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SCOTLAND

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Sunset, Iona | Stephen Finn/Shutterstock ©

Scotland means so much to so many people; it's an ancestral home, a spiritual home, and a place that visitors love and connect with on a life-altering level. To me, Scotland is just home: my comfort, my calm and my adventure. I’ve found my ‘happy place’ in countless corners of the country, but there’s nowhere I feel more at peace than by the sea. I have an affinity with the Scottish Islands and the Inner Hebrides are my greatest source of escapism; where fleeting moments bring familiar feelings of pure joy. Give me soft white sand, mountain shadows and windswept hair; the smoky warmth of Islay whisky and the rousing chill of swimming in the sea. For years I imagined a life of indefinite island-hopping and sharing my stories online; a reality I am now grateful for every day. When the islands call, just go. There’s a home and a happy place for you too.

Kay Gillespie

@thechaoticscot
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My favourite experience is watching the sunset from the north of Iona; waves foaming upon white sand and vivid pastel skies above the silhouette of Staffa and the Treshnish Isles.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Scotland
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The best place to feel the pure elemental energy of the islands is at Hermaness in Unst, the most northerly point of the UK. A land where nature and landscape collide in a chattering blur of seabirds and soaring cliffs. Where puffins dance on clifftops as gannets glide overhead – there truly is no greater place on Earth.

[image: jpg]

Laurie Goodlad

@shetlandwithlaurie

Laurie is a Shetlander, travel writer, historian and tour guide, passionate about preserving the cultural heritage of Scotland’s rural and island communities. Read about Hermaness.
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The Isle of Skye has the charcoal black and rust red Cuillin Hills, the cloudy blue sea around the Elgol Peninsula, and the evergreen of the Fairy Glen landslip. But my favourite spot glows with another colour entirely — silver-white. This is the half-secret Coral Beach, and to walk along its shore from Claigan is to see Scotland’s most popular island as few travellers do.

[image: jpg]

Mike MacEacheran

@MikeMacEacheran

Mike is an award-winning freelance travel journalist. Read more about Skye.
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For me, no trip to Scotland is complete without a drive along the Drumbeg Loop. Which is a problem, as its location in the far northwest of Scotland means it isn’t a ‘pop in’ kind of place. However, the heart-stopping scenery along the loop – a non-stop parade of jagged mountain peaks, shimmering blue lochs and Barbados-esque white sand beaches – guarantees that the destination is always worth the journey.

[image: jpg]

Joseph Reaney

@JoeMReaney

Joseph is a travel journalist and comedy writer who divides his time between Scotland and Czechia. Read more about the Drumbeg Loop.
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Barry Stuart/Shutterstock ©

Even the name grabs your attention and makes you want to go there – the Rocks of Solitude. One of my favourite walks begins by passing through a blue door in a stone wall to enter a magical woodland. The path leads along the River North Esk as it crosses the Highland Boundary Fault, passing through narrow waterfall-filled gorges to reach a secluded, swirling pool – the perfect escape.

[image: jpg]

Neil Wilson

@neil3965

Neil is a travel writer who lives in Perthshire and has covered Scotland for Lonely Planet for more than 20 years. He writes about the Rocks of Solitude.
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DRAMS & DISTILLERIES

'If you don’t like whisky, you’ve just not found the right one', says anyone with a soft spot for single malt and Scottish clichés. Derived from the Gaelic uisge beatha, meaning ‘water of life’, whisky is Scotland’s national tipple and most famous export. Tasting whisky is a rite of passage: go straight to the source and pucker up for the good stuff. When you find your favourite dram, raise your glass and say sláinte to that!

[image: jpg]

coldsnowstorm/Getty Images ©

Whisky Regions

Broken down differently depending on your source, Scotland’s whisky regions include some or all of the following: Highlands, Islands, Lowlands, Speyside, Campbeltown and Islay.

[image: jpg]
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Distilleries

With over 130 whisky distilleries scattered all over Scotland, it’s easy to incorporate at least one distillery tour into your itinerary.

[image: jpg]

Lochranza Distillery, Isle of Arran | Tim Graham/Getty Images ©

Tour Prices

Standard one-hour distillery tours typically cost from £15 to £20: this includes a tasting at the end. Some distilleries offer longer, more exclusive tours.


BEST WHISKY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Work your way through Islay’s 1 world-famous whiskies in search of your perfect dram on a distillery-hopping adventure around the island.

Immerse yourself in the interactive Journey of Flavour tour at Johnnie Walker Princes St 2, Edinburgh’s shiny-newest Scotch whisky experience.

Discover a trio of island distilleries from Skye to Raasay and back again: Torabhaig Distillery, Isle of Raasay Distillery and Talisker Distillery 3.

Road-trip a whisky trail around Speyside, visiting half a dozen distilleries and Speyside Cooperage 4 in one day.

Pair your single malt whisky with local handmade chocolates on the Whisky and Arran Chocolate Pairing tour at Lochranza Distillery 5.





CITY SIGHTS

While Scotland is romanticised for its wild Highland scenery, a city fix should be equally high on your list. Modern in all the right places, Scotland takes all the city buzz and bustle – events and entertainment, art and architecture – and blends them with oases of green spaces, ancient castles staged upon extinct volcanoes, and historical streets whispering secrets of the past. From the tourist hot spots to the local hang-outs, Scotland’s cities will enchant and excite.

[image: jpg]
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Public Transport

Scotland’s eight cities are all served by both train and bus, making them easy to reach and an ideal base for day trips without a car.

[image: jpg]

bradleyhebdon/Getty Images ©

Lunch Deals

Take advantage of set menu lunch deals at the cities’ best restaurants to experience high-quality cuisine without the usual price tag.

[image: jpg]

Edinburgh | f11photo/Shutterstock ©

Festive Season

Visit in December for magical twinkling lights, mulled wine, Christmas markets and festive events, followed by the world-famous Edinburgh Hogmanay celebrations.


BEST CITY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Follow the Glasgow Mural Trail 1 to discover incredible works of street art by local artists down unassuming lanes, on gable ends and old buildings.

Watch the sunset over Edinburgh’s magical skyline from Calton Hill or the top of Arthur’s Seat 2 : both remnants of the city’s extinct volcano.

Stretch your legs in Inverness 3 with a leisurely wander along the River Ness; visit Inverness Art Gallery & Museum, Ness Islands and Inverness Cathedral.

Visit Dunfermline 4, Scotland’s newest (officially designated) city, for the final resting place of King Robert the Bruce at Dunfermline Abbey.

Sit back on the Discover Dundee 5 open-top bus tour, listen to the audio commentary guide, and hop on and off at the city’s attractions.





IDYLLIC ISLES

It's surprising to many that Scotland claims a whopping 790 islands, of which less than 90 have human residents. Each archipelago and individual island is like a whole new world: the beauty, serenity and heartening sense of community are universal, but the size, character and accessibility vary wildly. Grace their shores via tiny boats and huge ferries, over iconic and historical bridges, or across natural causeways when the tide decides. These islands are eager to be explored.

[image: jpg]
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Island-Hopping

Choose your main island/s based on your interests, how much time you have and where you will be, then research other nearby islands and day trips.

[image: jpg]

Guillermo Armero/Getty Images ©

Ferries

Vehicles and passengers should be prebooked on most ferry services; however, some shorter crossings are turn-up-and-go.

[image: jpg]

Iona coastline | northlightimages/Getty Images ©

When to Go

Most visitors flock to the islands during summer for beaches, boat trips and watersports. Go in autumn or winter for stargazing, fireside drams and bracing coastal walks.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Slow down and explore Iona’s 1 serene coastline, from secluded bays to beaches of pure white sand and turquoise sea.

Cast your eyes upon the night skies on the Isle of Coll 2, a designated Dark Sky Community and dreamworld for stargazers.

Escape to Shetland’s most southerly island, the remote Fair Isle 3, for bird watching, coastal hikes, famous knitwear and solitude.

Embark on a self-guided, island-wide food tour of Arran 4, sampling the island’s outstanding local produce, home baking and seafood.

Travel on the famous flight from Glasgow to Barra 5, touching down on the smooth sands of Traigh Mhòr: the world’s only scheduled beach landing.





CONQUERING CASTLES

Castles have become an unofficial emblem of Scotland, unapologetically stereotypical yet undeniably appealing and evocative. Scottish dreams are made of these: from the showy, ‘look-at-me’ stately homes, which still retain their original opulence, to the brutishly impenetrable fortresses – forever impressive, even in partial ruin. Failure to visit at least one castle would be almost criminal.

[image: jpg]

Dunrobin Castle | essevu/Shutterstock ©

Entry Fees

Admission usually costs from £10 to £15. Alternatively, you can just photograph them from outside or visit smaller, ruined castles that are free to roam.

Seasonal Hours

Many attractions close during the quieter months or operate on reduced hours: check online before you visit. Stirling Castle and Edinburgh Castle stay open year-round.


BEST CASTLE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Join a guided tour or visit the Castle Exhibition at the imposing Stirling Castle 1 to understand its hugely significant role in Scottish history.

Soak in the grandeur of Culzean Castle 2 and its vast surrounds.

Explore Dunrobin Castle 3, with its lavish interior and magnificent gardens, hosting daily falconry displays.

Discover the impressive ruins of Gylen Castle 4, overlooking the sea near Kerrera Tea Garden.

Trace the Aberdeenshire coast from Stonehaven Harbour to Dunnottar Castle 5, a dramatic ruin on dizzying cliffs.





PUFFINS, DOLPHINS & DEER

Scotland’s land, sea and sky are home-sweet-home to an abundance of wonderful wildlife species, from native birds and mammals to the swathe of nesting seabirds and migrating marine life that visit every year. Observe and photograph them on uninhabited islands, quiet shorelines, by the roadside or from a boat: always in awe of their presence.

[image: jpg]

Duncan JM Fraser/Shutterstock ©

Puffin Season

Thousands of seabirds come to Scotland for their summer holidays to breed and nest. The best time to see them is from May to July.

[image: jpg]

Jaime Pharr/Shutterstock ©

Wildlife Photography

For quality, close-up shots of Scottish wildlife, invest in a zoom lens (200mm and above): buy secondhand to save money.

Enjoy from Afar

Always keep your distance and do not feed wild animals. Stick to paths to avoid damaging any nests or habitats.


BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Get up close to adorable, comical puffins on a boat trip from Mull or Iona to Staffa 1.

Look out for majestic stags on the Isle of Jura 2; there are over 4000 red deer on the island.

Search for sea eagles soaring overhead and swooping down to grab fish from the water on the Sea Eagle Adventure Trip 3 with Mull Charters.

Explore the coastline in Unst 4 on a guided tour with Shetland Nature for a chance to catch a glimpse of the elusive Eurasian otters.

Go dolphin spotting along the Moray Firth at the Scottish Dolphin Centre in Spey Bay, or at Chanonry Point 5 on the other side.





PEAKS & TRAILS

Scotland’s good looks didn’t happen overnight – they've been millions of years in the making. Instigated by volcanic activity, peaked giants and half-pipe glens were chiselled to scenic perfection by glaciers, and the contours of the coast shaped by the constant force of the sea. Across these landscapes, you’ll find a countrywide network of walking trails, from low level and long distance to mighty mountain heights; 3000ft (914.4m) and above is classified as a Munro and there are 282 to summit.

[image: jpg]

lucentius/Getty Images ©

Plan Your Route

Use apps or online resources like WalkHighlands (walkhighlands.co.uk); screenshot or download the route map and description before you set off.

[image: jpg]

Empato/Getty Images ©

Hiking Gear

Prepare for all weathers: pack layers, waterproofs, plenty of water, and midge repellent for spring and summer. Hiking boots are essential for hill walking.

[image: jpg]

Buachaille Etive Mòr, West Highland Way | Westend61/Getty Images ©

Guides & Transfers

Various companies offer group hikes and private guided hikes. For long-distance walks, packages including accommodation and baggage transfers are available.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Summit the highest mountain in the UK, the mighty Ben Nevis 1: a long and challenging hike with epic scenery.

Complete Scotland’s best-known long-distance walking route, the 96-mile West Highland Way 2, taking in some of the country’s most beautiful landscapes.

Tick off a trio of iconic island mountains on a guided day hike up the Paps of Jura 3 with a local at Jura Guided.

Stay close to the coast and discover waterfalls, castles and caves along the multiday Arran Coastal Way 4.

Take a clifftop walk from Rackwick Bay on Orkney’s Isle of Hoy to the famously striking sea stack, the Old Man of Hoy 5.





TIME TRAVEL

To instantly blow and boggle the mind, simply try to comprehend the interminable timeline of Scotland’s human history. Delve into 4000-year-old mysteries and layers of history: wander through prehistoric villages and ponder the lives of the people who settled there; step into stone circles and burial cairns, positioned in tune with the sun, moon and stars. Where your imagination or attention span fails, let a local guide fill in the gaps and supply the fascinating facts.

[image: jpg]

Arterra/Universal Images Group via Getty Images ©

Passes

If you are planning to visit multiple Historic Scotland sites, buy an Explorer Pass to save money: it is valid for seven consecutive days.

[image: jpg]

AndrewJShearer/Getty Images ©

Special Events

Scotland’s historical venues play host to events throughout the year. Check the individual websites for after-hours tours, guided walks, light shows and family fun.

[image: jpg]

Callanish Standing Stones | theasis/Getty Images ©

Midsummer

People gather at sunrise and sunset to celebrate the summer solstice at the famous standing stones on the Northern Isles and Outer Hebrides.


BEST PREHISTORIC EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore a close-knit cluster of prehistoric attractions in the Heart of Neolithic Orkney 1, a Unesco World Heritage Site, including Skara Brae and the Ring of Brodgar.

Discover towering stone slabs, low-lying stone circles and burial cists in open moorland on the Isle of Arran at Machrie Moor Standing Stones 2.

Cycle through 5000 years of history on a 40-mile self-guided bike tour around Lewis, visiting Dun Carloway Iron Age broch and Callanish Standing Stones 3.

Visit the atmospheric chambered cairns, standing stones and burial monuments at Clava Cairns 4, set amid a peaceful woodland near Inverness.

Take a boat trip to the uninhabited island of Mousa and marvel at the magnificent 2000-year-old Mousa Broch 5, the best-preserved of its kind.





HIT THE ROAD

Did someone say, road trip? Forget long, tedious drives from A to B – this is Scotland! Every route is rewarded with fresh sights and a constant shift in the lay of the land: countryside and coastline; motorways, mountains and moorland; steep ascents and single-track roads. Fall in love with the journeys; the final destinations can wait.

[image: jpg]

Golden Road, Harris | Westend61/Getty Images ©

Car Hire

Pick up your car at the airport or in one of the cities: it is possible to drop it off in a different location.

Passing Places

It is important to understand the use of passing places on single-track roads: pull into them to avoid oncoming vehicles and to allow overtaking.


BEST ROAD TRIP EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Drive a loop of Harris 1for mountains, lunar-like landscapes and paradise beaches, from the Golden Road to the breathtaking west coast.

Take your Rhinns of Galloway 2 road trip all the way to Scotland’s most southwesterly extreme – Mull of Galloway Lighthouse and its jaw-droppingly dramatic location.

Follow the Isle of Mull’s less-driven west coast from Tobermory to Fionnphort 3; a slow and scenic drive of tight corners and vast seascapes.

Blaze a 66-mile trail around the remote Kintyre peninsula on the Kintyre 66 4.





COASTAL CHARM

Bejewelled with historical harbours, cute cottages, vivid splashes of colour and well-worn cobbles, Scotland’s seaside settlements are a treat for the eyes – and your camera. Create your own postcard pictures in quaint fishing villages and bustling port towns, where the history, industry and character are influenced by a close and unbreakable bond with the sea.

[image: jpg]

Tobermory | Lasse Johansson/Shutterstock ©

Boat Tours

During the summer months, boat trips depart from ports and harbours all over the country for wildlife watching and island day trips.

Seaside Treats

Regardless of the weather, days by the sea are meant for eating fish and chips and ice cream by the water.


BEST SEASIDE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Browse the local shops, walk to Rubha nan Gall Lighthouse, and photograph the rainbow-coloured facades in Tobermory 1, Scotland’s prettiest port town.

Soak up the seaside vibes with mountain vistas in Ullapool; feast on local seafood at the Seafood Shack 2.

Fall in love with the chocolate-box conservation village of Culross 4, a 17th-century time capsule that starred as Cranesmuir in the Outlander TV series.





FESTIVALS & MUSIC

The Scots are a nation of people who know how to throw a good party, and there is always something to celebrate: culture, heritage, traditions or just…the weekend! Across the country, the year-round event calendar is speckled with song, dance, sailing, comedy, games and fire: held under the elusive summer sun, through the dark depths of winter and in packed-out pubs. Make new pals with friendly locals and immerse yourself in Scotland-style celebrations.

[image: jpg]

Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images ©

Plan Ahead

As soon as the dates are announced for a popular festival or event, book your tickets and accommodation to avoid missing out.

[image: jpg]

Jim Grant/Shutterstock ©

Island Festivals

During summer, the Scottish islands host some of the best folk music festivals in Scotland, and the party usually starts on the ferry!

[image: jpg]

Edinburgh Festival Fringe | Robbie Jack-Corbis/Corbis via Getty Images ©

Live Music

Listen to history passed down through Gaelic song, enjoy toe-tapping tunes in a local pub, and dance until you’re dizzy at a traditional ceilidh.


BEST FESTIVAL & MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Experience the world-famous Edinburgh Festival Fringe 1, where on-street stages and city venues come alive with comedy, music, theatre and dance.

Brace yourself for the fiery festivities at Up Helly Aa 2 in Lerwick: Vikings, live music and a replica longship set alight with 1000 torches.

Put on your dancing shoes for a Ceilidh Night 3 at The View in Oban and party the traditional Scottish way.

Enjoy a maritime celebration of sailing, rowing, crafts and music at the Scottish Traditional Boat Festival 4, held around the 17th-century harbour in Portsoy.

Get stuck into Glasgow’s live music scene 5, from buskers on the street and gigs every night of the week to regular big-name concerts.











REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Scotland

[image: jpg]

Allow: 2 weeks
Distance: 900+ miles

This epic road trip is an adventure to all the extremes; from the best city sights and scenic Highland highlights, to blow-your-mind beaches and awe-inspiring islands. Every journey reveals new landscapes, experiences and cultural gems, capturing the very best of what Scotland has to offer, and leaving you longing for more.


[image: jpg]

1 EDINBURGH [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin in Edinburgh and spend a couple of days exploring the capital: tread the cobbles of the enchanting Old Town, discover historic attractions and traditional pubs, climb an extinct volcano and delve into tales of the city’s dark past on a tour of the ghostly underground vaults.

[image: ] Pick up your hire car in Edinburgh city centre on the morning you leave for the 3¼-hour drive to Inverness.

2 INVERNESS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Inverness is a compact city, but one night will feel rushed. Visit Culloden Battlefield and the nearby Bronze Age standing stones and burial cairns. Go ‘Nessie’ hunting on a Loch Ness boat trip, and cycle or walk the River Ness for city sights and pretty islands. By night, it’s Scottish cuisine, whisky and live music.

3 DURNESS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Journey to the most northerly village in Scotland, Durness, an idyllic base to explore part of the North Coast 500’s top edge: nonstop paradise beaches, dramatic coastline, spectacular drives, and Britain’s highest cliffs at Cape Wrath.

[image: ] Detour: Hike to the far-flung Sandwood Bay, near Durness; a truly rewarding walk to one of the UK’s most remote and beautiful beaches. [image: ] 4½ hours

4 ULLAPOOL [image: ] 1 DAY

Enjoy the mountains and sea and the taste of fresh seafood or fish and chips in Ullapool, fishing village and ferry port for the Outer Hebrides. Relax by the shores of Loch Broom, browse the independent shops, or go for a hike.

[image: ] Detour: On the way to Ullapool drive the single-track Drumbeg Loop for jaw-dropping scenery and white-sand beaches. [image: ] 1½ hours

5 LEWIS & HARRIS [image: ] 3 DAYS

Catch the ferry to Stornoway to begin your Outer Hebrides adventure, from the cultural sights of Lewis in the north to the contrasting landscapes of Harris in the south: ancient standing stones and monuments, traditional blackhouses, looming mountain peaks, pristine beaches and the famous tweed.

[image: ] Detour: Book a boat trip from Leverburgh (Harris) to the hauntingly isolated and exposed island of St Kilda. [image: ] full day

6 SKYE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Journey from Tarbert (Harris) over the sea to Skye to discover the magical sights: striking rock formations, otherworldly landscapes, entrancing waterfalls and a picturesque, colourful harbour. Book a boat trip, kayak the coast, hike the Quiraing and sample the island whisky.

[image: ] Detour: Hop on the 25-minute ferry crossing from Sconser (Skye) to Raasay for a tour of Isle of Raasay Distillery. [image: ] 3 hours


7 GLENCOE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Back on the mainland, drive south on the Road to the Isles, passing west coast beaches and the iconic Glenfinnan Viaduct. From Glen Coe, experience some of the most evocative history and scenery in the Highlands, epitomised by the landscape of Glen Coe itself.

[image: ] Detour: Drive over the Skye Bridge to visit the romantic Eilean Donan Castle before returning to Skye for the ferry from Armadale. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Buachaille Etive Mòr, Glen Coe | andy morehouse/Shutterstock ©





ITINERARIES

Island Hopscotch

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days
Distance: 400+ miles

Cast off and let your worries slip away, on an island-hopping extravaganza around the Inner Hebrides, visiting up to six islands in just one trip. Bike, hike or paddle: sample local seafood, go wildlife watching, breeze around the beaches, and fill your lungs with fresh sea air on the many ferry journeys.


[image: jpg]

1 GLASGOW [image: ] 1 DAY

Glasgow is the starting point for your west coast road trip, but be sure to spend at least one day getting to know the city first. Expect striking street art, museums aplenty, fantastic food, whisky bars, a vibrant music scene and the oldest cathedral in Scotland.

2 INVERARAY [image: ] 2 HOURS

Go west, stopping in Luss on the bonnie banks of Loch Lomond, then take the super-scenic route to the Rest and Be Thankful viewpoint and onwards to Inveraray. Stop here for lunch, views of Loch Fyne and a history fix at the town jail or enchanting castle.

3 OBAN [image: ] 2 DAYS

Welcome to Oban, ‘Gateway to the Isles’ and ‘Seafood Capital of the UK’. Stroll the seafront, hike to the iconic hilltop monument, explore castles and hit the town for live music and ceilidh dancing. Food has to be fish and chips or seafood by the pier.

[image: ] Detour: Catch the 55-minute ferry from Oban to Lismore or five-minute ferry from Gallanach to Kerrera. [image: ] full/half day

4 ISLE OF IONA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Leave the car at Fionnphort (Mull) and hop across to Iona to slow down and recharge your soul batteries. Explore on foot or by bike: shop for local crafts and soak in the sacred sights, airbrushed beach scenes and complete tranquillity. Take a boat trip from Iona to the Isle of Staffa for Fingal’s Cave, puffins in summertime and dolphin spotting on the journey.

[image: jpg]

White Strand of the Monks, Iona | Justine Kibler/Shutterstock ©

5 ISLE OF MULL [image: ] 3 DAYS

Mull is a road-trip dream come true. Follow the dramatic west coast, chasing waterfalls and mountain views, looking for sea eagles overhead and otters by the shoreline. Colourful buildings, independent shops, cosy pubs and coastal walks await in Tobermory.

[image: ] Detour: Hop on the tiny passenger ferry from Ulva Ferry (Mull) to the Isle of Ulva for a seafood lunch at the Boathouse. [image: ] 1 hour

6 ARDNAMURCHAN [image: ] 1 DAY

From Tobermory, return to the mainland via Ardnamurchan. Wildly rugged and winding roads lead through the crater of an extinct volcano to the most westerly point on the UK mainland, marked by the pinnacle of Ardnamurchan Lighthouse. Don’t miss a stop at breathtaking Sanna Bay.


7 FORT WILLIAM [image: ] 2 DAYS

Finish your road trip with a couple of days in the Highlands, based around Fort William, ‘Outdoor Capital of the UK’. Ride a famous steam train or a mountain gondola, climb the highest mountain in the UK or walk to the second-largest waterfall in Scotland.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Eastern Railway

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 Days
Distance: 210+ miles

Take a self-guided tour of Scotland’s east coast, using only public transport. Sit back and enjoy the views outside, as you discover a new destination each day, on a series of relaxing journeys by train and bus. Experience charming towns and fishing villages, historical sights, contrasting cities and coastal walks.


