applied to make sure of the 
perfect ripening of the wood. The same remark applies to Vines. 
Perfectly ripe wood must be hard and brown, but all brown and 
hard wood is not ripe in the sense of having a sufficient quan-
tity of material stored up for the production of first-class 
fruit. Therefore keep the fires going, and ventilate freely but 
judiciously, the aim being to keep the foliage fresh as long as 
possible. Feed liberally. If the vines are in good health and 
have plenty of good leaves late growths should not be trouble-
some, as the temperature here advocated in not a “growing” but 
a ripening one. I do not think that the few small and weakly 
growths that generally push in autumn are of much consequence 
either off or on, but if allowed to remain they must on no ac-
count crowd the principal foliage. As no fruit is on the Vine 
to exhaust its strength, every particle of elaborated sap must 
go to build up the strength of the Vine, plumping the buds, 
and thickening the rods. I believe the whole secret of succes-
ful fruit culture lies in the autumn treatment. I have known 
a Black Hamburgh Vine with one rod produce 50 lbs of splendid 
fruit, bunches averaging 5 and 6 lbs, rod 15ft long. The Grapes 
were generally all cut by the end of July. It then received 
about four months of the treatment advocated. I think it was 
your correspondent Mr. Bardney who some time ago contributed an 
article to the Journal upon the setting of fruit, attributing 
the failure not so much to the want of pollen as to improper 
treatment the previous autumn. I agree with Mr Bardney on that 
point, as I believe the autumn is the time to prepare for a good 
set, a good crop, and good finish. - D. B.





All proceeds from the sale of this booklet will
go towards the Kippen Heritage project.


