
By Katie Macleod 

After half a century, it’s safe to say that Doune Braes Hotel, 
on the west side of Lewis, has become a beloved fi xture in 

the local community.
From a meeting point for Harris Tweed weavers to a holiday base 

for global tourists, Doune Braes has played many roles over the years, 
and seen countless stories unfold under its roof.  

“My 35 years have passed in a blink,” says Eileen Macdonald, who 
has run the Carloway hotel since 1982, when she bought the business 
from the original owners, who opened the hotel in May 1967.

Doune Brae’s fi rst ever guests had a memorable experience that 
year, arriving as they did on the same night as the famous European 
Cup Final involving Celtic, when the hotel was full of local football 
fans eager for the game to begin.  As Callum Ian Macmillan – whose 
family fi rst owned the hotel – points out, at that time Doune Braes 
would have been the only place in the area with a large television.  

As a result of the celebrations, the visiting family were left to fend 
for themselves – running up and down the stairs for room keys, 
blankets, and eventually into the kitchen where they were told they 
could help themselves to food.  “It’s like something out of Fawlty 
Towers,” laughs Eileen.  “Imagine that happening now? You’d be on 
Trip Advisor!  It had a very interesting start, and the thing is, it’s been 
interesting ever since.” 

Eileen fi rst moved to Carloway from Newtonmore in the early 
1980s, having run a hotel in the Highlands that had been bypassed 
by the then-new A9 road.  “We decided we would look for a business 
that wasn’t tourist dependent, that had a good local base, and Doune 
Braes fi tted that slot very well.”

In its earlier days, Doune Braes’ core customers were locals – 
not tourists.  Close to the Carloway and Shawbost Mills, the Doune 
Braes bar was a social meeting point for weavers.  “Everyone used to 
congregate and have camaraderie and enjoy each other’s company,” 
remembers Eileen, adding that local fi shermen made it a regular stop 
on their way home after their evening catch, too.  

As the economy of the island changed, and updates in alcohol 
laws meant customers were less likely to drive out of their way for 
one drink, Doune Braes began to see more tourists than locals.  “It’s 
changed the whole structure of the rural hospitality business in so far 
as we’re very dependent on the tourism business,” explains Eileen.  

Visitors now come to Doune Braes from all over the world, 
attracted in part by its location between the Dun Carloway Broch 
and the Callanish Stones.  “They absolutely love the setting,” says 
Eileen, who in just one recent night welcomed customers from the 

USA, Switzerland, France, and Germany.

“We used to get a lot of people coming – particularly from America 
– tracing their roots, and it was interesting and quite exciting, really, 
to watch their reactions when they could trace their family.  And of 
course, when I fi rst came here it wasn’t easy to trace people the way it 
is now… it was just in its infancy, so it was always done by talking to 
a local, and talking to another local, that linked everything together, 
so you know that was really an enjoyable part of the business.”

One visitor from the USA even became a close friend of Eileen’s, 
returning again and again over the years to stay at Doune Braes.  Alan 
Bain, Chairman of the American Scottish Foundaiton and former 
owner of the Carloway Mill, stayed at Doune Braes on his fi rst visit 
to Lewis more than ten years ago, and has never looked back; Eileen 
was even a guest at his wedding in New York City.

“I had the hotel to myself, which was really like having my own 
establishment,” says Alan of his initial stay at Doune Braes.  “By the third 
visit they knew what I liked to eat – it was that kind of establishment.  A 
great part of the enjoyment is like being part of the family.”

“Eileen’s a very good friend… Doune Braes is a very comfortable 
environment.  She keeps it very well, and works to make it attractive 
and welcoming.  You want to stay there, want to be part of it, if 
you will.”

50 years on, Eileen looks back at how 
Doune Braes traditions have changed
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While the tourism trade is now the main source of business for 
Doune Braes, the former school still retains a role in the heart of 
the community.  Saturday nights remain popular with locals, and the 
regular quiz nights and bingo nights bring in a wide range of people.

After 50 years in the hospitality business, it seems safe to bet that 
Doune Braes next half century will be as successful as the fi rst.

Mystery niches…a teddy bear makes his home in one of two unexplained 
niches built into the original outside wall of the old school, now a feature 

of the entrance to the restaurant.  No explanation has been arrived at as to 
what purposes the niches served originally.
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