[image: jpg]
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Crail | Andrea Pistolesi/Getty Images ©

1 EDINBURGH [image: ] 2 DAYS

Once you’ve thoroughly explored the city sights of Edinburgh, consider escaping the touristy Old Town and take Lothian bus 37 (55 minutes) to Rosslyn Chapel. Admire the ornate stone carvings and investigate theories of the Knights Templar and the Holy Grail.

[image: ] Train from Edinburgh Waverley to Leuchars (1 hour), where a bus service travels to St Andrews (10 minutes)

[image: jpg]

Misty River/Shutterstock ©

2 ST ANDREWS [image: ] 1 DAY

Explore St Andrews, famed as the ‘home of golf’, with its world-renowned Old Course and the oldest university in Scotland. Sample the local produce on a food tour, walk along the gorgeous beaches and wander through ruins of an ancient castle and what was once Scotland’s largest cathedral.

[image: ] Take a day trip to the East Neuk of Fife by Stagecoach Bus (1 hour)
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3 EAST NEUK OF FIFE [image: ] 1 Day

Walk the Fife Coastal Path and discover a string of fishing villages with picturesque harbours along the way. Begin in Elie for the 11-mile route to Crail, passing through St Monans, Pittenweem and Anstruther, stopping for fish and chips, ice cream and/or hot chocolate. For a shorter walk, choose individual sections and hop off the bus earlier.

[image: ] Bus to St Andrews (1 hour), then to Dundee (25 minutes)
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4 DUNDEE [image: ] 1 DAY

From St Andrews, catch the bus to the underdog city of Dundee. Locate the main sights and learn about the city’s history and famous industries on an open-top bus tour; visit the galleries, museums and an iconic ship, and look across the River Tay from the highest point.

[image: ] Train to Stoneheaven (55 minutes)
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5 STONEHAVEN [image: ] 1 DAY

In the seaside town of Stone-haven, head down to the harbour, stopping for ice cream along the way. Take a clifftop walk from the harbour to the remarkable ruins of Dunnottar Castle. Return to the town for seafood, pubs and fish and chips.

[image: ] Return to Dundee then train to Stirling (1 hour)

[image: ] Detour: Venture 20 minutes by train from Stonehaven to Aberdeen to explore maritime history. [image: ] 4 hours
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6 STIRLING [image: ] 1 DAY

Before returning to Edinburgh, first take the train to Stirling for the day; luggage storage is available at Radical Storage (radicalstorage.com), five minutes from the station. Head uphill through the Old Town to visit Stirling Castle and if time and energy permit, catch bus 51 or 52 for the hike up to the Wallace Monument.

[image: ] Train to Edinburgh (50 minutes)
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ITINERARIES

Southern Explorer

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days
Distance: 400+ miles

Take a whirlwind road trip to southern Scotland; a journey in the opposite direction from the majority of tourists. Experience the far-flung, fiercely dramatic southwest coast and the historical Borders region, interspersed with forests, picturesque towns, rolling hills, ruined abbeys and lonely lighthouses.


[image: jpg]

1 GLASGOW [image: ] 1 DAY

After a day or two in Glasgow, set off for the southwest, taking the coastal road through Ayrshire for views across the Firth of Clyde to the volcanic plug of Ailsa Craig; break up the journey with a stop at Culzean Castle, then continue towards Dumfries and Galloway.

[image: jpg]
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2 RHINS OF GALLOWAY [image: ] 1 Day

Discover the Rhins of Galloway peninsula: Portpatrick harbour, glorious gardens, deserted beaches and Scotland’s most southerly point, Mull of Galloway, for sea cliffs, the famous lighthouse and views to Ireland, Cumbria and the Isle of Man.

[image: ] Detour: Walk the coastal path from Portpatrick to the ruins of Dunskey Castle or to Killantringan Lighthouse. [image: ] 1 hour, 4 hours
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3 GALLOWAY FOREST PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

By day, hit the hiking or biking trails in Galloway Forest Park or explore the area's charming towns: bookshops and cafes in Wigtown and colourful Kirkcudbright on the Solway Coast. By night, it's eyes on the night skies with stargazing in the forest park, a designated Dark Sky Park.
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4 DUMFRIES [image: ] 3 hours

Stop in Dumfries to follow in the footsteps of Scotland’s national bard, Robert Burns. Step inside the house where he spent his final years, have lunch in his favourite pub and visit the Robert Burns Centre to learn about his life, before continuing through the stunning Ettrick and Yarrow Valley.

[image: ] Detour: Explore the moated, uniquely triangular Caerlaverock Castle, just outside Dumfries. [image: ]  1½ hours
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5 MELROSE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend a few days discovering the Borders Abbeys and the delightful Borders towns and villages of Melrose, Dryburgh, Jedburgh and Kelso; learn about their rich heritage and roam the gorgeous landscapes. Visit Abbotsford House (the former home of Sir Walter Scott) and the nearby Floors Castle.

[image: ] Detour: Head for St Abbs Head National Nature Reserve, Coldingham Bay and Eyemouth. [image: ] 6 hours
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6 UPPER TWEED VALLEY [image: ] 6 hours

Return to the Central Belt via the Upper Tweed Valley, where a vibrant adventure scene and world-class mountain-biking trails sprawl out around the mighty River Tweed. Finish with a relaxing or enlivening afternoon in nature and one last history-fix at Traquair House, the oldest inhabited house in Scotland, near Peebles.
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WHEN TO GO

Answer: You decide. Scotland is a year-round destination, where each season sees a shift in scenery, experiences and events.


Let’s be honest, it’s not the climate that brings people to Scotland. Summer’s generous daylight hours allow extra time to explore, but even then, sunshine can’t be guaranteed. Winter, at least, is predictably cold and dark: pack for just one season (instead of all four) and hope for snow in the Highlands. Spring brings cherry blossom in Edinburgh, bluebell-frosted forests, and breadcrumb trails of wildflowers on the islands, while a fiery colour palette paints the land and trees during autumn. Every season is a new wonder and a contrast to the last. Choose your seasonal vibe or calendar event, and just go for it; good weather is a bonus.

Fancy a Bargain?

Dodging the peak-season crowds is a game with cash-saving prizes; when demand gets lower, so do the nightly room rates. Take advantage of autumn/winter accommodation deals around the country: discounted stays and hotel packages including breakfast and dinner.

[image: jpg]

Tiree | Paul McGee/Getty Images ©


I LIVE HERE

SPRING AT SEA

Gus Newman is a whisky collector, seafood lover and manager director of Islay Sea Adventures and Islay Storm Pod @islay_sea_adventures

“As the season shifts to spring, I love taking the boats on a local adventure to Mull of Oa. I never tire of seeing the towering cliffs and Soldier’s Rock sea stack, or the seabird breeding colony with kittiwakes, fulmars, shags and black guillemots; golden eagles sometimes soaring overhead. The boat can enter a sea cave with a waterfall, where green copper ore glistens in the rocks.”




CHASE THE SUN

The Isle of Tiree, dubbed ‘Hawaii of the North’, is one of the sunniest places in the UK with an average of 1524 annual sunshine hours; the best month is May with an average of 240 sunshine hours. Dundee is said to be Scotland’s sunniest city.




WET OUT WEST

Contrary to popular belief, it doesn’t always rain in Scotland – location dependent. The west coast is notoriously wet with parts of the western Highlands hitting over 4mm of rainfall per year; take Billy Connolly’s sound advice, ‘get yourself a sexy raincoat, and live a little’.

Big Events & Gatherings

Music is the ultimate mood lifter, and Celtic Connections is Glasgow’s cure for the mid-winter blues. Internationally renowned, this traditional folk music festival brings in music lovers and musicians with Celtic roots from far and wide. [image: ]January

Tiree Music Festival is a fusion of lively traditional tunes, camping shenanigans, family-friendly fun and Hebridean beach scenery. [image: ] July

Highland Games are an iconic cultural celebration and the Braemar Gathering is the most famous of them all. Expect an explosion of tartan, bagpipes, Highland dancing and traditional sports: tug of war, tossing the caber, hammer throwing. [image: ]September

Ceilidh dancing, a torchlight procession, live bands and a massive street party make up Edinburgh’s Hogmanay, culminating in an outburst of fireworks above Edinburgh Castle to signal the start of a new year. [image: ]December

Local Festivals & Celebrations

The ‘Outdoor Capital of the UK’ is the perfect host for an annual celebration of adventure; Fort William Mountain Festival is a multiday flurry of film, awards, inspirational speakers and outdoor adoration. [image: ]February

St Magnus International Festival is a week long summer-solstice celebration of the arts, taking place across the Orkney Islands. The program features musical performances, stories, drama, dance and visual arts. [image: ]June

The Common Ridings, one of the oldest equestrian festivals in the world, takes place across towns in the Scottish Borders; a traditional boundary-claiming throwback to the constant cross-border conflict between Scotland and England in centuries long ago. [image: ]June–August

Bookworms can bury their heads into 10-day Wigtown Book Festival with talks, walks and films around the town and its many bookshops. [image: ]September


I LIVE HERE

AUTUMN VIBES

Photographer and visual storyteller Claire Ferguson shares inspirational travel content from around Scotland @alittlebitofclaire

“The art of ‘colsie' (Old Scots for ‘cosy’) makes me appreciate the simple things in autumn: baking (with local pumpkins!), crackling fires, warm drinks, crisp leaves and self-care. I gravitate towards Glencoe for mountain walks in the fresh air, then back to the Clachaig Inn for folk music, comfort food and mulled wine (pictured).”
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SHETLAND'S SIMMER DIM

On the longest day of the year, in Scotland’s most northerly isles, daylight lingers for 19 hours and true darkness never falls. The sun merely dips below the horizon, in a long embrace before dawn; a special and symbolic twilight, known locally as ‘simmer dim’.

Weather through the year


[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 8°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 12°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 15°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 13°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 10°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 13










GET PREPARED FOR SCOTLAND

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: jpg]

Gerry Cinnamon in concert | Xavi Torrent/Redferns/Getty Images ©


Manners

Generally friendly, often with cheeky, sarcastic humour, Scottish people are more likely to offend than be offended.

Conversations about football (particularly in Glasgow) or Scottish independence might get heated. Local taxi drivers will launch into sweary-passionate rants if asked about the Edinburgh Trams. Best to play it safe and talk about the weather.

It’s customary to queue; don’t skip ahead.



Clothes

Layers: The whole ‘four seasons in one day’ rumour is often true, so packing a little bit of everything is a wise approach. Shorts and T-shirts for days that warrant exposed limbs, and layers of warmer clothing for when the weather has a mood swing. A waterproof jacket is a must; failure to bring one will inevitably result in torrential rain. Bring a cosy hat for cold, windy days.

Evening attire: Unless you’re fine dining, drinking in fancy establishments or staying in high-end hotels, smart casual clothing is perfectly acceptable. Eateries in rural areas and on islands will happily take you straight off the hills or beach.

Footwear: Comfort over style for general town and city exploring. Waterproof walking boots are essential for any hill walks or long-distance trails.


READ

[image: jpg]

Lost Lights of St Kilda (Elisabeth Gifford; 2020) Fictional love story capturing the way of life on St Kilda.

[image: jpg]

Corrag (Susan Fletcher; 2010) A captivating account of the 1692 Glencoe Massacre through the eyes of an accused witch.

[image: jpg][image: jpg][image: jpg]

The Lewis Trilogy (Peter May; 20011, 2012, 2013) A gripping crime thriller series, set in the remote Outer Hebrides.

[image: jpg]

A History of Scotland (Neil Oliver; 2011) Easy to digest and a good initial overview of Scottish history.




Words

Aye (eye) – Scottish for ‘yes’. When someone asks if you enjoyed your trip to Scotland, the answer is ‘AYE’.

Naw (gnaw) – the opposite of ‘aye’, meaning ‘no’.

Wee (wee) - meaning 'small'. A wee lassie is a little girl.

Edinburgh (Ed-in-bruh) – correct pronunciation of the capital city is important; it’s not ‘Edinburg’ or ‘Edinburro’.

Glasgow (Glaz-goh) – the same goes for Glasgow: the locals will laugh if you say ‘Glaz-GOW’.

Bonnie (boh-nay) – a lovely, stereotypically Scottish way of saying ‘beautiful’. The scenery was ‘bonnie’ or ‘she is a bonnie lassie’.

Eejit (ee-jit) – meaning ‘idiot’, often usually playfully.

Braw (br-aww) – an upbeat description meaning ‘good’ or ‘brilliant’. ‘That was a braw day out’.

Dreich (dr-eek) – the best way to describe wet, moody, miserable Scottish weather. ‘It’s looking dreich out there’.

Dinnae (dinn-ay) – east coast slang for ‘don’t’, usually followed by ‘ken’ (know). If someone asks you a question you don’t know the answer to, say ‘I dinnae ken’.

Cannae (cann-ay) – same story as above, but this time meaning ‘can’t’: instead of ‘I can’t do it’, you would say ‘I cannae dae it’.

Nae (nay) bother – slang for ‘no problem’, this might be the response when you say ‘thank you’.

Ceilidh (kay-lee) – the Gaelic word for a traditional Scottish gathering or party.

Steamin’ (stee-min) – slang for drunk. ‘I got steamin’ at the ceilidh last night’.

Wheesht (wheesh-t) – a very Scottish way of saying ‘be quiet’; take it to the next level by saying ‘haud yer wheesht’.




WATCH

Whisky Galore! (Alexander Mackendrick; 1949) Classic film inspired by the real-life shipwreck near Eriskay and its precious cargo.

Outlander (Ronald D Moore; 2014–) TV series based on Diana Gabaldon’s novels, where fiction and fantasy meet Jacobite history.

Shetland (David Kane; 2013–) BBC crime series, set on Shetland Islands; based on the best-selling books by Ann Cleeves.

Trainspotting (Danny Boyle; 1996) Dark and gritty Scottish cult classic with an excellent soundtrack, depicting heroin addiction in Edinburgh.
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LISTEN

Sunshine on Leith (The Proclaimers; 1988) Second album featuring the best-known hits by the Scottish rock duo and twin brothers.

The Last Dance – Farewell Concert (Runrig; 2018) Live album from the Scottish Celtic rock band’s final performance in Stirling.

Wild for Scotland (Kathi Kamleitner; 2021–) Inspiring podcast episodes telling immersive stories of Scotland’s people and places.

Erratic Cinematic (Gerry Cinnamon; 2017) Debut album from a modern singer-songwriter and working-class hero who rapidly rose to fame.










THE FOOD SCENE

Contrary to the rumours and stereotypes, Scotland’s cuisine extends far beyond the realms of haggis, Irn Bru and deep-fried everything.


[image: jpg]

Full Scottish breakfast | gbellphotos/Shutterstock ©

Deep-fried haggis supper? There’s a time and a place for that. When the pubs and clubs close on a big night out in the city, follow the lead of the locals and embark on a merry mission to the nearest chippy. Indulging in Scotland’s salty, crunchy, saucy fast food is strongly encouraged, but the truth is, you can also do much better than that. It’s all about balance.

Treat your taste buds to the lavish local larder: a medley of quality meat and dairy, seasonal fruit and vegetables, and world-class seafood, often available just a short distance from where it was hauled ashore. Hearty home cooking and wholesome home baking ensure big appetites and sweet tooths are well catered for too.

There’s a place for every craving, budget and occasion; from humble, hangover-cure cafes to full-on, fancy-pants, fine-dining establishments; seafood shacks, street-food stalls, quirky tearooms, bakeries, honesty boxes and romantic restaurants. Indulge in it all: freshly caught or doused in batter – or maybe a combination of both.

Scottish Home Favourites

Scottish winters are long, cold and dark, so if dinner isn’t the edible equivalent of a warm hug, it’s just not going to cut it. Haggis is the national dish, but it’s unlikely to feature on the weekly shopping list, unless it’s for a breakfast roll. Traditional family meals are centred around simple staples: meat, gravy and vegetables (code for ‘tatties’). At the helm, you’ll find the Scottish granny, a notorious feeder, armed with her own special recipe soup: variations of Scotch broth, lentil soup, tattie soup or cock-a-leekie (chicken and leek).

Scottish comfort food comes in many similar forms. Not to be judged by its looks, ‘stovies’ is a satisfying one-pot combination of meat, semi-mashed potatoes, onion, gravy, salt and pepper, and is often served with oatcakes. Originally cooked with leftover roast dinner meat, today’s version features sausages or corned beef; every Scottish family will have a strong inclination towards one or the other. Another firm favourite is the appropriately named mince and tatties: minced beef, carrot, onion and beef stock with potatoes; sometimes accompanied by peas, more often with white bread and a thick scraping of butter.

If the sleep-inducing main course isn’t enough to satisfy your hunger, a Scottish steam pudding should do the trick. Clootie dumpling is a rich, warmly spiced dessert with dried fruits, traditionally wrapped in a cloth (‘clootie’) before boiling. Perfect with clotted cream or custard.

[image: jpg]
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Vegetarian & Vegan Food

Overall, Scotland’s plant-based dining scene is constantly on the improve, becoming more accommodating, far-reaching and exciting than ever. It's enticing plant-curious omnivores too.

The cities cater very well for vegans and vegetarians with separate menus, dedicated restaurants and vegan food festivals. Venturing to more rural and remote areas, the options may sometimes become scarce but there are gems to be found. Plan your food stops in advance: check menus online and phone ahead to double-check; carry back-up snacks or self-cater if required.


Best Scottish dishes

HAGGIS

The national dish, traditionally made with sheep offal, oatmeal, suet and spices.

CULLEN SKINK

A creamy, smoked haddock soup with onion and potatoes.

FULL SCOTTISH BREAKFAST

Sausage, tattie scones, haggis and black pudding.

SMOKED SALMON

Found on breakfast menus with eggs, soup, pasta and tarts.

PORRIDGE

a warming, traditional breakfast made with Scottish porridge oats.

CRANACHAN

dessert combining fresh raspberries, cream, oats and whisky.

SHORTBREAD

a centuries-old, crumbly, buttery biscuit; it is stereotypically sold in tartan tins.

TABLET

classic sweet treat: firmer than fudge, sweeter than sweet.




FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Fèis Ìle (pictured) Islay’s celebration of all things wonderfully Hebridean; whisky, traditional music and island hospitality. Celebrated in distilleries and venues across the isle in May.

Scottish Wild Food Festival A wholesome festival of foraging, workshops and banquets in the Cairngorms National Park.

Spirit of Speyside Annual whisky festival in Speyside, toasting Speyside’s single malt.

Tarbert Seafood Festival (July) Parades, live music, cooking demonstrations and seafood to celebrate the village’s rich fishing heritage.

Loch Lomond Food & Drink Festival (September) Farmers markets, street food, cooking masterclasses, and gin and whisky tasting on the shores of Loch Lomond.

Arran Festival of Food & Drink (September) A brand-new festival on Scotland’s foodie island in September, showcasing the best local produce and culinary delights.
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Local Specialities

Regional Dishes

Arbroath smokie: a dish made with special, small haddock from the east coast; hot-smoked using traditional methods.

Stornoway black pudding: highly acclaimed, melt-in-the-mouth blood sausage from the Isle of Lewis.

Venison: thanks to the overpopulation of deer in the Highlands, venison is the most sustainable meat in the country: lean and tasty too. Try it in a stew or in burger form.

Reestit mutton: salty, air-dried mutton, found in a soup or stew: a traditional Shetland winter warmer with a Scandinavian influence.

Chicken tikka masala: this classic, westernised Indian curry originated in Glasgow, the ‘curry capital of Scotland’.

Novelty Sweet Treats

Deep-fried Mars Bar: the name says it all really. Tastes better than expected.

Puffin Poo: moreish chocolates from Shetland, made with white Belgian chocolate, mallow and toasted rice.

Irn Bru: this fizzy, neon-orange soft drink is as sweet as they come and beloved by the Scots.

[image: jpg]

Irn Bru | TANA888/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

By the Sea

Fish supper: battered haddock or cod with chips, best served in a takeaway cardboard box for alfresco enjoyment.

Seafood: think hand-dived scallops, fresh oysters, mussels cooked in white wine and garlic, dressed crab, langoustine and lobster.

Homemade ice cream: look out for Scottish Tablet and Irn Bru–flavoured ice cream.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Globe Inn, Dumfries Feast on the five-course tasting menu, in the once-favourite haunt of Robert Burns, dating back to 1610: book a tour of Burns’ room while you’re there.

Rockpool Cafe, Cullen Try Scotland’s famous soup, Cullen skink, in a small, family-run cafe in the village where it was created.

Three Chimneys, Skye Splurge in one of Scotland’s most highly acclaimed fine-dining restaurants, on the shores of Loch Dunvegan.

Seafood BBQ, Islay Sea Adventures Catch your own seafood, hauled out of the water and straight onto the boat’s on-board barbecue.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Fill up on gorgeous greens when you’re eating out: chives, parsley, kale, asparagus, leek, spring greens and spring onion will all make a seasonal comeback. Look out for rhubarb on dessert menus from March onwards.
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SUMMER

Summer is peak season for fresh produce, and juicy, soft fruits are the star of the show. Head to local markets and farm shops to stock up on strawberries and raspberries, or to go pick your own.
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STEPHEN BRIDGER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

AUTUMN

Say hello to harvest season and the bounty of seafood, shellfish and dark fruits: brambles, blueberries and plums. Ahead of Halloween, pumpkin patches burst into colour across the country (and all over Instagram).
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WINTER

‘Tis the season for snuggling up with a bowl of soup, stew or stovies. Wild game, greens and root vegetables are all readily available. Warm up with peaty drams and mulled beverages at festive markets.
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HOW TO… Eat Haggis

You may be suspicious of this mysterious and visually unappealing Scottish savoury pudding, but avoiding it altogether would be a disservice to the national dish – and a missed opportunity. First, let’s address the question on everyone’s lips: what is haggis? Traditional haggis is a combination of minced sheep offal, onion, oatmeal, spices, suet and salt: mixed together and boiled in the sheep’s stomach. Mind over matter, haggis is surprisingly delicious. Imagine it like a crumbly sausage: peppery, stodgy and oh-so-satisfying. Traditionally it is served with neeps and tatties (turnip and potatoes) and doused in creamy whisky sauce or whisky gravy. Still not convinced?

[image: jpg]

Haggis, neeps and tatties | BBA Photography/Shutterstock ©

Ease Yourself In

Most Scottish cafes, street-food stalls and restaurants in city centres and tourist areas will feature haggis on the menu. Keep an eye out, commit to the cause and be sure to visit one of them. Understandably, you might not want to dive in face first and commit to a whole main course for your first date with this curious national dish. Look for menus with a starter-sized portion for your haggis initiation or share a main course with your dining buddy, if need be. Alternatively, start your day the Scottish way. Any self-respecting 'full Scottish' breakfast will include a slice of haggis, or you can simply order a haggis roll.

Be Adventurous

Haggis comes in many shapes, forms and cuisines, and no one will judge you for rebelling against the traditional serving; in fact, many Scots will be doing the same. Sample the national dish with a twist; try haggis pizza, pasta, paninis, pies, pakoras, tacos, nachos, bon bons and spring rolls. Where there are carbs, there is a home for haggis.

Go Veggie

Don’t eat meat? No drama. Vegetarian haggis is also totally a thing; essentially a nutty-textured, plant-based substitute, made with vegetables, pulses, oats and seeds. Try veggie haggis eggs Benedict for brunch in one of the cities.


WILD HAGGIS

Local legend and mischievous Scots tell stories of the wild haggis. Native to the Scottish Highlands, this small, furry creature has only three legs; longer on one side for ease of roaming the steep hillsides, but only in one direction. During haggis hunting season, the elusive haggis is approached and startled on its circuit of the hill; quickly turning to run the other way, but unsupported by its shorter limb, the haggis tumbles downhill and straight into a net. This comical tale epitomises Scottish humour, and is often believed, if told convincingly enough.










THE OUTDOORS

Find your little slice of outdoor paradise in Scotland. Look to the natural world for inspiration, recalibration, relaxation and adventure. Breathe it all in.
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Fishing in the River Tweed | Khrizmo/Getty Images ©

Scotland’s great outdoors exceed all expectations. There are 282 Munros (mountains above 3000ft), no fewer than 6200 miles of coastline on the mainland alone, and a staggeringly diverse range of landscapes and environments in between. Take it slow or jump straight into the action. Go barefoot on soft white sand or lace up your hiking boots for a walk on the wild side. Whether you stroll or summit, pedal or paddle, swim or spectate, the experience will simultaneously soothe and stimulate. Adventure awaits.

