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5 out of 5 stars 
 
“Four friends. One weekend. Gallons of whisky. What could go wrong?” 
As it turns out, quite a lot. 
Doug Johnstone’s latest novel, Smokeheads, was released on March 3rd by Faber. This 
change of publisher (his two previous novels, Tombstoning and The Ossians were 
released by Penguin) also marks a slight change of direction: Smokeheads is a crime 
novel. Not the kind of crime novel you’d find in an airport bookshop though - this isn’t 
the book for casually passing the time on a beach. This is the book for locking yourself in 
your room, turning your phone off and forgoing sleep until you’ve finished it. To use a 
common term, it’s a page turner. 
Smokeheads is the story of four friends on a whisky tour of Islay. Roddy, a successful, 
arrogant bloke with a coke habit and an ego bigger than his top of the range Audi; Adam, 
a whisky expert, with a talent for identifying specific drams by taste alone; Luke, a 
chilled out pothead who claims he’s just there “for the ride”; and Ethan, a sensible guy 
living out a quiet, average, middle-class life. 
The guys are enjoying their journey up to the Inner Hebrides at first, but a run in with the 
local police (a routine speeding ticket) is the start of a sour turn for the group. Along with 
level-headed Laphroaig employee Molly, they end up on a journey involving car 
accidents, corrupt police officers, a lot of Islay whisky and, well... amateur brain surgery. 
Doug explained about the somewhat violent nature of Smokeheads: 
“What actually happened was that I wrote, between The Ossians and Smokeheads, 
another novel, that I spent the most time on that I’ve ever spent on a novel. It was my 
attempt at writing a big commercial ‘nice’ book. But it was crap. I spent a year and a half 
doing it and I hated it by the end. So I wrote Smokeheads as a kind of antidote to that. I 
just thought ‘fuck it. I’m just gonna write this extreme, nasty little shit of a book and see 
if anyone likes it’. I was reading a lot of Noir genre stuff as well. Not necessarily very 
violent stuff, but the style of that fed into what I was writing. The violence in it just came 
out of the situation they were in. I didn’t set out to make it explicitly nasty, but it just so 
happened, with the circumstances, that’s what came out at the end.” 
However, Smokeheads isn’t some grim, Saw-style stomach-turner. In fact, it’s wickedly 
funny, with Johnstone proving himself to be an expert in black humour: 
“It always annoys me when books take themselves so seriously. There’s a place for that 
and that’s fine but I’m not that kind of person. The kind of characters I write about in 
21st Century Scotland, they’re the kind of people who are culturally aware enough that 
when they find themselves in a totally fucked up situation they won’t be able to do 
anything else except meet it with a sort of black humour. All three of the books, I think, 
have got that. The first hundred pages of Smokeheads is a sort of buddy movie and 
there’s quite a lot of knock-about black comedy, but it gets harder to be funny when the 
extreme things start happening.”  
And whilst extreme things do happen, Smokeheads is also full of subtle and clever 
musings on modern Scotland. Whisky is, of course, a huge part of Scottish culture, and 
provides a comfortable yet interesting setting for the novel. Doug explained why 
Scotland is an intriguing and important topic to write about: 
“It strikes me as endlessly interesting that Scottishness – whatever that means -, what that 
is in the 21st Century. Part of the reason you start writing is that you don’t read a fucking 



book that reflects your life. The large percentage of them are well written and 
entertaining and great, but they didn’t speak to me about my life and me and my mates 
and what we did. Part of the novel writing process is about working out what you think 
about something, as a writer, so you try to do that with every book and hopefully by the 
end of it you get somewhere, if there are any answers.” 
Johnstone certainly has gotten somewhere with Smokeheads: he’s written a clever, funny, 
endlessly exciting novel and proven that quiet jaunts up to remote distilleries don’t 
always end with just a souvenir from the gift shop. 
 