Walking & Hiking

You don’t have to be a hardcore hiker or fully fledged mountaineer to get high on Scotland’s fine fresh air and eye-widening scenery. The country’s deep grooves and glens, curves and coastline, hidden pockets and heroic heights are interspersed with enough paths and trails to walk 500 miles, then 500 more. Whether it’s a simple seaside stroll, or clinging onto cliff faces for fun, there’s something for everyone: low-level wanders, energy-boost hiking routes and narrow, gnarly mountain ridges.

For long-distance walks, check out Scotland’s Great Trails (scotlandsgreattrails.com); research routes for every ability, location and duration using WalkHighlands (walkhighlands.co.uk) or download the AllTrails app (alltrails.com). Avoid crowds of people and swarms of midges by travelling in early April/May or late September/October. Failing that, sunrise and sunset hikes are rewarded with quiet trails and heart-tugging skies. Always be prepared and wear/pack the essentials: walking boots, waterproofs, warm layers, a mobile phone, head torch, plenty of food and water, and a paper map/compass for navigation.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Ride the Nevis Range gondola up Aonach Mòr Hikes in spring/summer, or skiing, snowboarding and sledging in winter.

Visit the Cairngorm Reindeer Herd in Aviemore Take a guided mountainside walk to meet the UK’s only free-ranging herd of reindeer.

Book a boat trip to the Isle of Staffa Meet the puffins during breeding season (May to July) and look out for dolphins on the journey.

Spend the afternoon at Achmelvich Beach on the North Coast 500 Search for seashells on the white-sand beach and swimming in the sheltered bay.

Go stargazing in Galloway Forest Park Take a guided tour of the night sky with a Biosphere Dark Sky Ranger at the UK’s first Dark Sky Park.



Wild Swimming

Wild swimming is now the well-sung hero of physical and mental health, and Scotland is a reliable source of cold-water therapy. During winter, sea temperatures sit at around 5°C to 8°C, reaching no more than 15°C to 17°C in the summer months. Visitors from warmer climates may shiver at the very thought, but it’s these bracing temperatures that boost the wellbeing benefits: increasing circulation, soothing aches and pains, clearing the mind and releasing natural mood-boosting endorphins that quickly become addictive.

Scotland’s wild waters are an open-air spa retreat for the mind and body; the surroundings alone will calm your chaos before you’ve even dipped a toe in. Imagine lochs encircled by mountains and native trees, deep pools perpetually eroded by the waterfalls that tumble upon them, and sheltered beaches with the most welcoming waters: crystally clear and blotched by aquamarine. For a safe and enjoyable experience, search for open-water swimming coaches and courses in the area you’re visiting.

Cycling

Two-wheeled adventures are becoming increasingly popular in Scotland; April–October is best to avoid the decrease in temperature and daylight hours. Whatever your fitness level or inclination for adrenaline and endurance, there’s a bike and route to suit. Tackle a hair-raising mountain-biking forest trail, apply pedal power for a challenging coastal pursuit, or hop on an ebike for an easy breezy island excursion; the turbo setting is a blessing for hills and high winds! Browse the cycle routes on the National Cycle Network, owned and maintained by Sustrans (sustrans.org.uk); search by location, distance and whether there is traffic.


Best Spots

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see map.




Try something new

SURFING

Embrace the Atlantic wind and waves with a surfing lesson out west on the flat and exposed Isle of Tiree.

ICE CLIMBING

Ascend the world’s biggest indoor ice climbing wall in Kinlochleven; 500 tonnes of snow and 12m high.

FISHING

Grab a rod and try your hand at catch-and-release fly-fishing in the salmon-rich River Tweed.

STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING

Find your balance and a new hobby at the same time with a guided SUP tour on Loch Lomond.

GOLFING

Head to one of seven golf courses on the Ayrshire coast, considered one of the best golf destinations in the world.

FAT BIKING

Cycle with ease along the beaches on Islay thanks to the chunky and sturdy fat bike wheels.

KAYAKING

Go for a paddle around the mind-blowing coastline and islands in Shetland discovering caves, arches and sea stacks.







THE OUTDOORS

Where to find Scotland's best outdoor activities.
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SCOTLAND

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Glen Rosa, Isle of Arran | Richard Bowden/Shutterstock ©





EDINBURGH
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SCOTLAND’S MULTILAYERED CAPITAL

With its mix of meandering medieval alleyways, stately neoclassical terraces and cutting-edge arts festivals, Edinburgh is a cultural capital for the ages.
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Scotch egg, Stockbridge Market | Marion Carniel/Shutterstock ©

It all began with fire and rock. The rugged, rangy landscape of modern-day Edinburgh was formed by three volcanoes, which rose together here around 350 million years ago. The first of these (Castle Rock) is the most recognisable, with its long-extinct volcanic plug now home to moody Edinburgh Castle. The second (Calton Hill) sits to the east of the New Town, topped with mighty monuments and panorama-loving picnickers. And the third (Arthur’s Seat) has become the go-to place for hikers, bikers, dog walkers and kite fliers, who ascend its crag-fringed slopes for views across Holyrood Park and beyond.

For more than 1000 years, the city of Edinburgh was literally shaped by these volcanoes, with the Old Town squeezed into the gaps between Castle Rock to the west, Arthur’s Seat to the east and Calton Hill to the north. It was only with the foundation of the New Town in the 18th century that Edinburgh began to spread beyond the borders of the three volcanoes. Two and a half centuries on, and these once-dominant peaks are now mere pinpricks on the sprawling map of Scotland’s capital.

Despite this, most visitors to Edinburgh still confine themselves to its ancient, volcanic heart. It’s an understandable urge: the Old Town has a frankly impossible-to-resist charm, with its mesmerising mishmash of narrow streets, winding alleys and underground vaults. It’s also the place to be during August, when the world’s biggest arts festival comes to town. But take a walk up any of Edinburgh’s extinct volcanoes and it becomes clear just how much of the modern city lies beyond the Old Town. The leafy squares of the New Town and the splendid architecture of the West End. The food markets of Stockbridge and the fancy restaurants of Leith. The hipster bars of Holyrood and the student pubs of South Edinburgh. Edinburgh is a vast, varied and vibrant city – and it is begging to be explored.
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THE MAIN AREAS

OLD TOWN

Castles and cobbled streets.

HOLYROOD & ARTHUR'S SEAT

History and hill walking.

NEW TOWN

Shop-lined Georgian streets.

WEST END & BEYOND

Modern art and hidden gems.

STOCKBRIDGE

Food markets and gardens.

LEITH

Waterfront pubs and restaurants.

SOUTH EDINBURGH

Green parks and hills.





Find Your Way

With the narrow wynds and closes (medieval alleyways) of the Old Town, the grandly proportioned streets of the New Town and the well-marked footpaths snaking up Arthur’s Seat, Edinburgh is a very strollable city. We've highlighted its key landmarks and neighbourhoods to help you plan your adventure.
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Plan Your Days

Explore the city’s world-class art galleries, stroll its pretty riverside paths, and taste its fresh and seasonal seafood. Oh, and don’t forget a dram of whisky too.
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DAY 1

Morning

• You'll spend a whole day strolling along Edinburgh’s most famous street: the Royal Mile. Start with a stunning view from the esplanade of Edinburgh Castle, then learn some Royal Mile history at Gladstone’s Land. Look for the carving of an angel with bagpipes in St Giles Cathedral before a well-earned brunch at the Edinburgh Larder.

Afternoon

• Walk down to the Palace of Holyroodhouse and the Scottish Parliament Building, then make room for dinner with a hike up Arthur’s Seat.

Evening

• Dine at the sublime Wedgwood the Restaurant, then finish your day with a craft beer in Holyrood 9A and live music in Stramash.





DAY 2

Morning

• Pick up a coffee and pastry from Lovecrumbs and wander around Grassmarket. Divert up through Greyfriars Kirkyard (look out for some familiar names on the tombstones) then spend a few hours in the excellent National Museum of Scotland. As well as the exhibits, there are also lovely views from the rooftop terrace and tasty lunches in the cafe.

Afternoon

• Stroll through the Meadows then take a Pickering’s Gin Distillery tour at Summerhall. You can grab a bite to eat in the venue’s Royal Dick Bar.

Evening

• Catch a show at the Queen’s Hall, before ending the day with a whisky in the nearby Dagda Bar.




DAY 3

Morning

• Start today with a stroll through Princes Street Gardens. Venture east to visit the Scottish National Gallery and the Scott Monument, then loop back along the shop-lined George Street. Continue to picture-perfect Dean Village, before following the Water of Leith north into Stockbridge.

Afternoon

• Grab lunch to go from Herbie of Edinburgh and picnic in the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. Carry on north to see the Royal Yacht Britannia in Leith, then treat yourself to dinner at one of the Shore’s excellent seafood restaurants.

Evening

• Finally, hop on the tram back to the New Town for a cocktail in Panda & Sons.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

Experience a different side to Edinburgh from a football terrace, travel a little beyond the city limits, and try an alternative spirit.

WATCH THE FOOTBALL

Two big clubs, one big rivalry. On derby day, choose between Hearts (Heart of Midlothian FC) and Hibs (Hibernian FC).
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HIT THE BEACH

Sandy Portobello beach is perfect for a stroll or a paddle. Chilly water means swimming is only for the bravest.
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TRY THE LOCAL GIN

It’s not all about whisky: try the gins of city distillers such as Pickering’s, Edinburgh Gin and Lind & Lime.
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HEAD INTO NATURE

Escape the crowds by strolling through the Meadows, climbing Corstorphine Hill or hiking in the Pentland Hills.
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DANCE A CEILIDH

Move like a Scot at Edinburgh Ceilidh Club. A caller runs through the dance steps before the live music begins.
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CATCH A SHOW

Even outside of festival season, Edinburgh has a host of great theatre venues, from the Royal Lyceum to Edinburgh Playhouse.
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STAY ON THE WATER

As well as the Royal Yacht Britannia, Leith is also home to two floating hotels: Fingal (map Google map) and Ocean Mist.
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OLD TOWN

CASTLES AND COBBLED STREETS

With its pleasant medieval thoroughfares and restored Reformation-era buildings, the Old Town is Edinburgh’s biggest draw. And the Royal Mile, which runs like a spine down from Edinburgh Castle to the manicured lawns of the Palace of Holyroodhouse, is its most well-trodden route. When the city’s wealthy merchants left the fetid and disease-ridden area in the 19th century, they left the Old Town hemmed in by two new bridges. Unable to grow outwards, it grew upwards, with multistorey tenements becoming the skyscrapers of their day.

Today, the squalor is gone but the tenements remain, giving the Royal Mile its unique character. The ground-level floors have been repurposed as everything from world-class museums to restaurants, bars and cafes – and, inevitably, as tacky souvenir stores. But above these shopfronts, a thriving city-centre community remains, along with some wonderful city views.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Camera Obscura

2Edinburgh Castle

3Gladstone’s Land

4Greyfriars Kirkyard

5Whiski Rooms

SIGHTS

6Castle Esplanade

7Grassmarket

8High St

9National Museum of Scotland

10South Bridge

11St Giles Cathedral

SHOPPING

122 Cambridge Street

13Cheval Old Town Chambers

14Code Pod – The Court

15Hotel du Vin Edinburgh

16Virgin Hotels Edinburgh

17Witchery by the Castle

EATING

18Angels with Bagpipes

19Baked Potato Shop

20Cannonball Restaurant

21Edinburgh Larder

22Howies Victoria Street

23Lovecrumbs

24Makars Mash Bar

25Mary’s Milk Bar

26Ondine

27Saboteur

28Wings

DRINKING

29Bow Bar

30Cold Town House

31Maggie Dicksons

32Three Sisters

33Wee Red Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

34Cabaret Voltaire

35Jazz Bar

36Stramash

37Under The Stairs

38Whistle Binkies




TOP TIP

The Old Town radiates out from the Royal Mile. Most of the neighbourhood’s big-ticket attractions are either on the Mile, on its intersecting streets and alleys (like South Bridge and George IV Bridge), or on the streets below (like Grassmarket and Cowgate). You can explore the neighbourhood by foot; hills and cobbles mean comfy shoes are recommended.
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Gladstone’s Land

EXPERIENCE THE ROYAL MILE’S HISTORY

(map Google map)

Immerse yourself in Edinburgh life through the ages at this six-storey tenement building–turned-immersive visitor experience. One of the oldest buildings on the Royal Mile, its history has been brought to life with a series of painstakingly recreated, era-specific rooms. Make yourself at home in a 16th-century apartment, stroll through an 18th-century draper’s shop, and explore an early-20th-century boarding house – before rewarding yourself with an ice cream in the distinctly 21st-century coffee shop downstairs.

Whiski Rooms

DISCOVER THE SPIRIT OF SCOTLAND

(map Google map)

Scotch whisky lovers flock to this excellent bar and shop on North Bank St (the road down from Lawnmarket to Princes St) for its daily whisky-tasting experiences. An expert guide explains the long history of Scotch single malts, including the different regions and their distinctive flavours, then tailors the tasting to you – whether you’re a newcomer to the world of whisky or an old hand keen to sample some uncommon drams. There are also specialist whisky tastings with paired cheeses and chocolate available. Stick around for a meal in the superb restaurant, with its tempting menu of Scottish classics.


Camera Obscura & World of Illusions

It may be 170 years old, but Edinburgh’s bewitching camera obscura (map Google map) continues to baffle and delight visitors to this day – and that includes cynical teenagers. Climb up to the Outlook Tower for a taste of true Victorian ingenuity, as live images from the streets below are projected onto a table. Think CCTV, 19th-century style. The rest of the building is given over to hands-on exhibits showcasing a variety of optical illusions, puzzles, mirror mazes, holograms and vortex tunnels; enough to keep the kids entertained for an hour or two, but not quite matching the magic of the camera obscura above.



Edinburgh Castle

THE SYMBOL OF THE CITY

(map Google map)

The most potent symbol of the Scottish capital, Edinburgh Castle has stood on the brooding crags high above the city for the best part of a millennium. From the top of the Royal Mile, walk through the wide Esplanade – built as a parade ground and now host to the annual Military Tattoo – then cross over the drawbridge and enter through the gatehouse to find yourself in the historical heart of the castle. You can easily spend half a day exploring the highlights here: the tiny 11th-century St Margaret’s Chapel, which is the oldest building in Edinburgh; the Crown Room, home to the royal regalia worn by centuries of Scottish monarchs (including the Stone of Scone upon which they sat to be crowned); and the giant 15th-century siege gun Mons Megs, considered the height of medieval cannon construction. Make sure you save time to soak up the spectacular city views from the battlements, which on a clear day stretch all the way across the Firth of Forth.

If you’re visiting Edinburgh on a weekday or a Saturday, get to the castle battlements for the firing of the One O’Clock Gun, a tradition dating back to 1861. Or, if you’re just walking around town, try not to jump when it goes off.
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Greyfriars Kirkyard

AN EVOCATIVE HILLSIDE CEMETERY

(map Google map)

Set on a hill overlooking Grassmarket, this higgledy-piggledy graveyard has uneven tombstones set around the 400-year-old Greyfriars Kirk (church). A few of them are surrounded by mortsafes, iron cages that were erected in the early 1800s to prevent graverobbing. During the 19th and 20th centuries, the cemetery was most famous for the story of Greyfriars Bobby, a faithful dog who spent 14 years guarding the grave of his departed owner, and you can still find his statue outside the entrance. However, recent years have seen greater interest in the cemetery’s Harry Potter links, as the gravestones provided JK Rowling with inspiration for many of the series' character names. Keep an eye out for Potters, McGonagalls, Moodies and even a Thomas Riddell.
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MORE IN THE OLD TOWN

Edinburgh’s High Street

THE MIDDLE OF THE MILE

(map Google map)

Drifting down from Edinburgh Castle at its western peak to Holyroodhouse Palace at its eastern base, the Royal Mile is Edinburgh’s most strolled street. Except it isn’t one street, it’s five: Castlehill, Lawnmarket, High St, Canongate and Abbey Strand. Each has its own unique charm, but when it comes to a history-filled walking tour, it’s hard to look beyond the Royal Mile’s middle: High St.


BEST QUICK EATS IN THE OLD TOWN

Lovecrumbs (map Google map)

This supremely sweet-toothed bakery-cafe serves up delectable cakes in a quirky and cosy setting. £

Edinburgh Larder (map Google map)

Legendary for brunches such as the hot smoked salmon, poached egg and potato ‘hash’. £

Mary’s Milk Bar (map Google map)

Creamy gelato is the order of the day at this popular ice cream parlour, where flavours change daily. £

Baked Potato Shop (map Google map)

The place for a warm, meat-free snack. Try a tattie filled with tasty vegan haggis. £



Start on the corner of George IV Bridge and Lawnmarket, with the statue of Scottish Enlightenment philosopher David Hume on your left; he’s usually accompanied by a very enthusiastic bagpiper. As you approach St Giles Cathedral (map Google map), look down to see the Heart of Midlothian mosaic on the cobbled street but avoid walking on it, as residents often spit on the heart for good luck. Venture inside the church to see its ornate Thistle Chapel, including a carving of an angel playing the bagpipes. Carry on past the distinctive Mercat Cross, once the site of important royal proclamations, to the Scottish Design Exchange, where local artists sell original crafts under a church roof. Grab lunch at the bolshy Italian diner Civerinos Hunter Sq before crossing South Bridge to see the last small stretch of High St, including the impossibly pretty John Knox House and the neighbouring Scottish Storytelling Centre. Finish your High St tour with a pint of beer or a dram of whisky in The World’s End pub.
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HEART TO HEARTS

With a crest inspired by the Royal Mile mosaic, Heart of Midlothian football club (or Hearts for short) was founded in 1874 and is still going strong. See a game at Tynecastle Park in the West End.



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE OLD TOWN

Three Sisters (map Google map) A lively beer garden with food stalls and big screens makes this a festival favourite.

Bow Bar (map Google map) One of the Royal Mile’s best traditional pubs serving real ales, whiskies and gins.

Wee Red Bar (map Google map) Popular with art students, this trendy bar-club is all about cheap drinks and live music.


YEAR-ROUND FESTIVALS

Edinburgh has great festivals all year round, from its Hogmanay celebrations at New Year to its International Storytelling Festival in October. Visiting for May Day? Don’t miss the Beltane Fire Festival.




HALF-HANGIT MAGGIE

The long-standing Grassmarket pub Maggie Dicksons (map Google map) is named for one of the most famous hangings that took place here. In August 1724, Maggie was hanged on the gallows and duly declared dead by a doctor. So far, so normal (for 18th-century Edinburgh). But when her body was taken away in a coffin, Maggie unexpectedly woke up. As it was deemed that her punishment had been carried out, Maggie was allowed to go free – and would live for another 40 years with the nickname Half-Hangit Maggie.



Festival City

EXPERIENCING EDINBURGH IN AUGUST

You can feel it coming in late July. It’s there in the sweeping of streets, the plastering of posters and the flocking of food trucks. And yet nothing can quite prepare you for when the hurricane hits in August, when the city’s population swells to twice its normal size, when the Fringe flyerers and the fire-eaters fill the Royal Mile. This is festival season in Edinburgh, and it’s the greatest show on earth.

The main attraction, of course, is the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, the world’s largest arts festival. Over the course of three weeks, tens of thousands of performances of comedy, theatre, dance, circus, cabaret and kids’ shows fill venues throughout the Old Town and beyond. Yet the Fringe is just one of several major festivals taking place here in August. There’s the Edinburgh International Festival, with its packed programme of classical music, theatre and opera. There’s the Edinburgh International Book Festival, which attracts big-name authors from around the world. There’s the Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo, with its eye-popping displays of military marching bands. And there’s the Edinburgh Art Festival, with enhibitions across the city. Five major festivals. All at once. All in one action-packed city.

As September arrives, all evidence of the festivals is packed away for another year as the city returns to normality. But anyone who experienced Edinburgh in August won’t forget it in a hurry.
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Soweto Gospel Choir at Edinburgh Festival Fringe | Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images ©


An Evening in the Old Town

Beth Jamieson, Marketing Assistant at Camera Obscura & World of Illusions, shares her perfect evening out in the Old Town:
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One of my favourite things about this part of town is that there are amazing food spots and bars on every corner. One of my go-tos after work is Saboteur (map Google map), a Vietnamese street-food cafe. The food is superfresh and tasty, and they even do Vietnamese coffee and juices. After this, I often take visiting friends and family to Cold Town House (map Google map) on Grassmarket. They have their own microbrewery with a great selection of beers, plus amazing cocktails and a roof terrace with stunning views of Edinburgh Castle. Later on, I’ll head to Stramash (map Google map) on Cowgate for live music.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE OLD TOWN

CoDE Pod – THE CoURT Colourful, charming and cheap, this prison-turned-hostel has extremely comfy pod beds. £

2 Cambridge Street (map Google map) This unique B&B is filled with vintage furnishings, art installations and other random curios. ££

Hotel du Vin Edinburgh (map Google map) Victorian architecture meets modern decor at this Old Town outpost of the boutique chain. £££

Cheval Old Town Chambers (map Google map) These spacious luxury apartments with hotel-style amenities are ideal for families and longer stays. £££

Witchery by the Castle (map Google map) Plush antique furniture and indulgent suites create one of Edinburgh’s most decadent stays. £££

Virgin Hotels Edinburgh (map Google map) Beautifully designed and centrally located, this is one of Edinburgh’s best new luxury options. £££


Beneath the Castle

EXPLORING THE GORY GRASSMARKET

It may have started life as a medieval marketplace for cattle and livestock, but Grassmarket’s (map Google map) history is long and bloody. Start your two-hour walking tour of Edinburgh’s underbelly on the Royal Mile. As you descend the steep Castle Wynd steps, look for the cannonball lodged in the wall; legend has it that this was fired at Bonnie Prince Charlie by government troops. You’ll emerge in the middle of the Grassmarket, 90m from the cobbled cross that marks where the gallows once stood. Hundreds were executed on this site over the centuries, including Covenanters who supported a Presbyterian Church of Scotland. Aside from macabre pun pub names like the Last Drop, there’s little remaining evidence of this grim history – in fact, the Grassmarket of today is a lovely place to stroll, with great pubs, ice cream parlours and market stalls. For a nice view up to the castle, climb the Vennel Steps across the square. Loop back up to the start by walking up the colourful, shop-lined Victoria Street; a staircase halfway up leads directly to the Royal Mile, where you can finish your tour with a dram at the Scotch Whisky Experience. Stairs a challenge? The Royal Mile and Grassmarket are connected via George IV Bridge and Victoria St without a step in sight.


LEWIS CHESS PIECES

The National Museum of Scotland is home to 11 of the magnificent Lewis chess pieces, a set of medieval chess pieces carved from walrus ivory. Another six can be found on display at the Museum Nan Eilean in Stornoway.



Hello, Dolly!

MEET THE FIRST CLONED MAMMAL

When it comes to famous sheep, there’s one in particular that stands out from the flock. And no kids, it isn’t Shaun. On 5 July 1996, history was made at the Roslin Institute (just outside Edinburgh) with the birth of Dolly the sheep, the first mammal ever cloned from an adult somatic cell. It was the scientific breakthrough of the decade, since leading to huge advancements in stem cell research. Following her death in 2003, Dolly was preserved by taxidermy and put on display at the National Museum of Scotland (map Google map). So if you want a selfie with an era-defining celebrity, you know where to go.


Best Views in the Old Town

National Museum of Scotland

The rooftop terrace here offers far-reaching vistas of Edinburgh Castle and the city below.

Castle Esplanade (map Google map)

On a clear day you can see out to Leith and beyond from this viewpoint.

St Giles Cathedral

Accessible by guided tour, the church’s roof offers great views along the Royal Mile.




A Hidden World

DISCOVER EDINBURGH'S ILLICIT UNDERGROUND

With its shops, restaurants and theatres, South Bridge (map Google map) looks like any other Old Town street. But as you turn off at Hunter Sq and start to descend, the penny drops: 'It actually is a bridge!' Built in the 1780s, the overpass spans more than 300m and has 19 stone arches – continue down from Hunter Sq and you’ll arrive at one of them. The question is: where are the rest?

That’s where Mercat Tours (mercattours.com) comes in. A storytelling guide leads you behind the shopfronts and into the hidden, historical arches (or ‘vaults’) of the South Bridge. Take your pick from a series of themed, 75-minute tours: you can dig into the social history and architecture of the bridge; learn about the grave-robbers, torturers and murderers that skulked in the darkness of this subterranean realm; or hear tales of the ghosts and ghouls that haunt the vaults to this day.
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Best Underground Bars in the Old Town

Whistle Binkies (map Google map)

In the bowels of South Bridge, this atmospheric bar hosts live rock and blues bands.

Under the Stairs (map Google map)

Inventive seasonal cocktails and superb bistro food are served in this quirky, shabby-chic lounge bar.

Jazz Bar (map Google map)

There’s an ever-changing line-up of blues, funk and Latin jazz bands at this subterranean venue.

Cabaret Voltaire (map Google map)

Dance, house and techno music bounces off the walls and ceilings of this basement club.




UNDERGROUND ALL AROUND

IIt’s not just the Old Town that has great below-ground-level bars. Try 32 Below in South Edinburgh, PANDA & SONS in the New Town and HEADS & TALES BAR in the West End.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE OLD TOWN

Makars Mash Bar (map Google map) Simple food done well: mashed potato served with lamb, sausages, mushrooms or veggie haggis. £

Wings (map Google map) Edinburgh’s best chicken wing place. All you need to do is choose your sauce. £

Howies Victoria Street Come for the bargain lunch menu of seasonal Scottish fare, from salmon to venison. ££

Cannonball Restaurant (map Google map) Delicious Italian cuisine is served in this chic but informal restaurant by the castle. ££

Angels with Bagpipes (map Google map) This popular Royal Mile restaurant serves high-quality Scottish cuisine with inventive twists. ££

Ondine (map Google map) Sample the best oysters in Edinburgh at this superb Scottish fish and seafood restaurant. £££



HOLYROOD & ARTHUR'S SEAT

HISTORY AND HILL WALKING

Encompassing everything from the lower reaches of the Royal Mile to the sprawling natural terrain of its namesake park, Holyrood is a neighbourhood of vastly contrasting eras. The 21st century is represented by the modernist Scottish Parliament Building, as well as the futuristic science centre Dynamic Earth. The remnants of medieval Edinburgh are found in the sloping street of Canongate and the ruins of Holyrood Abbey. And the earliest beginnings of Edinburgh can be found in Arthur’s Seat, an ancient volcano that has been watching over this corner of Scotland since before the age of the dinosaurs.

Many of the attractions in Holyrood are both old and new, repeatedly formed and reformed across generations. It is a place where the modern and the ancient intertwine – and that makes it one of Edinburgh’s most fascinating neighbourhoods.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dynamic Earth

2Palace of Holyroodhouse

3Scottish Parliament Building

SIGHTS

4Arthur’s Seat

5Canongate Kirkyard

6Holyrood Abbey

7St Anthony’s Chapel

EATING

8David Bann

9Moo Pie Gelato

10Oink Canongate

11Pakora Bar

12PIGGS

13Wedgwood the Restaurant

DRINKING

14BrewDog Doghouse

15Cadenhead’s Whisky Shop

16Canons’ Gait

17Cocktail Geeks

18Holyrood 9A

19Holyrood Distillery

20Jeffrey St

21Kilderkin

22Tolbooth Tavern

23White Horse Oyster & Seafood Bar
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TOP TIP

Holyrood is dominated by Arthur’s Seat, but most of the neighbourhood’s biggest sights, restaurants and bars can be found on Canongate at the eastern end of the Royal Mile – as well as on the parallel Holyrood Rd. Around 45 minutes’ walk across the park from here is charming Duddingston village.




Dynamic Earth

BRINGING SCIENCE TO LIFE

(map Google map)

This family-friendly science museum is divided into a dozen gallery spaces, with each focused on a different era of the planet’s geological history, from the Big Bang to the formation of the polar ice caps. Kids will love exploring the depths of the ocean in a (yellow) submarine, while adults will be agog at the planetarium, complete with startlingly high-quality 3D imagery and booming surround sound. Don’t leave without visiting the gift shop, full of educational toys, books and games for budding scientists.
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Dynamic Earth | Ulmus Media/Shutterstock ©

Scottish Parliament Building

IDENTITY AND POLITICS

(map Google map)

Conceived by Catalan architect Enric Miralles and completed by his widow Benedetta Tagliabue, it’s a brazenly modern construction of polished concrete, granite and steel, without a neo-Gothic clock tower in sight. Few passers-by are immediately convinced by its starkly out-of-place exterior, but venture inside and you may just change your mind. The lobby is a playful space of concrete pillars, oak panels, glass walls and eye-catching works of art. Join a guided tour to walk the sloping corridors, see the debating chamber and learn more about the architect’s intentions of creating a building to represent a national identity.
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Scottish Parliament Building | Jonathan Smith/Lonely Planet ©

Palace of Holyroodhouse

POWER, POLITICS AND MURDER

(map Google map)

Mary, Queen of Scots only lived here for half a decade, but it was an eventful time. First, there was the murder of her private secretary (and supposed lover) David Rizzio by her second husband, Lord Darnley. Then came Darnley’s murder, and Mary’s marriage to his alleged killer Lord Bothwell. This led to an uprising, Mary’s imprisonment and abdication. She then fled south to seek protection from Queen Elizabeth I, who later had her beheaded. Visitors can see Mary’s Bedchamber and the Royal Apartments, as well as the palace gardens and ruined Holyrood Abbey, with a self-guided audio tour.


WHISKY GALORE

Holyrood Distillery may have been the first Edinburgh distillery for a century, but it already has some local competition. Bonnington Distillery opened in March 2020, while Port of Leith Distillery is due to open in spring 2023.
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Arthur’s Seat | Neil Bussey/Shutterstock ©


MORE IN HOLYROOD & ARTHUR'S SEAT

The Roof of the City

HIKE TO EDINBURGH’S HIGHEST POINT

An unmistakable feature of the Edinburgh skyline, the craggy, gorse-covered Arthur’s Seat (map Google map) rises up behind the towers of the Palace of Holyroodhouse. Earn your porridge with a 45-minute climb to its 251m summit.

The trail starts across from the car park on Queen’s Dr, and gently climbs up and away from the road. Take a short diversion to see the medieval ruins of St Anthony’s Chapel, including fine views towards North Edinburgh, before doubling back and continuing your way into the heart of Holyrood Park. Divert left off the main trail onto a narrower path, which becomes increasingly steep and rocky as it approaches a plateau – a chance to catch your breath while looking over pretty Dunsapie Loch. From here, a final 10-minute push along the mountain ridge brings you to the top of the hill. Drink in the marvellous city panorama before heading back the way you came. Sadly, the alternative route down (the Radical Rd via Salisbury Crags) is closed for the foreseeable future because of rockfalls.


Best Whisky Places in Holyrood & Arthur’s Seat

Jeffrey St (map Google map)

This place offers a host of whisky experiences, from region-by-region tastings to straight-from-the-cask samplings.

Cadenhead’s Whisky Shop (map Google map)

Try before you buy with a tasting session at this long-standing Royal Mile whisky outlet.

Kilderkin (map Google map)

Prefer sipping a dram in a pub? The bar here is stacked high with Scotch.



WHERE TO EAT IN HOLYROOD & ARTHUR’S SEAT

Oink Canongate (map Google map) Founded by local farmers, the hog roast (pulled pork) rolls here are outrageously tasty. £

Pakora Bar (map Google map) This great little Punjabi place has haggis pakora wraps and veggie samosas to go. £

Moo Pie Gelato (map Google map) Enjoy Italian-style ice cream in various creative flavours, from milk stout to brown toast. £

David Bann (map Google map) Serving inventive and beautifully presented dishes, this is Edinburgh’s best vegetarian restaurant. ££

PIGGS (map Google map) Expect tasty tapas and fine Spanish wine in this tiny, six-table Royal Mile restaurant. ££

Wedgwood the Restaurant (map Google map) First-class fine dining without the fuss; the good-value lunch menu changes with the seasons. £££

The City Centre Distillery

DISCOVER HOW WHISKY IS MADE

Whisky production has a long and storied history in Edinburgh, from the first distilling rights granted in 1505 to the Guild of Barbers and Surgeons to the estimated 400 illicit stills in operation across the city in the 1700s. Yet when Holyrood Distillery (map Google map) opened its doors in 2019, it was the first single malt distillery anywhere in Edinburgh for almost a century. While the world is still waiting for the whisky to mature in its oak casks, visitors can go for a guided tour at the distillery’s shiny new visitor centre.

The crowd here is younger and hipper than at most distilleries, perhaps due to its location on the edge of studenty Southside. The tour guides are young too, some fresh from distilling courses at the city’s Heriot-Watt University – although they expertly and passionately walk their guests through the whisky-making process, from malting to mashing to maturation. The experience ends in the tasting room, with a chance to try the new-make spirit fresh off the still, as well as the distillery’s Height of Arrows gin – a translation of the Gaelic phrase Àrd-na-Said (which may just be the origin for Arthur’s Seat). End your experience with a drink and some street food in the pleasant south-facing courtyard.


After-Work Drinks in Holyrood

[image: jpg]

Paul Wedgwood, one of Scotland’s leading chefs and owner of Wedgwood the Restaurant, shares his favourite Holyrood spots for after-work drinks.

Holyrood 9A (map Google map)

Impressive craft beer, with taps on rotation featuring the best from Scottish breweries and afar. Fancy something stronger? Their whisky selection is great too.

Cocktail Geeks (map Google map)

This bar is really fun and different. I love their cocktail selection, as there’s always something unexpected and entertaining on offer, such as drinks themed around the TV show Stranger Things.

White Horse Oyster & Seafood Bar (map Google map)

I go here every year with my team around New Year’s Eve. The best seat in the house is at the bar, where you can sip on chilled champagne and watch oysters get shucked right in front of you.



The Other Side of Holyrood Park

EDINBURGH’S FORGOTTEN VILLAGE

When people talk of Edinburgh’s illustrious history, one small corner of the city is often overlooked. Tucked away behind Arthur’s Seat is the small village of Duddingston, founded in the 1100s and said to be named after the Norman knight Dodin de Duddingstoun. Now part of Edinburgh, but still with the aura of a rural Scottish village, Duddingston can lay claim to some of the city’s oldest buildings.

A 45-minute walk from the foot of the Royal Mile (or a little longer if you want to climb Arthur’s Seat along the way) brings you to the village’s Sheep Heid Inn. Founded in the mid-1300s, it’s one of the country’s oldest surviving public houses. Mary, Queen of Scots is said to have been fond of playing in the pub’s skittle alley. Walk down the Causeway to reach the even-older Duddingston Kirk, which dates to the early 1100s. Enter through its 19th-century gatehouse (built as a watchtower to prevent grave robberies) for a look inside. Feeling peckish? Pop to the Bizzy Lizzy for a takeaway sandwich or pie and take it into Dr Neil’s Garden. This free-to-enter oasis of lush green trees and bright flowers lining Duddingston Loch is a perfect spot for a quiet picnic before you head back to the city centre.
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Holyrood Distillery | woolver/Shutterstock ©


SEE THE DEAN

It isn’t just Duddingston: for another quiet corner of the Scottish capital that retains all the character and charm of a country village, head to Dean Village in the West End.



WHERE TO DRINK IN HOLYROOD & ARTHUR’S SEAT

Canons’ Gait (map Google map) This Royal Mile favourite has a good selection of ales and unfalteringly friendly service.

BrewDog Doghouse (map Google map) There’s craft beer galore from the 30 taps here. Overindulged? Check into the on-site hotel.

Tolbooth Tavern (map Google map) This traditional stone-walled pub has 200 years of experience serving good beer and food.


Best Churches in Holyrood & Arthur’s Seat

Holyrood Abbey (map Google map)

In the Palace of Holyroodhouse grounds, these ruins were once one of Europe’s grandest abbeys.

Canongate Kirk (map Google map)

This unusual-looking church (and cemetery full of famous locals) was a favourite of the Queen.

St Anthony’s Chapel (map Google map)

A popular stop on the way up Arthur’s Seat, offering great views of Leith.





NEW TOWN

SHOP-LINED GEORGIAN STREETS

While a relative youngster when compared to Edinburgh’s Old Town, the New Town was founded more than 250 years ago. The project was proposed by the city’s elite as a plan to break away from the confines of the Old Town. The aim was to create an idyllic modern city; a paradise of wide-open streets, well-proportioned squares and classically inspired architecture, all set along an elegant grid pattern. And it was a big success. The New Town has since grown but its core remains, with many of its original neoclassical buildings now home to five-star hotels, swanky restaurants, chic cocktail bars and world-class art galleries.

Today, the New Town is probably best known for two things: strolling and shopping. Explore Princes St Gardens and Calton Hill for two very different but equally memorable views of Edinburgh Castle. In the past, Princes St itself was the area’s main shopping boulevard, but that mantle has now passed to the smaller streets around – visit George St for upscale fashion, Rose St and Thistle St for quirky designer boutiques, Dundas St for antiques and St James Quarter mall for the big brands.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Moray Place

2Scottish National Portrait Gallery

3St James Quarter

SIGHTS

4Catherine Sinclair Monument

5Dr Thomas Chalmers Statue

6George Street

7National Monument of Scotland

8Nelson Monument

9Princes Street Gardens

SLEEPING

1014 Hart Street

11Balmoral Hotel

12Braid Apartments

13Glasshouse

EATING

1421212

15Baba

16Dishoom

17Dusit

18Fhior

19Fortitude

20Greenwoods

21Noto

22Urban Angel

DRINKING

23Café Royal Circle Bar

24CC Blooms Drinking

25Guildford Arms

26Habana

27Johnnie Walker Experience

28Joseph Pearce’s

29Juniper

30Kay’s Bar

31Panda & Sons

32Planet Bar & Kitchen




TOP TIP

Princes St is the main entry point of the New Town, whether arriving by train, bus, tram or just walking down the Mound from the Old Town. Running parallel to the north are (in order) Rose St, George St, Thistle St and Queen St. The whole neighbourhood is easily explored on foot.




St James Quarter

SWANKY SHOPPING CENTRE

(map Google map)

When it opened in summer 2021, this vast shopping complex fundamentally changed the skyline of the New Town. Located between Princes St and Leith Walk, the building is mostly given over to big-name retail outlets, but it’s the distinctive, 12-storey central tower – home to the W Edinburgh hotel – that really stands out, thanks to a unique ribbon design that makes it look like a giant Walnut Whip. Head to the 4th-floor Scottish Marketplace to try food from some local indie restaurants.

Scottish National Portrait Gallery

THRILLING DECOR AND FAMOUS FACES

(map Google map)

This exceptional free-to-visit art gallery is tucked away on Queen St, just around the corner from St Andrew Sq. The 19th-century building itself is a work of art, with a beautiful Spanish Gothic facade complete with sculpted figures of notable Scots, as well as an Arts and Crafts interior of gilded friezes, colourful murals and polished marble floors. The collection here includes thousands of paintings, sculptures, prints, drawings and photographs from the Renaissance to the present day.
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Portrait of James Bruce, Scottish National Portrait Gallery | DeAgostini/Getty Images ©

Moray Place

FINE GEORGIAN ARCHITECTURE

(map Google map)

Considered a masterpiece of 19th-century urban planning, this circular – well, technically speaking, dodecagonal – development is one of the New Town’s prettiest corners. Laid out in 1822 by the Earl of Moray, it comprises a series of expansive town houses with curved facades, elaborate porticoes and large windows, all set around a secluded residents-only garden. Over the years it has been home to the city’s rich and famous – and it still is. Stroll around for an insight into an Edinburgh from the past. From Moray Pl, it’s just a short walk down to the Water of Leith and the pretty St Bernard’s Well.
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Moray Place | John Lawson, Belhaven/Getty Images ©


MORE IN THE NEW TOWN

Manicured Lawns & Museums

STROLLING PRINCES STREET GARDENS

Laid out in the 1820s after the draining of a loch below the castle, these lovely, landscaped gardens offer green respite from the hubbub of Princes St to the north and the Royal Mile to the south.

Enter East Princes Street Gardens (map Google map) from the corner of Waverley Bridge and the first thing you’ll spot is the gargantuan Gothic sculpture that looks like a severed cathedral spire. The Scott Monument is dedicated to historical novelist Sir Walter Scott, with an exterior covered in carvings of characters from his novels. Climb the 287 steps to the top for a delightful view of the New Town and beyond.
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Scott Monument | Shaiith/Getty Images ©

From here, it’s a short walk west to the Scottish National Gallery, an imposing classical building with an impressive collection of European art. Look for Vincent van Gogh’s Head of a Peasant Woman; in summer 2022, a previously unknown self-portrait of the artist was found hidden on the back of it.

Cross the Mound and enter West Princes Street Gardens by a quaint Floral Clock – it’s been here since 1903, though the design changes every year. Follow the path past the charming Wojtek the Soldier Bear Memorial towards the grand, turquoise-coloured Ross Fountain. Stop for a drink in the Fountain Café, then climb the steps to St Cuthbert’s Church to see the statue of Bum the Dog, the San Diego cousin of Edinburgh’s Greyfriars Bobby.


Best Monuments in the New Town

Dr Thomas Chalmers Statue (map Google map)

This sculpture on George St commemorates the first moderator of the Free Church of Scotland.

Nelson Monument (map Google map)

This 30m-high Calton Hill tower has a time ball that drops at 1pm every day.

National Monument of Scotland (map Google map)

Also on Calton Hill, this unfinished Parthenon-like monument is known as ‘Scotland’s Folly’.

Catherine Sinclair Monument (map Google map)

Like a miniature Scott Monument, this stone sculpture celebrates the 19th-century novelist and philanthropist.




GO GREEN!

It’s not just the New Town: Edinburgh is a city of green spaces. Schedule in a visit to the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh in Stockbridge, the Meadows in Southside and Dr Neil’s Garden in Duddingston Village.
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Ross Fountain | lou armor/Shutterstock ©

Boutiques & Bistros

EXPLORING GEORGE STREET

The last few years haven’t been kind to Princes St. Once the city’s go-to place for retail therapy, the road has witnessed the closure of several big-name shops, including the Victorian department store Jenners, and an increase in budget outlets and boarded-up shopfronts. Luckily, there’s another equally historic, less-busy and soon-to-be pedestrianised shopping street a two-minute walk away.

George Street (map Google map) is a grand avenue of Georgian and Victorian architecture, bookended by two elegant garden squares. Start at St Andrew Sq and head west, criss-crossing the street to venture into any outlets that catch your eye. Upmarket brands such as Jo Malone, Hawes & Curtis and ROX Jewellery mingle with various independent fashion boutiques (including Scottish Design Exchange, a showcase of local producers). Craft coffee shops and excellent restaurants offer the chance to drop your bags for a while, before Charlotte Sq signals the end of George St – and the start of the West End.


Where to Stay in the New Town

14 Hart Street (map Google map)

Centrally located but quiet, the family-friendly B&B is set within a charming Georgian building. ££

Braid Apartments (map Google map)

These stylish and spacious self-service apartments offer a more flexible alternative to a hotel. £££

Glasshouse (map Google map)

Chic, modern and luxurious, this beautiful boutique hotel is renowned for its elegant rooftop garden. £££

Balmoral (Google map)

Beautiful rooms, great views and top-drawer restaurants make this one of Edinburgh’s most luxurious stays. £££



BEST BARS IN THE NEW TOWN

Guildford Arms (map Google map) One of Edinburgh’s prettiest pubs: all wood panels and elegant plasterwork. The beer’s good too.

Juniper (map Google map) Sip imaginative cocktails (like peaty whisky with peach iced tea) in a colourful, plant-filled interior.

Joseph Pearce’s (map Google map) This Swedish bar at the top of Leith Walk serves craft beers and Scandi-themed cocktails.

Café Royal Circle Bar (map Google map) Ornate Victorian interiors, good whisky and tasty bar food make this a New Town favourite.

Panda & Sons (map Google map) This easily missed, Prohibition-style speakeasy is tucked away behind a fake barbershop exterior.

Kay’s Bar (map Google map) Tiny, cosy and very friendly, this coach house–turned-local pub has an extensive whisky selection.

Bringing Whisky to Life

EXPERIENCE JOHNNIE WALKER PRINCES STREET

For some, a Scotch whisky experience means nursing a dram in a quiet corner of a Victorian pub. But the Scotch whisky experience here is a different beast: brash, bombastic and, well, frankly, bonkers.

Part animated history lesson, part interactive theatre show, and part theme-park extravaganza, this no-holds-barred £150 million ‘tourist experience’ is an all-singing, all-dancing introduction to the life and times of Mr Johnnie Walker (Google map). It starts slowly with a questionnaire (which is designed to work out your flavour preferences) but then the real fun begins, with the start of the immersive, full-sensory Journey of Flavour tour. The highlight is a storytelling segment in which actors recount the brand’s long journey from a humble grocer’s shop to the world’s best-selling Scotch, but the entire thing is an all-consuming experience of energetic live performances, top-drawer visual effects and eardrum-splitting soundscapes. After an hour or so you emerge blinking into a tranquil tasting room, where a choice of whiskies and cocktails (tailored to your earlier flavour preferences) await. It’s a pleasingly quiet and old-fashioned way to end one of the most intense Scotch whisky experiences you’ll ever have – and, with three whisky drinks included in the £28 tour, worth the cost of admission alone.


A Foodie Day in the New Town

[image: jpg]

Iain McPherson, owner of Panda & Sons cocktail bar, shares his perfect foodie day in the New Town.

Greenwoods (map Google map)

Start your day with brunch at Greenwoods. It has really hearty and rustic food, plus great service. There are all the usual contenders, like eggs Benedict, and plenty of other interesting dishes too – making it extremely difficult to choose!

Fortitude (map Google map)

Coffee, simple. There’s great service and great decor too. You’ll quite often find me in here grabbing a drink and catching up on a bit of work.

Noto (map Google map)

Edinburgh is full of great independent restaurants for dinner, and Noto is right up there. It is my favourite way to eat – fill the table with seriously tasty smaller dishes and share. The warm crab butter dish is a must-try.



Fire & Rebirth

CALTON HILL’S BELTANE FESTIVAL

The drums start beating, the torch flames are lit and the wedding procession begins. Resplendent in white and with a crown of flowers, the May Queen leads her consorts and warrior women to meet the Green Man, and together they proceed through the crowd. So begins the Beltane Fire Festival.

From the Fringe to Hogmanay, Edinburgh is a city that’s famous for its festivals – and yet this one is often overlooked. It’s inspired by the ancient Gaelic festival of Beltane, one of four Iron Age Celtic rituals that observe the changing of the seasons. Celebrated on the evening before 1 May, Beltane marked the arrival of summer with the building of a giant bonfire – a symbol of purification – which in turn would be used to light the smaller hearth fires in people’s homes. Today, the hearths are gone but the bonfire remains as the climax to a three-hour show. Leading up to this point is an extravaganza of music, dance, theatre and mischief, as the wedding characters parade across the hill and interact with the crowd (watch out for the snarling Reds, signifiers of the chaos in nature). Eventually, they all congregate at the bonfire to mark the start of summer. As the flames lick higher, the music grows louder and the dancing begins; sensitive souls should beware that some revellers may feel the need to get naked.


MORE WHISKY FUN

Looking for another unusual whisky-related attraction? Try the Scotch Whisky Experience at the top of the Royal Mile, which includes a roller-coaster-style ride in a whisky barrel–shaped car.
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Beltane Fire Festival | Andy Buchanan/AFP/Getty Images ©


LGBTIQ+ Bars in the New Town

Edinburgh has a small but long-established LGBTIQ+ scene. Most of the bars and clubs are centred around Broughton St and the top of Leith Walk (aka ‘the Pink Triangle’) at the eastern edge of New Town – and Greenside Pl has three of the most popular. The first is CC Blooms (Google map), a mainstay of Edinburgh’s gay scene since the early 1990s, with its two floors playing a mix of dance and disco music – as well as hosting the odd cabaret night. Right next door is Habana (map Google map), a friendly cafe-bar by day and a sweaty club-lounge by night. And just a few doors down the road is Planet Bar & Kitchen (map Google map), a lively and colourful gay bar known for its karaoke, bingo and Showtime Friday drag queen shows.



BEST RESTAURANTS IN THE NEW TOWN

Urban Angel (map Google map) Organic, locally sourced produce is placed front and centre in this excellent little deli-cafe. £

BABA (map Google map) Enjoy lip-smacking mezze and other Middle Eastern fare in this bohemian Kimpton Hotel restaurant. ££

Dusit (map Google map) This authentic yet avant-garde Thai restaurant serves tasty soups, stir-fries and seafood. ££

Dishoom (map Google map) Enjoy delicious tapas-style vegetarian, meat and seafood dishes in a 1920s-era Bombay setting. ££

Fhior (map Google map) Feeling flush? Treat yourself to a tasting menu of sublime, seasonal Scandi-Scottish cuisine. £££

21212 (map Google map) An experimental and theatrical dining experience is guaranteed at this fine-dining restaurant. £££



WEST END & BEYOND

Modern art and hidden gems

Edinburgh’s Unesco World Heritage Site is comprised of three neighbourhoods: the Old Town, the New Town and the West End. Yet the last of that trinity gets a lot less attention from most visitors than the others. With its crescents of Georgian terraced houses, lush green parks and gardens, and a whole host of art museums, music venues and boutique shops, it’s time to reconsider the West End.

In the neighbourhood’s north, there’s the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, a world-class collection of contemporary art set within immaculate gardens. There’s also Dean Village, an ideal starting point for a stroll along the Water of Leith. To the east there are fine hotels, restaurants and bars, plus some of Edinburgh’s best live music venues. In the centre and to the south there’s great shopping, and to the west are some of Edinburgh’s most charming suburban Georgian landscapes. And the exploration doesn’t end there: the West End is also a great base for visiting further-flung sights, such as Murrayfield Stadium, Corstorphine Hill and Edinburgh Zoo.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Edinburgh Gin Distillery

2Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art - Modern One

3Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art - Modern Two

4St Mary’s Cathedral

SIGHTS

5Horse & Rider

6UNIONgallery

SLEEPING

7Dunstane Houses

8Victorian Town House

9Waldorf Astoria Edinburgh – The Caledonian

EATING

10Bread Meats Bread

11Grazing by Mark Greenaway

12Laura’s Kitchen

13Painted Rooster

14Vietnam House Café

DRINKING

15Constable Coffee

16Jolly Botanist

17Teuchters Bar & Bunker

ENTERTAINMENT

18Ghillie Dhu

19Rat Pack

20Usher Hall

TRANSPORT

21Hanging Bat




TOP TIP

Shandwick Pl is the West End’s main point of entry, with most attractions lying to the north and west of here (although popular Lothian Rd lies to the southeast). You can easily explore the West End and Dean Village by foot, though you will want a tram or bus to visit Edinburgh Zoo.




St Mary’s Cathedral

EDINBURGH’S TALLEST BUILDING

(map Google map)

With its 90m-high Gothic spire soaring above the skyline of Edinburgh’s West End, this is one of the city’s most striking churches – both outside and in. When St Giles Cathedral on the Royal Mile became exclusively Presbyterian, the city’s Episcopalians needed a new place to worship, which led to the building of St Mary’s in the 1870s. Designed by Sir George Gilbert Scott (of London’s Albert Memorial fame), it’s known for its striking Paolozzi Window, a riot of colour when the afternoon sun shines through.
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St Mary’s Cathedral | PhillipMinnis/Getty Images ©

Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

ARTWORKS FROM PICASSO TO MAGRITTE

As famous for its perfectly manicured gardens as for the works of art inside its 19th-century buildings, this is one of the UK’s most appealing modern art galleries. The collection here is divided into two neighbouring neoclassical buildings. The first, MODERN ONE (map Google map), is home to the bulk of the permanent collection, which includes works by Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Francis Bacon, Andy Warhol and Tracey Emin. The second, MODERN TWO (map Google map), is known for its collection of surrealist works by masters such as Salvador Dalí and Rene Magritte, as well as its temporary exhibitions. Both buildings are set within parks that have outdoor sculptures by the likes of Henry Moore, Ian Hamilton Finlay and Nathan Coley. There’s a regular bus that shuttles between here and the National Gallery on Princes St.
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Edinburgh Gin Distillery

MOVE OVER WHISKY

(map Google map)

An early player in the gin revolution of the 2010s, Edinburgh Gin started life as a small operation in the West End with just two copper stills, Flora and Caledonia. Today, it’s a big-name brand, with a large production facility in Leith, but visitors can still come to the original West End location for a tour and tasting – and even the chance to make their own gin. Try the distinctive Seaside Gin, made using coastal botanicals, or opt for the delicious Rhubarb and Ginger Liqueur. There are also small-batch experimental gins and gin-based cocktails available to try at the onsite Heads and Tales bar.


MORE IN WEST END & BEYOND

An Inner-City Oasis

DISCOVERING DEAN VILLAGE

As you reach the busy intersection of Princes St and Lothian Rd – a confluence of cars, trams, buses and pedestrians – it’s hard to imagine just how close you are to tranquillity. But walk for five minutes up Queensferry Rd and you’ll reach tiny Bells Brae, where the tarmac turns to cobbles and the clock turns back to a time of stone-built buildings and watermills. Welcome to Dean Village.
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Dean Village | JWCohen/Shutterstock ©

Originally founded as a small milling community in the 12th century, this out-of-time place reveals a whole other side to Edinburgh. As you approach the bottom of Bells Brae, take a sharp right onto the narrow Miller Row path and follow it for magnificent views of an imposing 19th-century viaduct (now the Dean Bridge), as well as the Gothic rooftop of Rhema Church. Continue through a wooded path to St Bernard’s Well, a striking 18th-century structure with a mosaic ceiling enclosing a natural spring, before turning back the way you came to reach Hawthornbank Lane, with its quaint stone buildings and bright flowerboxes. Stand on the metal bridge and you’ll be rewarded with a postcard-worthy pastoral village scene of colourful half-timbered houses and lush green trees lining a lovely stretch of river. When you’re ready, continue west along the Water of Leith to the National Gallery of Modern Art, or follow Hawthornbank Lane as it climbs back up to Belford Road and back into the West End.


The Best Art in West End & Beyond

Horse & Rider (map Google map)

Hidden among office buildings, this evocative sculpture depicts a man wrestling with a rearing horse.

UNIONgallery (map Google map)

This small gallery and art shop showcases work by local artist Alison Auldjo and others.

Jupiter Artland

This giant sculpture park west of Edinburgh has artworks by Anthony Gormley and Anish Kapoor.



WHERE TO STAY IN WEST END & BEYOND

Victorian Town House (map Google map) This charming little B&B with spacious rooms sits on a peaceful, green crescent. ££

Dunstane Houses (map Google map) Conveniently located for Murrayfield, this deluxe boutique hotel offers beautiful rooms and excellent food. £££

Waldorf Astoria Edinburgh – the Caledonian (map Google map) A real institution, ‘The Caley’ is one of Edinburgh’s most luxurious (and expensive) hotels. £££


Best Coffee in West End & Beyond

Constable Coffee (map Google map)

This antique police box–turned–coffee shop will thrill Doctor Who fans and caffeine fiends alike.

Laura’s Kitchen (map Google map)

Good-quality coffee, hearty breakfasts and takeaway snacks make this a William St staple.

Vietnam House Café (map Google map)

Enjoy traditional Vietnamese coffee, food, paintings and handicrafts in this unique art gallery-cafe.
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Six Nations rugby match, Murrayfield | Stu Forster/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO LISTEN TO LIVE MUSIC IN WEST END & BEYOND

Rat Pack (map Google map) As popular for its cocktails as its music, this piano bar has performances most nights.

Usher Hall (map Google map) A grand concert venue hosting everything from rock and pop to the national orchestra.

Ghillie Dhu (map Google map) Expect traditional Scottish music and regular ceilidh dances within a beautiful vaulted Georgian hall.


On the March

JOIN THE PENGUIN PARADE

Since Edinburgh Zoo was founded in 1913, penguins have always been the star of the show. The first three king penguins arrived in Edinburgh that same year – the first to be seen anywhere in Europe – and caused a sensation. Successful breeding has ensured that there have been penguins in residence ever since, although things nearly went very wrong in 1951, when a keeper accidentally left a gate to the enclosure open. A line of gentoo penguins duly escaped – but instead of fleeing the zoo, they simply waddled around in single file, delighting the crowds and originating a much-loved tradition.

The Penguin Parade is one of Edinburgh Zoo’s most popular events. Every day at 2.15pm, resident penguins – now a mix of king, gentoo and rockhopper colonies – are allowed out of their enclosures to stretch their legs with a walk around the grounds. With people lining the route, the 70-year-old traditional remains a family favourite and ensures that penguins are still top billing here; though it’s a close-run thing with their fellow black-and-white stars, the giant pandas Yang Guang and Tian Tian.


Best bars in West End & Beyond

Hanging Bat (map Google map)

This stylish, modern Lothian Rd bar is all about craft beers, from IPAs to porters.

Jolly Botanist (map Google map)

Choose from more than 70 gins from around the world in this quirky cocktail bar.

Teuchters Bar & Bunker (map Google map)

A great whisky selection makes this pub popular with rugby fans heading to Murrayfield.

Athletic Arms

Founded by gravediggers, this traditional pub has decor that’s barely changed in a century.



Crouch, Bind, Set

WATCHING THE RUGBY AT MURRAYFIELD

It’s the wall of sound that hits you. When the Scotland national rugby team takes to the field before a big game, the roar of the crowd fills your ears, raises the hairs on your neck and pulses down your spine. It’s an extraordinary noise. And then comes another, as a lone bagpiper plays the first strains of the national anthem 'Flower of Scotland', before 67,000 fiercely proud Scots pick up the mantle…

Watching a game of rugby at Murrayfield is a total sensory experience. Come in February and early March for games at the Six Nations Championship, when Scotland battle it out with England, Wales, Ireland, France and Italy for European bragging rights. Scotland have yet to win it – their last victory was at the 1999 Five Nations, before Italy joined the party – but they’ve regularly beaten the ‘Auld Enemy’ England to claim the Calcutta Cup, which is almost as sweet. There are also big international games in October and November, as part of the Autumn Nations series. Can’t make it to a game? Take the Murrayfield Stadium tour (11am daily, except Sundays) to get a feel for the place from pitch side.

WHERE TO EAT IN WEST END & BEYOND

Painted Rooster (map Google map) A cheerful and unfussy lunch option, with tasty soups, bagels and superb homemade cakes. £

Bread Meats Bread (map Google map) One of Edinburgh’s best burger places, known for unusual toppings such as pastrami and kimchi. ££

Grazing by Mark Greenaway (map Google map) Expect high-quality bistro fare with a twist in this exceptional (and expensive) hotel restaurant. £££



STOCKBRIDGE

FOOD MARKETS AND GARDENS

Standing proudly apart from the neighbouring New Town, this quiet and quirky district is a haven of the bohemian set, with its host of craft coffee shops, artisan delis, swanky wine bars and gastropub restaurants. It’s also a destination for shopping, from independent bookshops to fashion boutiques and countless charity and vintage shops. What’s more, Stockbridge is home to one of the city’s best farmers markets, with a particular focus on fresh, organic and vegan produce.

Perhaps Stockbridge’s biggest draws are its green spaces. To the northwest is Inverleith Park, a 22-hectare square of lawns and gardens with views across town to Edinburgh Castle. To the northeast is the even-larger Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. And winding right through the heart of Stockbridge is the leafy Water of Leith, offering picturesque riverside walks, as well as easy access to everything from Murrayfield Stadium to the Royal Yacht Britannia.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Inverleith Park

2Stockbridge Colonies

3Stockbridge Market

SIGHTS

4Royal Botanic Garden

5Water of Leith

EATING

6Bross Bagels

7Café Gallo

8Herbie of Edinburgh

9Kilted Donut

10Pantry

11RadiCibus

12Scran & Scallie

13Street Box

DRINKING

14Artisan Roast

15Bacco Wine

16Smith & Gertrude

17Stockbridge Tap

18Whiskers Wine Bar

SHOPPING

19Bethany Shop

20British Red Cross

21Oxfam

22Shelter




TOP TIP

Stockbridge’s main drag (home to many of its best bars, restaurants and shops) runs along Raeburn Pl and Comely Bank Rd. From here, it’s easily walkable to Inverleith Park, the Botanic Garden and the Water of Leith. Even Princes St is only 15 minutes away by foot; there are regular buses too.



Stockbridge Market

A FEAST FOR FOODIES

(map Google map)

Held every Sunday throughout the year, this is one of the most popular farmers markets in the city. The stalls here are run by Scottish producers, with a focus on organic and locally sourced fare, from quality fish, meat and cheeses to all kinds of vegan foodstuffs. There are also street-food stalls selling ready-to-eat paella, curries and plantain bites. This market is a great place to pick up a souvenir from your travels – take home everything from craft soap and handmade jewellery to a novelty dog collar.

Inverleith Park

ROOM TO ROAM

(map Google map)

It may be less known to visitors than Princes St Gardens and the Meadows, but Inverleith Park is one of the most popular green spaces in the city. Taking its name from the Gaelic Inbhir Lìte, which means ‘Mouth of Leith’, the slightly sloped lawns here offer wonderful views across to the Old Town – making it a popular picnic spot when fireworks are being set off above the castle during the Royal Military Tattoo and Hogmanay. Come in early August for the park’s annual Foodies Festival. Most visitors will combine a visit here with a trip to the neighbouring Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.
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Inverleith Park | pidjoe/Getty Images ©


Stockbridge Colonies

A UNIQUE HOUSING ESTATE

(map Google map)

Built along the Water of Leith at the northern edge of Stockbridge, the Colonies are something of an architectural oddity. Mass immigration during the height of the Industrial Revolution meant that Edinburgh was becoming dangerously overpopulated, so a co-operative building company was set up to provide low-cost housing for the city’s vital craft workers. That’s how this distinctive housing estate, comprising a series of pretty, stone terraced houses with gable windows, all laid out in a grid pattern, was born. Each building was divided into two different four-bedroom flats, with entrances on opposite sides so that each residence had its own front garden. Initially costing around £100 to buy, the flats are now some of the most sought-after properties in Edinburgh.
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Iain Masterton/Alamy Stock Photo ©


A Stroll Around Stockbridge

[image: jpg]

Simon Milne, the 16th Regius Keeper of the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, shares his tips for a morning or afternoon in Stockbridge:

No visit to Edinburgh is complete without a trip to my neighbourhood of Stockbridge, with its village culture, cobbled streets and rich architecture. After a stroll around the fabulous Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, take a short walk down to the Water of Leith (map Google map), via Arboretum Ave and St Bernard’s Row. As you wander, enjoy the fascinating collection of trees and shrubs, generously donated by a local resident. Continue to the Stockbridge Tap (map Google map), a fine traditional pub with an equally fine selection of ales and spirits. From here, stock up on local produce at the excellent deli Herbie of Edinburgh (map Google map), then head to Inverleith Park for a picnic with a view.



MORE IN STOCKBRIDGE

From Snowdrops to Sunflowers

CHANGING SEASONS IN THE BOTANIC GARDEN

Founded in 1670 as a physic garden to grow medicinal plants, the Royal Botanic Garden (map Google map) Edinburgh is now home to a living collection of more than 250,000 plants. No two times of the year are the same in the gardens, so here’s our season-by-season guide for what to see.

SPRING: Head to the Alpine House in early spring to see the first flowers of the year: snowdrops and Chinese witch hazels. As the season advances, pink magnolia flowers bloom alongside pastel-shaded winter roses and wake robins. Feeling chilly? Grab a tea in the Terrace Café.

SUMMER: The garden is a riot of colour in summer, from Himalayan blue poppies in the Woodland Garden to yellow-pink Golden Jubilee roses in the Queen Mother’s Memorial Garden. Lay a blanket on the lawn in front of Inverleith House for a picnic with a city view.

AUTUMN: Carpets of bright pink Guernsey lilies, purple crocuses and crimson flag lilies abound in autumn. Kids will love playing in the fallen leaves, while sniffing the burnt caramel in the air (the natural aroma of the Japanese katsura tree).

WINTER: The garden is far from bare in winter, as the burnt-orange branches of scarlet willow trees brighten up the place. There are also the temperate and tropical greenhouses, ideal for warming up on a winter’s day. Towards the end of the winter, pale-yellow catkins begin to appear.
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Tigermoon lilies, Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh | Mike Workman/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN STOCKBRIDGE

Pantry (map Google map) Choose from delicious breakfast and brunch options, from eggs Benedict to Belgian waffles. £

Scran & Scallie (map Google map) Enjoy pub classics with a fresh, modern and seasonal twist at this exceptional gastropub. ££

RadiCibus (map Google map) Tasting menus of high-end Italian food and wine in a 19th-century Georgian setting. ££


PREFER NEW THREADS?

Shop for new and original designer fashion on George Street in the New Town, along William Street in the West End, and around Morningside in South Edinburgh.



A Charity Shop Crawl

FROM VINYL TO VINTAGE FURNITURE

Looking for antique furniture with some added altruism or designer sunglasses with a side of do-gooding? Then spend an afternoon exploring Stockbridge’s remarkable charity shops. Forget about well-worn clothes and tatty trinkets: these stores sell beautiful, good-as-new items for a fraction of their original price. Even better, all of your purchases go towards helping those in need. Win-win.

Start your charity shop crawl in the Bethany Shop (map Google map) on Hamilton Pl. Run by a Christian charity that aims to end homelessness in Scotland, this store is piled high with vintage furniture and household trinkets. From here, take a stroll down to Raeburn Pl, Stockbridge’s high street and the epicentre of any charity shop crawl. The British Red Cross (map Google map) shop is big on bridal fashion, with beautiful wedding dresses and accessories at barely believable prices; all sales help fund humanitarian work with those in crisis. A few doors down, anti-poverty charity Oxfam (map Google map) has a shop selling rare and collectable vinyl (plus CDs and DVDs) at a cut-price rate. Finally, head to Shelter (map Google map), a sprawling charity shop that stocks clothes, books, collectibles and more – with proceeds going towards supporting their work with the homeless. Exhausted after all that shopping? Treat yourself to a coffee in Artisan Roast (map Google map) next door.


Best Quick Eats in Stockbridge

Street Box (map Google map)

Fresh, flavourful and authentic, this Thai street-food takeaway place is a local favourite. £

Bross Bagels (map Google map)

Tasty vegetarian and meat-filled bagels, from a three-cheese classic to a surf and turf. £

Café Gallo (map Google map)

This small, family-run Italian bistro serves a great selection of soups, salads and sandwiches. £

Kilted Donut (map Google map)

Delicious filled, ring and vegan doughnuts in a huge range of flavours – plus good coffee. £



BEST WINE BARS IN STOCKBRIDGE

Smith & Gertrude (map Google map) Enjoy Old and New World wines with well-matched cheese and charcuterie in this popular bar.

Whiskers Wine Bar (map Google map) Part wine bar, part bistro (with superb British-French cuisine), part live music venue. All great.

Bacco Wine (map Google map) A short walk from Stockbridge’s centre, this excellent little bar-shop specialises in fine Italian wines.



LEITH

WATERFRONT PUBS AND RESTAURANTS

Leith first entered recorded history when it was gifted to Holyrood Abbey by King David I in 1128. As close to the beach at Portobello as to Edinburgh’s Old Town, Leith was independent at first, but its docks were soon claimed by its larger neighbour. The power struggle continued over the centuries, as Leith became a major port, until in 1833 it was officially recognised as an independent burgh. Less than a century later Leith was fully incorporated into Edinburgh. And that’s where it remains: a city district, but one with its own distinct identity and independent spirit.

Today, Leith’s long history can be seen in its 17th-century signal tower, its 19th-century swing bridge and, most famously, its 20th-century Royal Yacht Britannia. But it has also moved with the times, as the old whisky bonding warehouses have been turned into modern flats, and the disused dockyards have been lined with high-end restaurants and cocktail bars. The Leith of today is a modern and vibrant place, confident in its unique personality.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Leith Links

2Port of Leith

3Royal Yacht Britannia

SIGHTS

4Coalie Park

5Custom House

6St Marks Park

SLEEPING

7Fingal

8Sandaig Guest House

EATING

9Aurora

10Crolla’s

11Fishers

12Heron

13King’s Wark

14Little Chartroom

15Mimi’s Bakehouse

16Restaurant Martin Wishart

17Roseleaf

18Ship on the Shore

DRINKING

19Arthur Williams Mural

20Coburg House Art Studios

21Malt & Hops

22Nobles Bar

23Teuchters Landing

24Toast Drinking

25Woodland Creatures

SHOPPING

26Pitt




TOP TIP

Leith Walk leads from the New Town out to the waterfront, with regular bus and tram service along it. However, most of Leith’s biggest draws are centred around the harbour area known as the Shore. A pleasant way to reach here is via the Water of Leith, a riverside walk passing through Stockbridge.



Leith Links

THE REAL HOME OF GOLF

(map Google map)

While St Andrews is widely considered to be the home of golf, the sport’s earliest foundations were laid in Leith back in 1744. That’s when the Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers, who would meet to play short rounds at Leith Links, drew up the first official rules of the game. Today, Leith Links is a public park with only subtle reminders of its history; look out for a plaque describing how the game was originally played over five holes of around 400yd each.
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Leith Links | Iain Masterton/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Port of Leith

EDINBURGH’S NEWEST WHISKY DISTILLERY

(map Google map)

This eye-catching ‘vertical distillery’ is set in a tower block overlooking the Royal Yacht Britannia. Having spent a few years focusing on producing innovative and experimental spirits, it’s scheduled to open to the public in spring 2023 with guided tours of the distillery, as well as tasting rooms and private dining. The highlight here is the double-height, 9th-floor rooftop bar, with unmatched views across the Firth of Forth and back to Edinburgh Castle. Nearby Lind & Lime Distillery is owned by the same team and specialises in gin. There are tours and tastings every Thursday to Sunday; the shop is open daily.


Royal Yacht Britannia

THE QUEEN’S FAVOURITE YACHT

(map Google map)

Launched in Scotland in 1953 and officially retired in 1997, this impressive royal yacht was said to be a favourite of Queen Elizabeth II, who allegedly shed a tear at its decommissioning ceremony. Today, the yacht is Leith’s biggest draw – and consistently voted as one of Edinburgh’s top attractions. Access is via the Ocean Terminal shopping centre, which has a display of exhibits and photographs covering the yacht’s history, before a walkway leads visitors out to the ship itself. Once on board, a self-guided audio tour allows you to explore all five levels of the Britannia, from the Burmese teak decks down through the beautifully appointed 1950s royal apartments to the lower-deck engine room.


High-End Dining in Leith

For a multicourse meal without the nonstop relocating, book a table in one of Leith’s renowned fine-dining restaurants. The two most established names here are the Kitchin, with its strong nose-to-tail philosophy and focus on seasonal, locally sourced produce; and Restaurant Martin Wishart (map Google map), with its inspired French-influenced dishes and pretty waterfront location. Other great options in the area include the Little Chartroom (map Google map), which is appealing for its small but perfectly formed menu and open kitchen; Heron (map Google map), which is known for its farm-to-table fine dining with organic produce; and Aurora (map Google map), which specialises in Modern European cuisine with subtle Middle Eastern and Asian twists.



MORE IN LEITH

The Shore to Stockbridge

A WATER OF LEITH WALK

Rising in the Pentland Hills and snaking through the heart of the city towards the Firth of Forth, the Water of Leith is the lifeblood of Edinburgh. See one of the river’s most interesting stretches on a one-hour walk from the Shore to Stockbridge. Start at Leith’s Custom House (map Google map), a beautiful Georgian building that’s now home to a host of independent art and design studios. Follow the river south, past modern apartment blocks and trade shops, to the landscaped lawns of Coalie Park (map Google map), once a key part of the area’s shipbuilding past. As you walk, look out for kingfishers and cormorants wading in the river. Pass under the old stone railway bridge to reach the spacious St Marks Park in Powderhall, named for the gunpowder factory that once existed here. The path weaves on through Canonmills – look across the water to see the attractively uniform Stockbridge Colonies housing development – before rising up to join the road at Arboretum Ave. You can either head north to visit the Royal Botanic Gardens Edinburgh or rejoin the riverside southwards as it winds into trendy Stockbridge.
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Water of Leith | Richie Chan/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN LEITH

Edinburgh Central Youth Hostel This Leith Walk hostel has dorms and private rooms with plasma TVs and keycard entry. £

Sandaig Guest House (map Google map) On Leith Links, this Victorian townhouse B&B has boldly coloured decor and to-die-for breakfasts. ££

Fingal Enjoy a luxurious stay on this former lighthouse maintenance ship, now a boutique hotel. £££

Build Your Own Tasting Menu

EXPLORE THE SHORE, COURSE BY COURSE

When it comes to eating well in Edinburgh, Leith is the place to be. As well as multiple Michelin-star restaurants, it’s home to excellent (but affordable) seafood places, gastropubs and foodie cafes. In fact, Leith has so many great dining options, it can be tricky to choose just one. So don’t. Instead, take a stroll along the Shore and build your own tasting menu from the food you find along the way.

APPETISER: How about starting your DIY meal with oysters? Ship on the Shore (map Google map) serves them any way you like, from fresh to tempura, and always with a glass of champagne.

STARTER: Gorgeous gastropub King’s Wark (map Google map) has delicious but unfussy starter options. Choose from the salt and pepper squid, the seafood chowder or the baked camembert.

MAIN COURSE: Fresh seafood is the order of the day for a Leith main, so walk up the waterfront to Fishers (map Google map). Go big with a whole Anstruther lobster served with garlic butter, hand-cut chips and salad.

DESSERT: For dessert, it has to be the dessert cafe: Crolla’s (map Google map) serves ice cream, waffles and churros.

DIGESTIF: Set in an old art gallery, wine cafe Toast (Google map) is the perfect stop for an end-of-meal glass of wine, a cocktail or a coffee.


Why I Love Leith

[image: jpg]

Joseph Reaney, writer

My favourite part of town? Leith. It has the best of both worlds: a distinct identity (with its own rich history, architecture and character) but also quick and easy access to the city centre (just 20 minutes by bus or tram, or an hour’s pleasant stroll along the Water of Leith). It’s also home to some of Scotland’s very best restaurants, cafes and pubs.

Leith is a particularly appealing base during the summer festival season, as it allows you to dip in and out of the Old Town for world-class theatre, comedy, music and dance, while returning every evening to (relative) peace and quiet.



WHERE TO HAVE BRUNCH IN LEITH

Mimi’s Bakehouse (map Google map) Follow your nose to the delicious Scottish breakfasts and French toast at this amazing bakery-cafe. £

Pitt (map Google map) Open from midday at weekends, this street-food market has everything from pancakes to pierogi. £

Roseleaf (map Google map) This quaint, floral-wallpapered cafe-bar serves unbeatable eggs Benedict with Stornoway black pudding. ££

Sand, Sea & (Sometimes) Sun

EXPLORING PORTOBELLO BEACH

Although it was once more famous for smuggling than sunbathing, Portobello has been a popular beach resort since the arrival of the railway in the 1800s. The broad, sandy shoreline flows westwards along the Firth of Forth towards Leith, making for a great seaside escape during a stay in North Edinburgh.

Start at Leith Links and walk east for around 15 minutes – first along the busy A199 road, then along a quieter path beside the train track – until you come to the sandy shore. It’s the start of a 2-mile stretch of uninterrupted golden beach with wide open views across the water to Fife. As you stroll, look out for some fine examples of seafront architecture, including the red sandstone Portobello Swim Centre, and make sure you stop for a soft-serve 99 Flake ice cream; it’s claimed that the British favourite was invented here. The promenade continues all the way to Joppa, at which point you can loop back into Portobello town, well worth a visit for its elegant Georgian crescents and neoclassical Town Hall building. From here, it’s just a 45-minute walk (or 20-minute bus ride) back to Leith Links.
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PortobelloFelix Mizioznikov/Shutterstock ©


Arty Leith

[image: jpg]

Based in Leith’s Custom House, skyscape artist Trina Bohan (trinabohan.co.uk) shares her favourite arty places in the neighbourhood.

Coburg House Art Studios (map Google map)

This old Leith granary is home to a thriving creative community. More than 70 artists, photographers, jewellers, painters, ceramicists and kiltmakers are here, with changing exhibitions in the upper gallery space.

Nobles Bar (map Google map)

Every nook in this elegant Victorian bar has something to see, including some of Leith’s best stained-glass windows and several old nautical oil paintings.

Arthur Williams Mural (map Google map)

Arthur Williams spent his life on the streets of Edinburgh and became well known by locals. This mural by artist Shona Hardie is a lovely tribute, capturing the dignity of this gentle man in minimal white on a painted black wall.



WHERE TO DRINK IN LEITH

Teuchters Landing (map Google map) This warren of a pub with floating waterfront terrace has a huge choice of whiskies.

Woodland Creatures (map Google map) A Leith Walk favourite with quirky leafy decor and great veggie- and vegan-friendly food.

Malt & Hops (map Google map) Open since 1749, this popular waterside pub has great cask ales – and a resident ghost.



SOUTH EDINBURGH

GREEN PARKS AND HILLS

Spreading down from the Old Town and west of Holyrood Park, Edinburgh’s Southside neighbourhood is comprised of several suburbs, including Newington, Mayfield, Bruntsfield and Morningside. Together, they form one of Edinburgh’s most eclectic quarters, home to anatomical museums and avant-garde arts centres, time-honoured pubs and state-of-the-art gin distilleries, old Victorian theatres and modern music venues. Most of all, the Southside is home to some of the city’s best B&Bs, offering a quiet stay away from the crowds.

It’s also the gateway to South Edinburgh. Follow the A701 south and things quickly become more rural, culminating in the rolling green hills and hiking trails of the Pentlands. Along the way, stop to see medieval Craigmillar Castle, take a tour of the National Mining Museum of Scotland and explore the remarkable Rosslyn Chapel. Golfers will also love the many excellent 18-hole golf courses, from the parkland of Prestonfield to the gorse-covered contours of Braid Hills.

[image: jpg]

Rosslyn Chapel | Attila JANDI/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Summerhall

2The Meadows

SIGHTS

3Bruntsfield

4Union Canal

SLEEPING

594DR

6Glenalmond House

7Southside Guest House

EATING

8Bonnie Burrito

9Condita

10Kalpna

11Kora by Tom Kitchin

12Mosque Kitchen

13Nile Valley Cafe

14Sister Bao

DRINKING

1532 Below

16Cloisters

17Dagda Ba

18Leslie’s Bar

19Royal Dick Bar

20Southern

ENTERTAINMENT

21Church Hill Theatre

22King’s Theatre

23Queen’s Hall




TOP TIP

The Southside radiates out from the Meadows, with most of its attractions centred around the A1 (Nicholson St and South Clerk St) to the east and the A702 (Home St, Bruntsfield Pl and Morningside Rd) to the west. There are regular buses running along both routes, though anywhere down to Mayfair and Morningside is walkable to the centre.
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Dish at Rhubarb | Alan Spedding/Getty Images ©

Summerhall

EDINBURGH’S PREMIER ARTS CENTRE

(map Google map)

Once the veterinary school of Edinburgh University, Summerhall is now one of the country’s best cultural and arts centres. The building’s old lecture theatres and halls now hum with live theatre, music, avant-garde art and academic lectures all year-round – with even more events during the Edinburgh International Festival. Summerhall is also the venue for one of Edinburgh’s most popular ceilidhs, a traditional Scottish music and dance night. It’s ideal for beginners, as a caller teaches the dance steps before each song begins. Pickering’s Gin distillery is also based here; there are tours and tastings available every Thursday to Sunday.
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Concert, Summerhall | Roberto Ricciuti/Redferns/Getty Images


Prestonfield House

STAY IN A STATELY HOME

For a country escape in the heart of Edinburgh, book a stay at Prestonfield House. Built in 1687 as a private estate, it’s now the city’s most luxurious hotel stay; a baroque sanctuary of sculpted antique busts, gold-framed portraits and burgundy-shaded velvet curtains. Take a stroll around the secluded gardens and parkland, which backs onto Holyrood Park, before experiencing the fine-dining restaurant Rhubarb. The only place to match Prestonfield House for decadence is sister hotel and restaurant the Witchery, situated right below the castle.
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Prestonfield House | Sergei Afanasev/Shutterstock ©

The Meadows

EDINBURGH’S LUNGS

(map Google map)

It may be less visible than Holyrood Park, but ask a local for their favourite green space and there’s a good chance they’ll mention the Meadows. On a sunny day, this large park is packed with families, students and office workers, here to picnic, play football, throw Frisbees and fly kites. Even in less clement weather, it’s a popular place for a stroll. The Meadows isn’t just an expanse of lawn either: the park is home to several sports facilities, including tennis courts and a mini-golf course, as well as a children’s play park. Walking from the Old Town? Take a short detour onto George St Lane to visit the eye-catching Chapel of St Albert the Great.


The Union Canal

(map Google map)

Opened in in 1822 to transport goods to and from the capital, the Edinburgh and Glasgow Union Canal is better known today as a popular walking and cycling route. The towpath begins at Lochrin Basin, just a 10-minute walk northwest of the Meadows, and runs all the way to the Falkirk Wheel, an eye-catching rotating boat lift located almost 30 miles west of Edinburgh. There’s plenty to see along the way too, including the ruins of 16th-century Niddry Castle and the history-filled Linlithgow Palace, the birthplace of Mary, Queen of Scots. Not a fan of walking? You can also traverse the canal on the water: rent a kayak or canoe for a few hours, or book a narrowboat for multiday adventure.
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Union Canal | Natalie De Winter/Shutterstock ©

MORE IN SOUTH EDINBURGH

Hipster Haven

STROLLING BRUNTSFIELD AND MORNINGSIDE

Stretching southwest of the Old Town towards the grassy Pentland Hills, the neighbouring districts of Bruntsfield and Morningside have some of Edinburgh’s coolest cafes and pubs, oldest theatres and cinemas, and trendiest boutiques and charity shops. Explore them all on a leisurely 90-minute stroll.

Start beneath the skyscraping tower of the Barclay Viewforth Church at the far northwest corner of the Meadows. Keep the park on your left-hand side as you walk down Bruntsfield (map Google map) Place to explore its array of independent shops, from fashion outlets and designer jewellers to artisan chocolatiers and craft bakeries. As the road bends to the left, you merge into Morningside: divert left to see the Dominion Cinema, a 1930s art deco gem that proudly remains family-run to this day. If you have the time, catch a film to see its plush interior of deep-pile carpets and soft leather chairs. Return to Bruntsfield Pl, then dart off the other way to witness one of Edinburgh’s oddest sights: the Wild West Town. Tucked down an alley off Springfield Gardens, this row of dilapidated wooden houses – a strange slice of the American Frontier in the middle of Morningside – was built in the 1990s by a local furniture company. Back on the main drag, continue south until you reach Canny Man’s, one of the best whisky bars in Edinburgh.
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Canny Man’s | Karol Kozlowski Premium RM Collection/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH EDINBURGH

Glenalmond House (map Google map) The area’s best-value option, with comfy rooms, hearty breakfasts and friendly owners. ££

Southside Guest House (map Google map) A modern hotel in a Victorian terrace: expect bold colours and Buck’s Fizz breakfasts. ££

94DR (map Google map) An elegant guesthouse with individually designed rooms and delicious breakfasts served in the conservatory. £££


PUBS, PUBS, PUBS

When it comes to pub crawls, the only match for the Southside is Leith, with bars along Leith Walk and on the Shore. For a LGBTIQ+ bar crawl, head to the Pink Triangle in the New Town.



Five Pubs in 30 Minutes

A SOUTHSIDE BAR CRAWL

With its heady mix of handsome Victorian pubs, student-friendly bars and craft beer and gin places, the Southside can lay claim to the highest concentration of great drinking holes anywhere in the city. Take in five of the best on this compact pub crawl – with just a short walk between each drink stop.

Start your evening’s adventure at 32 Below (map Google map), a rowdy underground bar with beer pong and pleasingly greasy food – ideal for lining your stomach for the night ahead. From here, walk five minutes south to the drop-dead gorgeous Dagda Bar (map Google map), where you will find both students and pensioners sipping beer beneath the beautifully embossed ceiling. Another short walk south brings you to Summerhall arts complex and its minimalist Royal Dick Bar (map Google map); a perfect place to sample the distilled-on-site Pickering’s Gin. Beer lovers may prefer the next stop, the Southern (map Google map), for its dozen taps of craft beers plucked from across Scotland and beyond. Finally, walk the 10 minutes from here to Leslie’s Bar (map Google map), a Victorian-era pub with an ornate interior – including its original mahogany island bar.

Not ready for the night to end? Finish your evening with a bonus drink: walk northwest through the Meadows to reach the one-of-a-kind Cloisters (map Google map) Bar, a great real ale and whisky pub set in an old church parsonage.
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Best Live Venues in South Edinburgh

King’s Theatre (map Google map)

This Edwardian-era Bruntsfield theatre has touring shows, but is better known for its festive panto.

Queen’s Hall (map Google map)

This midsize music venue regularly hosts renowned global rock, pop and jazz music artists.

Church Hill Theatre (map Google map)

A big Fringe venue, this pink sandstone church-turned-theatre also has year-round amateur dramatic shows.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOUTH EDINBURGH

Kalpna (map Google map) High-quality, low-cost vegetarian Indian food: try the baingan achari (spicy marinated aubergines). ££

Kora by Tom Kitchin (map Google map) An upmarket but unpretentious restaurant seveing seasonally inspired Scottish meat and fish dishes. £££

Condita (map Google map) This exclusive Michelin-starred restaurant has six of the most sought-after tables in town. £££


HIKING AROUND EDINBURGH

The Pentland Hills are far from the only place to go hiking in Edinburgh’s city limits. Scale the heights of Arthur’s Seat in Holyrood Park or climb up Corstorphine Hill behind Edinburgh Zoo.



WHERE TO PLAY GOLF IN SOUTH EDINBURGH

Prestonfield Golf Club Walkable from the centre, this challenging parkland course offers stunning views of Arthur’s Seat.

Braid Hills Golf Course Play 18 holes of tricky gorse-covered contours – or just the nine holes of Wee Braids.

Swanston Golf Club Founded in 1927 and still going strong, Swanston is nestled beneath the Pentland Hills.


The Beautiful South

CASTLES, CHAPELS AND CRAGGY HILLS

The south of Edinburgh doesn’t end with Southside. Some of the region’s most appealing sights lie just a little further out from the centre, so rent a car for the day to explore some of them. Or, if you prefer, follow the same route with a Lothian Buses day pass (though regular changes are required).

Your first stop in South Edinburgh is Craigmillar Castle, an impressive medieval ruin famous for its morbid associations with Mary, Queen of Scots – this is where her courtiers plotted to assassinate her husband, Henry Stuart. Climb the 15th-century tower for splendid views back across the city. A 20-minute drive southeast brings you to the National Mining Museum Scotland, in what was once Scotland’s largest mining village. Guided tours from ex-miners provide a fascinating insight into the country’s coal industry, with a chance to see some of the giant mining machinery up close. Drive west for 15 minutes to reach Rosslyn Chapel, a magnificent 15th-century church that was heavily featured in Dan Brown’s best-selling 2003 novel The Da Vinci Code, before another short drive west takes you to the edge of the undulating Pentland Hills. Park up near the Steading pub to join a hiking trail leading up into the hills. Finally, head back to Edinburgh city centre via the excellent Royal Observatory Edinburgh, which holds regular astronomy talks and night sky tours.


The Best Lunch Spots in Southside

[image: jpg]

Steph Leach, the Events and Fringe Operations Manager at Summerhall, shares her favourite lunch spots in Southside.

Nile Valley Cafe (map Google map)

This is the Summerhall team’s go-to lunch spot, especially during the festival. I always go for the Africa Wrap – a delicious falafel, feta and spicy yoghurt sauce situation.

Mosque Kitchen (map Google map)

This Edinburgh institution serves tasty curries. There are bucketloads of vegetarian and vegan options too; my favourite is the aubergine curry with onions and peppers.

Sister Bao (map Google map)

This affordable place has lovely people and quick service. Their Oil Spill Noodles (with chilli oil and pak choi) are insane. They also have a Smacked Cucumber side (in sesame oil, soy sauce and black vinegar), which is a revelation.







GLASGOW

[image: ]

GRITTY CITY ON THE UP

Disarmingly blending sophistication and earthiness, Scotland’s biggest city has evolved over the last couple of decades to become one of Britain’s most intriguing metropolises.
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If you want to sum up Glasgow in a single image, look no further than the equestrian statue that stands in front of the Gallery of Modern Art in Royal Exchange Sq. It’s a statue of the Duke of Wellington with a traffic cone on his head.

The story of the cone dates back to the 1980s, when it first appeared on the duke’s head, probably the act of a student on a night out who had taken a pint or six too many. A couple of days later, council workers removed the cone. Within days it had reappeared. It was removed. It reappeared. It was removed… you get the picture.

This struggle between propriety and irreverence continued for the next few decades, until in 2013 the city council put forward plans to double the height of the statue’s plinth in order to deter people from climbing up to replace the cone. Within 24 hours a Facebook campaign called 'Keep the Cone' had garnered more than 60,000 likes (the page still exists) and was followed by a street protest that turned into a celebration party when the council backed down and withdrew its plan.

So the cone survives as a symbol of Glasgow’s sense of humour and its democratic will. It even gets dressed up for special events – rainbow colours for Glasgow Pride, gold during the 2014 Commonwealth Games, and blue and yellow in support of Ukraine in 2022.

It’s a reminder that Glaswegians are deeply proud of their working-class background and anti-establishment tradition – the Duke of Wellington may be an aristocratic toff, but it’s OK for him to be there as long as he can take a joke at his own expense.

Since 2000, following decades of economic depression, the city has been going through a long-term transformation evident in the restored facades of Merchant City and the revitalised waterfront of the River Clyde. Museums, galleries and green spaces abound, and the city’s cultural attractions have been further boosted with the reopening of the amazing Burrell Collection, so dive into this down-to-earth city that combines high culture with humour and an irrepressible sense of fun.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL GLASGOW

Downtown buzz.

EAST END

Cathedral quarter.

MERCHANT CITY

History and architecture.

SOUTHSIDE & THE CLYDE

Riverside and green spaces.

WEST END

Museums, shopping, restaurants.





Find Your Way

It’s possible to get around Central Glasgow, Merchant City and East End on foot without sacrificing too much shoe leather, but for the West End and Southside you'll want to use bike, bus or subway. A combined one-day Subway and City Sightseeing bus ticket offers good value and convenience.
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Plan Your Days

Linger over coffee in a stylish cafe, browse breathtaking museums and Mackintosh architecture, and watch the sun set on the River Clyde from a rooftop cocktail bar.
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DAY 1

Morning

• Start your exploration of the city by visiting Glasgow Cathedral and wandering the hillside necropolis behind it. Then drop into St Mungo’s Museum of Religious Life and Art and nose around in Provand’s Lordship.

Afternoon

• Stroll down to Merchant City for lunch. Admire the grand Victorian architecture funded by 19th-century 'tobacco lords', then pop into the gloriously offbeat Sharmanka Kinetic Theatre.

Evening

• After dinner, you might try one of the many Merchant City pubs, or take in a gig at Nice ‘n’ Sleazy. This is also the heart of Glasgow’s LGBTIQ+ nightlife, with lively pubs and clubs.





DAY 2

Morning

• Spend a morning exploring the Hunterian Art Gallery, Mackintosh House and Hunterian Museum.

Afternoon

• Head to Ashton Lane and pick a spot for lunch. Then on to Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum to spend the afternoon marvelling at its collection.

Evening

• Afterwards enjoy a stroll in adjacent Kelvingrove Park, before wandering along the nearby Finnieston strip of Argyle St to choose a restaurant for dinner. There are plenty of lively pubs here to round out the evening, or you could stroll back towards the centre and check out what bands are playing at legendary King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut.




DAY 3

Morning

• If it’s a weekend, head for The Barras, Glasgow’s legendary weekend flea market. Alternatively, delve into Glasgow’s social history at the People’s Palace, then walk through Glasgow Green and along the riverside to to the city centre.

Afternoon

• Take a train south to the fabulous Burrell Collection, or check out some more Mackintosh designs at Scotland Street School and House for an Art Lover. Not a fan? Hit the Riverside Museum on the Clyde.

Evening

• In the evening take a crawl around the city’s traditional pubs, being sure not to miss the legendary Horseshoe Bar and the Pot Still.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

Soak up the atmosphere of a soccer match, stroll the banks of the River Clyde, and sample the delights of a Glasgow curry house.

WATCH THE FITBA'

Glasgow is a fitba' (football, or soccer) city par excellence, and it’s worth seeing either Celtic or Rangers play at their home grounds.
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CATCH A MOVIE

Glaswegians are movie buffs – check the line-up at the Glasgow Film Theatre, or visit during the Film Festival in February.
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ENJOY A CURRY

Glasgow has a great selection of high-quality Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi restaurants, making it the curry capital of Scotland.
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EXPLORE THE PARKS

Glasgow’s very name means 'dear green place', and there are hectares of gorgeous parks and gardens to explore.
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WALK THE RIVERBANK

Pleasant riverside trails, suitable for both hikers and bikers, line the banks of the Rivers Clyde and Kelvin.
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SHOP TILL YOU DROP

Snag a bargain at the Barras weekend market, and browse the vintage clothing racks and antique stores in the West End.
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BROWSE THE BOTANICS

These lovely gardens and impressive Victorian glasshouses provide a peaceful and family-friendly retreat in the West End.
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CENTRAL GLASGOW

CITY CENTRE FROM EAST TO WEST

Stepping out of Central Station you are immersed in the bustle and swirl of a metropolis. Crowds throng the sidewalks and the streets resound with honking traffic, queuing buses and impatient taxis, while a mix of modern and Victorian architecture looms overhead. Welcome to the centre of Scotland’s biggest city.

Glasgow’s city centre changes character as you move from east to west, going from a frenetic blend of services, transport terminals, pubs and shops to the more sedate terraces of thoroughfares such as Bath St, where upmarket offices sit over stylish basement bars. This is where much of the city’s accommodation is clustered and is also a studenty zone.

There’s more to see in the west, with Mackintosh at the Willow and the Bath and Sauchiehall Sts nightlife key drawcards, but the east has more urban energy and life on the streets.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Central Station

2Mackintosh at the Willow

3The Lighthouse

SIGHTS

4Museum of Piping

SLEEPING

5Citizen M

6Grasshoppers

7Pipers’ Tryst Hotel

EATING

8Riverhill Coffee Bar

9Saramago Café Bar

10Singl-end

DRINKING

11Horseshoe Bar

12Nice ‘n’ Sleazy

13Pot Still

14Shilling Brewing Co

15The Lane

ENTERTAINMENT

16King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut

17Stereo

18MacSorley’s




TOP TIP

Central Glasgow was laid out in a regular grid pattern, so it’s pretty easy to navigate on foot. You can walk from the Gallery of Modern Art in the east to the Tenement House Museum in the northwest in just 20 minutes. However, be aware that there are some very steep hills north of Sauchiehall St.



Inside Central Station

WALKING TOUR OF RAILWAY HISTORY

Dating from 1901–05, Glasgow’s Central Station is the bustling heart of Scotland’s railway system, terminus of lines from London Euston, Edinburgh and Inverness, and hub of the city’s suburban network.

Join a one-hour walking tour with Glasgow Central Tours, and a passionate, entertaining guide will lead you around, behind and under the sprawling station complex. Hidden spaces, an abandoned Victorian platform and lots of intriguing information make this a fascinating experience even if railways in general don't get you excited.
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The Lighthouse

ORIGINAL MACKINTOSH ARCHITECTURE

(map Google map)

Mackintosh’s first building, designed in 1893, was a striking new headquarters for the Glasgow Herald newspaper. It now serves as Scotland’s Centre for Architecture and Design, with fairly technical temporary exhibitions (sometimes admission is charged for these), as well as the Mackintosh Interpretation Centre, a detailed (if slightly dry) overview of the architect’s life and work. On the top floor of the ‘lighthouse’, drink in great views over the rooftops and spires of the city centre.

At the time of research the building remained closed to the public – check its Facebook page for reopening announcements.


Go on a Pub Crawl

TRADITIONAL DRINKING DENS

Begin at the legendary Horseshoe Bar (map Google map), which dates from the late 19th century and is largely unchanged. It’s a picturesque spot, with the longest continuous bar in the UK.

Head up West Nile St for two blocks to the Shilling Brewing Co (map Google map), a brewpub housed in a grand former bank building; the citrussy Session IPA is a real palate cleanser.

It’s two blocks west and one north to the Pot Still (map Google map), which has a time-warp feel with its creaky floor and wrought-iron tables, plus a superb whisky selection.

Round off the evening at student bar Nice ‘n’ Sleazy (map Google map) on the rowdy Sauchiehall strip. If you're over 35 you'll feel like a professor not a punter, but it’s open till 3am with nightly live music.



Glasgow School of Art

In 1896, aged 27, Charles Rennie Mackintosh won a competition to design a new building to house the Glasgow School of Art, where he had studied. This was his supreme architectural achievement, completed in 1909; tragically, it was close to reopening after a devastating 2014 fire when another blaze in 2018 destroyed the painstakingly reconstructed interiors and severely damaged the building. The city has committed to reconstructing it, but it is unlikely to be completed before 2027.



The Mackintosh Legacy

ART NOUVEAU GENIUS

Great cities are defined by the artists, designers and architects who have left their stamp on the urban environment, and in Glasgow it is Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928) whose legacy stands out. Many of the buildings he designed are open to the public, and you’ll see his tall, thin, art nouveau typeface reproduced all over the place.

Mackintosh studied at the Glasgow School of Art, where he met the influential artist and designer Margaret Macdonald, whom he married. They collaborated on many projects and, along with her sister and brother-in-law, they formed ‘The Four’, a pioneering group that developed the Glasgow Style. This offshoot of art nouveau incorporated influences from the Arts and Crafts movement and Japanese design.

Book a 45-minute guided tour around the impressive interiors of Mackintosh at the Willow (map Google map), a 2018 reconstruction of the original Willow Tearoom that once stood here, designed and furnished by Mackintosh in the early 20th century for restaurateur Kate Cranston. Here you can admire the architect’s distinctive touch in just about every detail – even the teaspoons were given his trademark look. Plan to have lunch on the rooftop terrace after the tour.

Alongside the tearoom is a visitor centre, with a two-level interactive exhibition about the historical context and Cranston’s collaboration with Mackintosh and his wife Margaret Macdonald.
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Best City Centre Cafes

Riverhill Coffee Bar (map Google map)

A tiny place offering great coffee and hot chocolate as well as delicious filled rolls.

Singl-end (map Google map)

Long basement cafe with good coffee, generous breakfasts, booze and baking.

Saramago Café Bar (map Google map)

In the Centre for Contemporary Arts, this place does a great line in eclectic vegan fusion food.

The Lane (map Google map)

More beer garden than cafe, amazing outdoor space tucked beside street-food venue Platform.



MORE IN CENTRAL GLASGOW

Have a Blow at the Bagpipes

HISTORY OF HIGHLAND BAGPIPING

Glasgow’s Museum of Piping (map Google map), part of the National Piping Centre, covers the history of the Highland bagpipes, with several fine historic pieces on display including pipes dating from the 18th century. There are also instruments from Europe’s other piping countries, including Polish, Hungarian, Spanish and Italian bagpipes. It’s worth timing your visit with the guided tours (noon Thursday to Saturday), when you can get the chance to have a go on the pipes yourself.

A Night on the Town

LIVE MUSIC SCENE

Glasgow is the king of Scotland’s live music scene. Year after year, touring musicians and travellers alike name the city as one of their favourite places in the world to enjoy live music. There are lots of live music venues in the city centre, many with free gigs almost every night, including bars like MacSorley’s (map Google map), Stereo and Nice ‘n’ Sleazy.

But the city’s premier gig venue is King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut (map Google map), hosting bands every night of the week. King Tut’s has been a mainstay of the Scottish live music scene since 1990 – the list of big-name artists who kicked off their careers here would fill a book, and includes Radiohead, The Killers, Pulp, My Chemical Romance, Florence and the Machine, Biffy Clyro, Manic Street Preachers, Snow Patrol, Frightened Rabbit and Paolo Nutini (Oasis were famously signed to their first record label at the venue in 1993).
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WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRAL GLASGOW

Grasshoppers (map Google map) Discreetly hidden atop a building alongside Central Station, this small luxury hotel is an upbeat surprise. £££

Citizen M (map Google map) Minimalist, modern rooms with big, comfortable king-sized beds and decent showers with mood lighting. ££

Pipers’ Tryst Hotel (map Google map) Cosy tartan-clad hotel with only eight rooms, run by the adjacent bagpiping centre in a prime city-centre location. ££




EAST END

MEDIEVAL HISTORY AND FLEA MARKET

As you head downhill from the cathedral along the High St towards the city centre, a gable end comes into view adorned with a huge mural painting of a bearded man in a bobble hat. Although the painting is modern (2016), the subject is ancient – this is a depiction of St Mungo, the patron saint of Glasgow.

Mungo was a 6th-century Christian missionary who established a church on the banks of the Molendinar Burn. In the 12th century his church was replaced with a cathedral, which formed the nucleus of medieval Glasgow, with the High St running down to a fording point on the River Clyde.

Today, the East End is home to the oldest surviving buildings in the city, including Glasgow Cathedral and Provand’s Lordship, and also to former Victorian slum districts that were demolished in the 1930s and replaced with tenements and tower blocks – areas that are fast regenerating as hubs of creative activity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Glasgow Cathedral

2Glasgow Green

3People’s Palace

4Provand’s Lordship

5St Mungo’s Museum of Religious Life & Art

SIGHTS

6Glasgow Necropolis

DRINKING

7Drygate

8West Brewery

ENTERTAINMENT

9Barrowland Ballroom

10St Luke’s & the Winged Ox

SHOPPING

11Barras Art & Design

12Barras Market

13Randall’s Antique & Vintage Centre

14The Barras




TOP TIP

Getting from the city centre to the main East End sights is easy enough – a 25-minute walk from Central Station to the cathedral, or a 20-minute walk to the Barras market. There are buses aplenty too – numbers 38 and 57 pass close to the cathedral, or catch number 2 for the Barras.



People’s Palace & Glasgow Green

GREEN SPACE AND SOCIAL HISTORY

Established by the Bishop of Glasgow in the mid-15th century, Glasgow Green (map Google map) is the city’s oldest public park, a venue for strollers, dog walkers and summer festivals.

The Green is dominated by the solid red sandstone facade of the People’s Palace (map Google map), a fascinating museum of social history telling the story of Glasgow from 1750 to the present through creative, inventive, family-friendly displays. While the museum has reopened post-Covid, the impressive domed glasshouse at the back – the Winter Gardens, a palm house dating from 1898 – remains closed.

St Mungo’s Museum of Religious Life & Art

CELEBRATION OF RELIGIOUS HISTORY

(map Google map)

Set in a reconstruction of the bishop’s palace that once stood in the forecourt of Glasgow Cathedral, this museum audaciously attempts to capture the world’s major religions in an artistic nutshell. A startling achievement, it presents the similarities and differences in how various religions approach common themes such as birth, marriage and death. The attraction is twofold: firstly, impressive art that blurs the lines between religion and culture; and secondly, the opportunity to delve into different faiths, as deeply or shallowly as you wish.


Provand’s Lordship

THE CITY'S OLDEST BUILDING

(map Google map)

Near the cathedral stands Provand’s Lordship, the oldest house in Glasgow. This rare example of 15th-century domestic Scottish architecture was built in 1471 as a manse (a church minister’s house). The ceilings and doorways are low, and the rooms are furnished with period furniture and artefacts. Upstairs a room re-creates the living space of an early-16th-century chaplain.

Provand’s Lordship was once one of several dozen religious buildings in the immediate vicinity of the cathedral. It was built to house the master of the St Nicholas chapel and hospital, which once stood just to the south. Behind Provand’s Lordship, the St Nicholas Garden re-creates what a 15th-century hospital garden might have been like.



Glasgow Necropolis (map Google map)

Behind Glasgow Cathedral, this vast 19th-century burial ground stretches picturesquely over a green hill, dotted with around 3500 gravestones. The elaborate Victorian tombs of the city’s wealthy industrialists, several of them designed by prominent architects of the day (including Alexander 'Greek' Thomson and Charles Rennie Mackintosh), make for an intriguing stroll and offer great views and a Gothic thrill. You can buy a guidebook to the 60 most prominent monuments, or take a guided walking tour (see website for details).



Glasgow Cathedral

MEDIEVAL MAJESTY

(map Google map)

Glasgow Cathedral has a rare timelessness. The dark, imposing interior conjures up medieval might and sends a shiver down your spine. It’s a shining example of Gothic architecture and, unlike nearly all of Scotland’s cathedrals, it survived the turmoil of the Reformation mobs almost intact.

You enter through a side door into the nave, hung with regimental colours. The wooden roof has been restored many times since its construction, but some of the timber dates from the 14th century; note the impressive shields. Many of the cathedral’s narrow stained-glass windows are modern – to your left is Francis Spear’s 1958 work The Creation, which fills the west window.

The cathedral is divided by a late-15th-century stone choir screen, decorated with seven pairs of figures perhaps representing the seven deadly sins. The four stained-glass panels of the east window, depicting the Apostles (also by Francis Spear), are particularly evocative. At the northeastern corner is the entrance to the 15th-century upper chapter house, where the University of Glasgow was founded; it’s now used as a sacristy.

The most interesting part of the cathedral, the lower church, is reached by a stairway. Its forest of pillars creates a powerful atmosphere around the tomb of St Mungo (who founded a monastic community here in the 6th century), the focus of a medieval pilgrimage that was believed to be as meritorious as a visit to Rome.
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MORE IN THE EAST END

Take a Trip to the Barras

VINTAGE SHOPPING

(map Google map)

Visiting the Barras market (map Google map) is an essential Glasgow weekend experience that could extend into a leisurely day if you factor in a brunch stop, a browse of the stalls and shops both traditional and modern-creative, and a look around the People’s Palace.

The Barras preserves a democratic old-time feel with its no-nonsense stalls, traditional cafes and the feeling that some of the wares might have fallen off the back of a truck. Check out the down-at-heel second-hand market under the Barrowland Ballroom (map Google map), a brilliant old dance hall that is one of Britain’s most iconic music venues.

Disguised by a rather unremarkable facade, the paradise of the past that is Randall’s Antique & Vintage Centre (map Google map) has some two-dozen vendors peddling an excellent range of vintage objects. Delving into times gone by makes for an addictive browse.

In the heart of the Barras area, look out for Barras Art & Design (map Google map), which has given a fresh impetus to the market with its pop-up stalls, regular weekend events, busy courtyard bar and menu of fusion food. It’s quite a contrast to the rest of the market but it works very well.

City Centre Mural Trail

MURALS AND STREET ART

Since 2008 Glasgow has been brightening up vacant sites and exposed gable ends in the city centre by encouraging the creation of mural paintings. In recent years more than 30 of these artworks have been gathered together in a mural trail that you can follow (download from the City Centre Mural Trail website).

The trail begins in the East End, where the most famous murals – of the city’s patron saints, St Mungo and St Enoch – can be found just off the High St.


My Favourite Green Spaces

Gary Armstrong, journalist and What’s On Editor at GlasgowLive.co.uk, on the city’s green spaces.

Glasgow is fondly known as 'The Dear Green Place' for its vast city parks. At Pollok Country Park, Highland cows will greet you by historical Pollok House and the refurbished Burrell Collection. Nearby Queens Park provides views over the city and borders some of Glasgow’s best brunch spots. Kelvingrove Park (map Google map), arguably the city’s most beautiful, is complemented by the striking Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum and Glasgow University. Templeton on the Green and the People’s Palace are similarly impressive at Glasgow Green, a short hop away from the bars of the Gallowgate and legendary music venue the Barrowland Ballroom.



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE EAST END

West Brewery (map Google map) Housed in a former carpet factory on the edge of Glasgow Green, serving traditionally brewed German-style beers.

Drygate (map Google map) Craft brewery where you can sip one of two dozen on tap on one of the city’s best outdoor terraces.

Saint Luke’s Near the Barras market, this repurposed church is a fantastic pub and live music venue.




MERCHANT CITY

HISTORY AND ARCHITECTURE

As Glasgow’s wealth grew from the late-18th-century trade in tobacco and sugar, its merchants endowed their city with grandiose mansions, public buildings, churches and banks (the Corinthian was formerly a bank). The focus of the city moved west, from its medieval beginnings around the cathedral to the imposing public space of George Sq.

Although the neighbourhood fell into disrepair as Glasgow’s fortunes declined during the 20th century, since 2000 it has been resurrected as an upmarket shopping, residential and leisure area, and was christened Merchant City as part of a marketing campaign. It’s an atmospheric neighbourhood that rewards idle strolling among its handsome facades, hidden courtyards and quirky architectural details. Come night-time, there’s a buzzy vibe as the area fills with social life and the knot of LGBT venues known as the Pink Triangle starts to hum.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1City Chambers

2Gallery of Modern Art

3George Square

4Sharmanka Kinetic Theatre

SIGHTS

5Hutcheson’s Hall

6Merchant Square

7Old Sheriff Court

8Tobacco Exchange

9Trades Hall

SLEEPING

10Babbity Bowster

11Fraser Suites

12Z Hotel

EATING

13Café Gandolfi

14Dakhin

15Glaschu

16Spanish Butcher

DRINKING

17Corinthian Club

18DogHouse Merchant City

19Speakeasy

SHOPPING

20Argyll Arcade

21Buchanan Galleries

22Princes Square




TOP TIP

On foot is the best way to get to grips with this area, which is better appreciated as an architectural ensemble than as a list of must-see attractions. Remember to look up at the facades of the buildings you are passing; many were trade guilds, mercantile exchanges, shipping company offices or organs of state.



Gallery of Modern Art

CLASSICAL ARCHITECTURE MEETS PROVOCATIVE ART

(map Google map)

This contemporary art gallery features modern works from local and international artists, housed in a graceful neoclassical building on elegant Royal Exchange Sq. The original interior is an ornate contrast to the inventive art often on display, though quality varies markedly by exhibition. There’s also an effort made to keep the kids entertained.

The horseback statue of the Duke of Wellington outside is invariably crowned with a traffic cone – the authorities remove it, but it keeps being replaced and is now an icon.
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Gallery of Modern Art | gmsphotography/Shutterstock ©

George Square

IMPOSING CIVIC SPACE

(map Google map)

Stately George Sq is the civic centre of Glasgow, dominated by the town hall – City Chambers – on the eastern side. The large open space is dignified by statues of famous folk from Glasgow and the surrounding area, including Robert Burns, James Watt, Sir John Moore and, atop a column, Sir Walter Scott. A pair of charismatic lions guard the war memorial.

The square has traditionally been the gathering place for rallies and demonstrations, notably a pro-Scottish-independence rally in 2014, and has served as a film set for numerous movies and TV shows, including Succession (Season 2) and World War Z.
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George Square | Jaroslav Moravcik/Shutterstock ©


Sharmanka Kinetic Theatre

MOVING MECHANICAL DRAMA

(map Google map)

This extraordinary mechanical theatre is located in the Trongate 103 arts centre. Russian sculptor and mechanic Eduard Bersudsky, now resident in Scotland, has created a series of wondrous figures called 'kinemats' sculpted from bits of scrap metal and carved wood. Set to haunting music, each figure performs humorous and tragic tales of the human spirit – inspirational one moment and macabre the next, but always colourful, clever and thought-provoking.

One of the most poignant sculptures is Self-Portrait with a Monkey – sharmanka means 'barrel organ' and this figure turns a handle while a Russian song of loss plays and a monkey swings from a pendulum. It’s not hard to feel the artist’s sense of sadness about his self-imposed exile from Russia.



Let Glasgow Flourish

Glasgow’s distinctive crest is based on the miracles attributed to St Mungo, the city’s patron saint.

The main symbols are a tree (oak), a bird (a robin), a fish (salmon) and a bell, immortalised in a mnemonic learned by all Glasgow schoolchildren –

Here is the tree that never grew

Here is the bird that never flew

Here is the fish that never swam

Here is the bell that never rang

– and in the 1989 pop song 'Mother Glasgow' by local band Hue and Cry.



City Chambers

IMPRESSIVE ART AND ARCHITECTURE

(map Google map)

Glasgow’s impressive city hall dominates the eastern end of George Sq. It was built in the 1880s in a French-inspired blend of neoclassical and neo-Renaissance architecture and was opened by Queen Victoria in 1888 after going five times over budget.

The foyer is an impressive space with polished red granite columns, caryatids glistening with mica, and elaborate mosaic work on the floor and ceiling; a real artisanal labour recalling Glasgow’s former pre-eminence as 'the second city of the British Empire'. The floor mosaics include a rendering of the city’s crest with the motto, 'Let Glasgow Flourish'.

Stunning staircases decorated with Carrara marble and alabaster – the largest of their kind in Western Europe – lead to the ornate Council Chamber, lined with hand-carved Spanish mahogany. Sit at one of the councillors' very comfortable red leather seats, which are arranged in a semicircle in front of the Lord Provost’s throne.

The breathtaking Banqueting Hall, with a ceiling more than 50ft high, is decorated with mural and canvas paintings by artists of the Glasgow Boys movement, with depictions of arts and crafts, the virtues, the rivers Tay, Forth, Clyde and Tweed, and paintings of St Mungo, shipbuilding and the Glasgow fair.

To see beyond the foyer you'll have to join one of the free guided tours that run at 10.30am and 2.30pm Monday to Friday; pop in earlier in the day to book your spot.
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City Chambers | De Simone Lorenzo/AGF/Universal Images Group via Getty Images ©


More in Merchant City

Let’s Go Shopping!

RETAIL THERAPY

Glasgow’s pedestrianised central streets are devoted to retail, and people come from all over Scotland to spend a weekend here refreshing their wardrobes. In truth, most of the stores are familiar British and global chains, but having so many in one concentrated area is what pulls the crowds. Edinburgh may have the Royal Mile, but Glasgow’s got the Style Mile.

Opened in 1827, the beautiful Argyll Arcade (map Google map) runs between Argyle and Buchanan Sts. Take the time to chat with the cheerful top-hatted doorpeople then head in to a mall wholly devoted to jewellery and watch retailers. Need a little something that will fit in your carry-on? Otherwise, it’s fun to watch breathless couples choosing wedding rings.

With all the finery on offer in the Style Mile, the unmissable peacock facade is an appropriate symbol for the gorgeously renovated historic shopping centre Princes Square (map Google map). Inside, it’s all wrought iron and light, with a range of fashion stores including Vivienne Westwood, Ted Baker and French Connection.

Weighed down by your numerous purchases, you stagger up Buchanan Street, where it looks like the shops might finally come to an end. But no, here’s Buchanan Galleries, with a John Lewis and more than 80 other retailers, including Fred Perry, Mango and River Island. Still going? Sauchiehall St runs west from here with even further shopping choice.


Best Merchant City Restaurants

Café Gandolfi (map Google map)

A Glasgow fixture for more than 40 years, serving excellent breakfasts, coffee and top-notch bistro food. ££

Glaschu (map Google map)

A haven of fine dining set in a grand neoclassical building beside the Gallery of Modern Art. £££

Spanish Butcher (map Google map)

A fine venue for quality northern Spanish beef, with the best cuts designed for sharing. ££

Dakhin (map Google map)

This South Indian restaurant makes a pleasant change from the majority of the city’s curry houses. ££



WHERE TO STAY IN MERCHANT CITY

Z Hotel (map Google map) Just off George Sq, the facade of a historic building conceals a stylish contemporary hotel. ££

Babbity Bowster (map Google map) This lively pub has guest bedrooms with sleek styling and minimalist design – breakfast and parking are included. ££

Fraser Suites (map Google map) Apartments set in a rehabilitated 19th-century bank, with excellent central location and attractive modern styling. ££

Legacy of the Tobacco Trade

WALKING TOUR OF VICTORIAN ARCHITECTURE

Begin this one-hour walking tour at George Sq. Walk one block south down Queen St to the Gallery of Modern Art. This striking colonnaded building, built in 1827, was once the Royal Exchange, a meeting place where merchants gathered to deal in commodities and services.

The gallery faces Ingram St, which you should follow east to Hutcheson’s Hall (map Google map) – you'll see its distinctive slender spire on the left. It was built in 1805 as a hospital, replacing an earlier one founded by George and Thomas Hutcheson whose 17th-century statues grace the facade.

Retrace your steps one block and go into the Corinthian Club (map Google map) bar and casino, built in 1842 as a bank, and take a look at the breathtakingly extravagant plasterwork and soaring glass dome.

Continue south down Glassford St past Trades Hall (map Google map), a sober neoclassical facade designed by Robert Adam in 1791 to house the trades guild, and his only surviving building in Glasgow.

Turn right into Wilson St and left along Virginia St, which is lined with old tobacco warehouses. Many of these have been converted into cocktail bars, fashion boutiques and apartments – duck through the archway at Virginia Court, the former site of the Tobacco Exchange (map Google map), for a nosey.

Head back along Wilson St to the huge six-columned portico of the Old Sheriff Court (map Google map), built in 1844 in Ionic style. It was abandoned in 1986 and has since been developed as luxury apartments.

Continue east on Wilson St to the colonnaded facade of Merchant Square (map Google map), a covered courtyard that was built in the 1880s as the city’s fruit market but now bustles with cafes and bars.
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Corinthian Club | Nina Alizada/Shutterstock ©


Glasgow’s Tobacco Lords

The wealth that flowed into Glasgow in the 18th and 19th centuries from the tobacco, rum and sugar trades is reflected in the imposing Victorian architecture funded by the city’s merchants and industrialists.

The men who grew rich from the transatlantic trade – underpinned by the evils of slavery – became known as the 'tobacco lords', and Merchant City, which grew up around their tobacco warehouses, is filled with reminders of their legacy.

No fewer than 62 Glasgow streets are named after slaveholders who built their fortunes on tobacco plantations, including Ingram St, Wilson St and Glassford St.

In March 2022 the city council apologised for Glasgow’s part in the slave trade, saying the 'tentacles' of money from the trade reached every corner of the city.



WHERE TO DRINK IN MERCHANT CITY

Corinthian Club Originally a bank, this opulent bar sports a breathtaking glass-domed ceiling; check out the roof terrace.

Speakeasy (map Google map) Relaxed and friendly bar that starts out pub-like and gets louder with gay anthem DJs as the night progresses.

DogHouse Merchant City (map Google map) Independent brewery pub with an upbeat attitude, and 25 taps running quality craft beer from morning till night.



SOUTHSIDE & THE CLYDE

REJUVENATED DOCKLANDS AND LEAFY SUBURBS

The River Clyde has always been at the centre of Glasgow’s existence. It dictated the city’s original location and later served as a sheltered harbour and industrial docklands, Glasgow’s gateway to the world.

It was once a thriving shipbuilding area – in the early 20th century around 20% of all the ships in the world were built in Glasgow. Most of the old docks and shipyards have been filled in and demolished, but some landmarks remain, notably the 1930s Finnieston Crane – once used to load railway locomotives onto cargo ships.

The city expanded south of the river in the early 20th century, swallowing villages and country estates as it went, making the Southside an area of leafy suburbs and green spaces. This is an intriguingly multicultural area, with temples and mosques alongside sturdy episcopal churches, and an up-and-coming food scene centred on thriving Pollokshaws Rd.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Burrell Collection

2Glasgow Science Centre

3House for an Art Lover

4Riverside Museum

SIGHTS

5Clydeside Distillery

6Scotland Street School Museum

7Scottish Football Museum

ACTIVITIES

8Seaforce

9Waverley

SLEEPING

10Number 10 Hotel

11Radisson RED

12Village Hotel

EATING

13Corona Bar & Kitchen

14Ranjit’s Kitchen

15Rum Shack

DRINKING

16Bramble

17Cafe Strange Brew

18Glad Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

19Citizens Theatre

20Tramway




TOP TIP

The Southside’s attractions are widely spread out, so time spent planning your visit will be well spent. Some attractions are accessible via the subway; others are better reached by train or bus.



House for an Art Lover

MACKINTOSH INTERIOR DESIGN

(map Google map)

Although designed in 1901 as an entry in a competition run by a German magazine, this house was not actually built until the 1990s using plans based on the original drawings. Mackintosh worked closely with his wife Margaret Macdonald on the design and her influence is evident, especially in the rose motif. The overall effect of this brilliant architect’s ideas is one of space and light.

The house is in Bellahouston Park, Glasgow’s oldest public park, which hosted the British Empire Exhibition of 1938. Buses 9, 10 and 38 all run here from the city centre.

Glasgow Science Centre

EDUCATIONAL HANDS-ON FUN

(map Google map)

This brilliant science centre will keep the kids entertained for hours (middle-aged kids, too!). It brings science and technology alive through hundreds of interactive exhibits on four floors: a bounty of discovery for inquisitive minds. There’s also an IMAX theatre (see the centre’s website for current screenings), a rotating 127m-high observation tower (closed for refurbishment until summer 2023), a planetarium and a Science Theatre with live science demonstrations. To get here, take bus 90 from Union St.
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IMAX theatre, Glasgow Science Centre | theasis/Getty Images © architects: BDP



Pollok Country Park

GREEN SPACE ESTATE

Pollok Country Park is the biggest green space in Glasgow, and home to the world-renowned Burrell Collection. The park was originally Pollok Estate, the ancestral home of the Maxwell family for more than 700 years. Its centrepiece is Pollok House, built in 1752 as the Maxwells' main residence – Sir John Stirling Maxwell (1866–1956) was one of the founders of the National Trust for Scotland (NTS), who now manage the property as a visitor attraction.

Burrell Collection

ART EXTRAVAGANZA

(map Google map)

Donated to the city in 1944 by wealthy industrialist Sir William Burrell, this internationally significant art collection found itself homeless until an award-winning museum was built in Glasgow’s Pollok Park in 1983. Having been closed since 2016, the Burrell Collection reopened to much fanfare in 2022 after a major redevelopment that saw its exhibition space increased by more than a third.

Burrell (1861–1958) collected all manner of art from his teens until his death at 96, and this idiosyncratic treasure is extraordinarily wide-ranging, taking in everything from Chinese porcelain and medieval furniture to 16th-century tapestries and Impressionist paintings by Cézanne and Degas. It’s not so big as to be overwhelming, and the stamp of the collector lends an intriguing coherence.

Visitors will find their own favourite part of this museum, but the exquisite tapestry galleries are outstanding. Intricate stories capturing life in Europe are woven into staggering wall-size pieces dating from the 13th to 16th centuries.

In spring it’s worth spending a full day here and taking the time to wander in the beautiful park, studded with flowers. If you're not heading further north, this is the place to see shaggy Highland cattle, as well as heavy horses.
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Burrell Collection | Jane Barlow/PA Images via Getty Images ©

Riverside Museum & Tall Ship

VINTAGE CARS AND SAILING SHIPS

This visually impressive modern museum at Glasgow Harbour owes its striking curved forms to late British-Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid. A transport museum forms the core of the collection, featuring a fascinating series of cars made in Scotland, plus assorted railway locos, trams, bikes (including the world’s first pedal-powered bicycle from 1847) and model Clyde-built ships. An atmospheric re-creation of a Glasgow shopping street from the early 20th century puts the vintage vehicles into a social context.

Moored outside the museum is the magnificent three-masted tall ship, the Glenlee, launched in 1896. On board are family-friendly displays about the ship’s history, restoration and shipboard life during its heyday. Upkeep costs are high, so donate something or have a coffee below decks.
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Riverside Museum | Allan Baxter/Getty Images ©



Cuningar Loop

Set in a looping bend of the River Clyde on the southeastern edge of the city, this popular woodland park offers a range of outdoor activities. There’s an adventure playground complete with rope swings, a sand pit, monkey bars and lots of climbing frames made out of logs that will test the mettle of the most adventurous kids, and a series of mountain bike trails that includes a challenging pump track.

The highlight is Scotland’s first (and so far only) outdoor bouldering park, with nine artificial concrete resin boulders up to 4m high, offering problems graded for everyone from beginner to expert – be sure to check out the descents first, as some are a little bit intimidating!



MORE IN SOUTHSIDE & THE CLYDE

Scottish Football Museum

HALLOWED SOCCER TURF

(map Google map)

Hampden Park, Scotland’s national football stadium, is home to this museum covering the history of the game in Scotland, and the considerable influence of Scots on the world of football. It’s crammed full of impressive memorabilia, including a cap and match ticket from the very first international football game ever played, held in Glasgow in 1872 between Scotland and Eng-land (it was a 0-0 draw). You can also take a tour of the stadium, which is the home ground of second-tier club Queens Park.
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Waverley paddle steamer | richardjohnson/Shutterstock ©

Clydeside Distillery

WHISKY AND SNACKS

(map Google map)

It’s great to see this old pumphouse by the Clyde being put to good use as a malt whisky distillery run by proper whisky folk. It’s an impressive set-up, with the stills overlooking the river (don't worry, the water comes from Loch Katrine, not the river). The one-hour tour is engaging, with some Clydeside history thrown in, and includes a tasting of three malts.

There’s also a pleasant cafe and a well-stocked whisky shop.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE SOUTHSIDE

Village Hotel (map Google map) Great-value modern chain hotel just a short walk away from the Hydro and Clyde Auditorium. ££

Number 10 Hotel (map Google map) Boutique hotel set in a spacious Victorian villa with luxurious bedrooms, overlooking Queens Park. £££

Radisson RED (map Google map) Stylish chain hotel, handy for the Hydro and downtown nightlife, with a superb rooftop bar. ££

Scotland Street School

MORE MACKINTOSH DESIGN

(Google map)

Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s Scotland St School seems a bit forlorn these days, sitting on a windswept industrial street south of the river. It housed a museum of education that was closed down during the Covid pandemic, but plans are in the pipeline to reopen it as a nursery and childcare facility – the playground at the rear may once again be filled with the babble of young voices. The plans include reopening part of the building as a museum, with reconstructions of classrooms from various points in the school’s life. Meanwhile, it’s still worth a visit just to view its stunning Mackintosh facade. The school is right opposite Shields Rd subway station.

Take a Cruise 'Doon the Watter'

SAIL ON A PADDLE STEAMER

Taking a trip 'doon the watter' (ie 'down the water', meaning along the River Clyde) was a mainstay of Glasgow working-class holidays from the late 19th century until the 1950s. Dozens of steamboats large and small took day trippers and holidaymakers from the Broomielaw quay in central Glasgow (now occupied by the SEC) to the various ports and resorts along the shores of the Firth of Clyde.

The Waverley – the last surviving sea-going paddle steamer in the world, built in 1947 – maintains the tradition, with daily summer cruises from Glasgow to the islands of Bute, Great Cumbrae and Arran, and the mainland towns of Largs, Tighnabruaich, Tarbert and Ardrishaig. Glasgow departures are from the Science Centre quay, while it also has frequent departures from Largs and Ayr among other locations. Check the website for detailed timetables.


Powerboat Trips

If a visit to the tall ship at the Riverside Museum has whetted your appetite for all things nautical, sign up for a trip with Seaforce (map Google map) Powerboats. Departing from the quay outside the museum, these high-speed RIBs will take you on anything from a 20-minute thrash around the nearby Clydeside sights – the Science Centre, the Finnieston Crane, the Clyde Arc bridge and the old shipyards – to a three-hour cruise downstream to visit spectacular, castle-topped Dumbarton Rock.

Trips run year-round but call ahead as they are dependent on weather and sea state.



WHERE TO GET A COFFEE IN THE SOUTHSIDE

Cafe Strange Brew (map Google map) The Southside’s best coffee shop, using locally roasted Dear Green beans; leave room for the sinfully sticky desserts.

Glad Cafe (map Google map) Social enterprise cafe with excellent coffee, craft beers, interesting food and a laid-back bohemian vibe.

Bramble (map Google map) Classic neighbourhood coffee shop on Pollokshaws Rd – cappuccino with chocolate flakes, waffles with ice cream.

Enjoy an Evening of Scottish Drama

ICONIC GLASGOW THEATRE COMPANY

The Citizens Theatre, in the heart of Glasgow’s Southside, has been Scotland’s flagship theatre company since it was founded in 1943, presenting a packed program that includes both contemporary versions of classic plays and first performances of new Scottish drama. True to its working-class roots, the Citizens is committed to making top-level theatre accessible to everyone, with low ticket prices, community engagement, subsidised shows for school children, and special performances and drama classes for people with learning disabilities.
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Tramway | ukstock/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Since 1945 the company has been based in what was formerly the Royal Princess’s Theatre, which remains the second-oldest working theatre in the UK (opened 1878) – the building retains a wealth of Victorian architectural features, including the original proscenium arch. The theatre is located in the Gorbals district, which, at the time it was founded, was a poor part of the city notorious for its tenement slums. Most of the old housing was demolished in the 1950s and '60s, but the theatre remains.

It closed its doors in 2018 to undergo a massive refurbishment program – in the interim the company has continued performing in the Tramway (map Google map), a former tram depot in Pollokshields, now home to performance and exhibition spaces. A grand reopening of the original theatre is planned for 2023 – try if you can to be part of the audience.


Why I Love the Southside

[image: jpg]

Neil Wilson, writer

My grandparents were servants on Sir John Stirling Maxwell’s Pollok Estate (now Pollok Country Park, home of the Burrell Collection). I was born and grew up in the Southside and have fond childhood memories of exploring its parks and woodlands, something you can still do today; the Southside’s huge green spaces are one of its biggest attractions.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE SOUTHSIDE

Corona Bar & Kitchen (map Google map) Originally built in 1913, this ornately decorated pub is a local landmark, serving good-quality pub grub. £

Ranjit’s Kitchen (map Google map) A Sikh family brings authentic home-cooked flavours from the Punjab to this sweet little Southside vegetarian restaurant. £

Rum Shack (map Google map) Near Queens Park station, this upbeat Caribbean-themed spot serves up Jamaican and Creole-influenced dishes. ££



WEST END

UNIVERSITY QUARTER WITH BOHEMIAN VIBE

With its appealing studenty buzz, modish bars and cafes and bohemian swagger, the West End remains the trendiest part of town and is for many the most engaging of Glasgow’s neighbourhoods. Streets of elegant terraced houses and ample parkland cover large areas of the district, which is centred around the Victorian grandeur of the university and Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum.

While you might want a busy sightseeing day to tick off the area’s museums, it’s nice to take it slowly and soak up the laid-back bohemian vibe of the West End. You can spend many a happy hour browsing the district’s small independent shops, strolling its verdant parks and gardens, and trying out the myriad bars and numerous quality eating options.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1A Play, a Pie & a Pint

2Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum

3Mackintosh House

SIGHTS

4Botanic Gardens

5Hunterian Museum

6Kelvin Hall

7Kelvingrove Park

8University of Glasgow

EATING

9Mother India

10Ox & Finch

11The Finnieston

12Ubiquitous Chip

DRINKING

13Hillhead Bookclub

14Inn Deep

15Jinty McGuinty’s

SHOPPING

16Caledonia Books

17Courcy’s Arcade

18Hidden Lane




TOP TIP

The West End’s key sights are fairly close together. Kelvingrove Museum could easily take half a day or more to explore, while the Hunterian exhibits are also worth half a day. But much of the pleasure of the district lies in wandering, whether browsing shops up and down Byres Rd or strolling the path along the River Kelvin.



A Play, a Pie & a Pint

LUNCHTIME THEATRE PERFORMANCES

Some may be uncomfortable with the thought of drinking in a converted church, but we say: the Lord will provide. Òran Mór is a bar, restaurant, club and theatre venue with an attractively Gothic interior and a fine selection of whiskies to replace the holy water.

It is famously the venue for A Play, a Pie and a Pint, an innovative lunchtime theatre session in the pub – there’s a new play every week, starting 1pm Monday to Saturday. Your ticket includes the pie (vegetarian option available) and a drink; expect irreverence.
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Òran Mór | Michael Wolchover/Construction Photography/Avalon/Getty Images ©

Fossil Grove

WINDOW INTO PREHISTORY

Pretty Victoria Park, about 2 miles west of Glasgow University, was created in 1887 to mark the 50th year of Queen Victoria’s reign. During its construction, a road cutting exposed a magnificent series of fossilised Lepidodendron stumps – remnants of the tropical swamps that once covered central Scotland some 320 million years ago. In 1890 the fossils were enclosed in a building that is undergoing renovations – the grove is currently open noon to 4pm on the third Sunday of the month.


Botanic Gardens

GREEN SPACE AND GLASSHOUSES

(map Google map)

The marvellous thing about walking into these gorgeous Victorian gardens is the way the noise of Great Western Rd suddenly recedes into the background. Admission is free, and there are several self-guided trails – pick up a brochure in the Kibble Palace – but the highlight is the series of stunning Victorian glasshouses. The most impressive of these is the Kibble Palace, an impressive structure of wrought iron and glass dating from 1873 – one of the largest glasshouses in Britain. Check out the herb garden, too, with its medicinal plants.
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Botanic Gardens | Jaroslav Moravcik/Shutterstock ©


Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum

NATURAL HISTORY AND WORLD-CLASS ART

(map Google map)

Built in the grand style during the era of empire, colonialism, collectors and world exhibitions, this Victorian museum covers a huge range of subjects from archaeology to natural history in an accessible and modern way.

You'll find fine art alongside stuffed animals, and Micronesian shark-tooth swords alongside a WWII Spitfire fighter plane, but it’s not mix 'n' match – rooms are carefully themed, and the collection is of a manageable size.

Start with the art in the eastern part of the museum. The Dutch gallery has some quality pieces, including Rembrandt’s magnificent A Man in Armour. The Scottish landscape gallery has some jaw-dropping depictions of Highland scenes. David Wilkie’s The Cottar’s Saturday Night is based on the poem by Robert Burns, which you can listen to as you look.

The other side of the museum has two floors featuring impressive prehistoric and Viking-era carved stones, Egyptian grave goods and other archaeological finds. Suits of armour are cleverly placed in an exhibition about the human consequences of war, and there are some fine social history displays. The taxidermied animals downstairs are a reminder of the museum’s Victorian past; Sir Roger the elephant was a notable Glasgow character in his day. Don’t miss John Fulton’s elaborate orrery, a working model of the solar system.
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Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum | Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©


A Dalí Masterpiece

Arguably the highlight of the whole museum hangs in a small 1st-floor room near the central atrium. Based on dreams, Salvador Dalí’s powerful Christ of St John of the Cross is perhaps his greatest work. A sinewy crucified man-god looks down through an infinity of sky and darkness to a simple fishing boat in Galilee (or Catalunya in this case). The artist reputedly strapped a Hollywood stuntman to a gantry to get the musculature just right.




University of Glasgow

GOTHIC REVIVAL ARCHITECTURE

(map Google map)

Founded in 1451, Glasgow University is the second oldest in Scotland after St Andrews, and the fourth oldest in the UK (after Oxford and Cambridge). The city’s first university was originally located in the city centre near the cathedral, but moved to its current location in Gilmorehill in the West End in the 1870s.

Its imposing Gothic Revival main building – designed by renowned architect George Gilbert Scott, who also designed the Houses of Parliament in London – towers over this portion of town from its hilltop position, its elegant quadrangles and whimsical turrets looking like a film set for a Harry Potter film.
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Main building, University of Glasgow | Leonid Andronov/Getty Images ©

Kelvin Hall

GRAND CIVIC SPACE

(map Google map)

Opened in the 1920s as an exhibition centre, this enormous sandstone palace was home to the city’s Museum of Transport from 1988 to 2010 (now at the Riverside Museum). It was renovated in 2016 and is now a mixed leisure-and-arts space. In addition to a gym and sports facilities, it provides storage space for collections from the Hunterian Museum – the Collections Showcase (free) houses changing displays of objects from the stores. You can take a free 45-minute guided tour of the building on Saturday mornings.

Hunterian Museum

CLASSIC VICTORIAN COLLECTION

(map Google map)

Housed in the glorious Gothic Revival university building, which is in itself reason enough to pay a visit, this quirky museum contains the collection of renowned one-time student and Enlightenment figure William Hunter (1718–83).

Pickled organs in glass jars take their place alongside geological samples, potsherds gleaned from ancient brochs, dinosaur skeletons and a creepy case of deformed animals. The main halls of the exhibition, with their high vaulted roofs, are magnificent in themselves. Highlights include a display of artefacts from the Antonine Wall and the beautiful 1674 Chinese Map of the Whole World.
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Hunterian Museum | Ungvari Attila/Shutterstock ©


Hunterian Art Gallery

Across the road from the Hunterian Museum, this gallery incorporates Mackintosh House as well as a good selection of Dutch Old Masters, and an important collection of Scottish art, including powerful modern works by Peter Howson and Joan Eardley, the society portraits of Henry Raeburn, and distinctive landscapes by the Scottish Colourists, notably Francis Cadell’s Iona paintings.

A key highlight is a collection of James McNeill Whistler’s limpid prints, drawings and paintings. Look out, too, for William MacTaggart’s impressionistic Scottish landscapes and a gem by Thomas Millie Dow.




Mackintosh House

ART NOUVEAU DESIGN

(map Google map)

Attached to the Hunterian Art Gallery, this is a reconstruction of the home that Charles Rennie Mackintosh shared with his wife, noted designer/artist Margaret Macdonald, from 1906 to 1914. They designed it themselves, and it’s fair to say that interior decoration was one of their strong points; the Mackintosh House feels startlingly modern even today. The quiet elegance of the hall and dining room on the ground floor gives way to a stunning drawing room and bedroom upstairs.

The visual highlight is the white-as-white drawing room. There’s something otherworldly about the mannered style of the beaten silver panels, the long-backed chairs and the surface decorations echoing Celtic manuscript illuminations. You wouldn't have wanted to be the guest who spilled a glass of red on this carpet.

The Mackintosh House Introduction Gallery is a new addition, placing the house in its historical and cultural context, and showcasing Mackintosh’s design drawings. The gallery is free to view, but there’s an admission fee for the house itself.
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Dining room, Mackintosh House | Albert Knapp/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Best Restaurants in the West End

Ubiquitous Chip (map Google map)

Original champion of Scottish produce since 1971, and legendary for its still-unparalleled cuisine. £££

Ox & Finch (map Google map)

Be prepared to have your taste buds wowed by innovative, delicious sharing plates. £

Mother India (map Google map)

A stalwart among Glasgow curry houses for years – the quality and innovation are superb. ££

The Finnieston (map Google map)

Gastropub with a cosily romantic below-decks atmosphere and a menu focusing on sustainable Scottish seafood. ££



MORE IN THE WEST END

The Lanes

BACK STREETS AND QUIRKY SHOPS

Byres Road forms the backbone of the West End’s bohemian quarter, a hotbed of independent shops, art galleries, fashion boutiques, antiques stores, cafes, bars and restaurants. But the most atmospheric areas are the narrow lanes that lie just off Byres Rd. These were formerly mews – the name given to the stables, carriage sheds and servants quarters that occupied the rear of upmarket Victorian tenement buildings – and have been converted into cute cobbled streets of quirky cottage-style businesses.

Begin in the north at Cresswell Lane, where you'll find De Courcy’s Arcade with its selection of tiny boutiques offering vintage clothing, art, homewares and more. At the south end, continue along Great George Lane to photogenic Ashton Lane, famous for its busy restaurants and bars, with tables spilling onto the street.

The lane beside the Ubiquitous Chip restaurant leads back to Byres Rd – directly across the street is the entrance to Ruthven Lane, another hidden enclave of vintage fashion, vinyl record shops, artisan jewellery, antiques and collectables.
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WHERE TO SHOP IN THE WEST END

Hidden Lane (map Google map) Cobbled alley housing a mix of arty shops and design studios including home decor, a jewellery store and a tearoom.

Caledonia Books (map Google map) Just what a secondhand bookshop should be, with a wide range of intriguing volumes on slightly chaotic shelves.

De Courcy’s Arcade Cute mini-mall with a selection of tiny boutiques offering vintage clothing, art, homewares and more.

Kelvin Walkway

SURBAN RIVERSIDE HIKING

The Kelvin Walkway follows the wooded banks of the River Kelvin from the Riverside Museum, where the Kelvin flows into the Clyde, through Kelvingrove Park, past the Botanic Gardens and on to Dawsholm Park and Milngavie, forming a 10.5-mile extension to the more famous long-distance hiking trail, the West Highland Way.

The 2-mile stretch between the Kelvin Hall and the Botanic Gardens makes an excellent half-day walk on easy paths. Begin by entering Kelvingrove Park opposite the Kelvin Hall (buses 2, 3 and 77). Cross the river by the pedestrian footbridge and turn right, following the Kelvin Way signs.

In the park you will find a statue of Lord Kelvin (1824–1907), a child genius who began studying at Glasgow University at the age of 10 and went on to establish the Kelvin scale of temperature and the Second Law of Thermodynamics, patent more than 50 inventions and publish more than 600 scientific papers. Nearby is the restored Kelvingrove Bandstand (originally built in 1925), an open-air venue for big name music gigs in July and August.

As you reach the green cast-iron arches of the Kelvin Bridge (built 1891), where Great Western Rd spans the river, plan to pause for a pint of craft ale at the riverside tables of Inn Deep (map Google map), an atmospheric pub set in the vaulted spaces under the bridge.

You then pass beneath two more road bridges before reaching the Humpback Bridge on the left – cross here to climb a flight of stairs to the Kibble Palace, or continue another 300m to the Ha'penny Footbridge. Cross here and turn left for a short distance along the street to find the northern entrance to the Botanic Gardens.


The Glasgow Boys

In the late 19th century a group of Glaswegian painters, later known as the Glasgow Boys, challenged the artistic establishment that was then dominant in Edinburgh. Up to this point, Scottish art was largely confined to historical scenes and sentimental visions of the Highlands. This group – including James Guthrie, EA Hornel, George Henry and Joseph Crawhall – experimented with colour and themes of rural life, shocking Edinburgh’s conservative artistic society.

Many of the painters went to study in Paris studios, and brought back a much-needed breath of European air to the staid Scottish art scene. Their works can be seen in the Kelvingrove and Hunterian galleries as well as Broughton House in Kirkcudbright and Edinburgh’s Scottish National Gallery.



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE WEST END

Hillhead Bookclub (map Google map) Atmosphere in spades is the call sign of this easy-going bar set in a converted cinema.

Inn Deep A fabulous spot on the banks of the Kelvin where drinkers spill out onto the riverside path in a happy throng.

Jinty McGuinty’s (map Google map) A quintessentially West End pub in Ashton Lane, with a literary hall of fame and a beer garden.






SOUTHERN SCOTLAND
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THE GREAT UNDERDOG

Crowd-free hills, serene rivers, tranquil castles and historic abbeys: welcome to Scotland’s most overlooked region.
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It’s tempting to see a visit to southern Scotland as a journey back in time. Along the meandering Tweed Valley, you can find echoes of Sir Walter Scott, arguably the country’s most famous writer and father of Scottish tourism, who inspired the first travellers to tour his home region, the Borders. On the banks of the River Teviot, where the fabric tweed was first coined, is the last remaining textile mill in Hawick. And in Alloway, in South Ayrshire, it’s impossible not to reflect on the life of 18th-century romantic poet Robert Burns, Scotland’s national bard; the farmer-turned-lyricist penned 'Auld Lang Syne' – the ballad sung on New Year the world over. It’s a lot to take in.

Today, this romantic history is an unshakeable feature of southern Scotland’s Lowlands and it helps bring to life the region’s wellspring of ruined abbeys, stately mansions, heathery hills and salmon-stocked rivers. Come for the history and the stories, but make sure not to rush. From world-class mountain biking and hiking to wildlife spotting and serene stargazing, there’s an equally heady dose of beautiful villages and life-affirming thrills to enjoy. And then there’s the coast, with its storybook lighthouses, gorgeous sandy beaches and undreamed-of cliff walks.
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THE MAIN AREAS

UPPER TWEED VALLEY

Historic river lands.

DUMFRIES

Scotland’s gateway.

GALLOWAY FOREST PARK

Wilderness adventures.

TROON

Culture, castles and golf courses.





Find Your Way

Superbly positioned to the south of gateway cities Edinburgh and Glasgow, southern Scotland is feasibly the easiest part of the country to reach. We’ve picked the highlights that capture its history, culture and Lowland landscapes best.
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Plan Your Days

Southern Scotland is a place to unwind. In the halls and gardens of historic castles and manor houses, in wildlife-filled woodlands, and when discovering windswept clifftops and fudge-sand beaches.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head straight for the Upper Tweed Valley to immerse yourself in the world of novelist Sir Walter Scott. It’s here you'll find Melrose, one of southern Scotland’s most beautifully preserved market towns. Begin at Melrose Abbey to eye its impressive carved details of saints, dragons and gargoyles, then continue west to Abbotsford, the historical author’s museum home. After lunch at the Hoebridge, spend the afternoon getting high on Scotland’s most memorable mountain-bike trails at either Glentress (map) or Innerleithen. For something less full-throttle, hike the Eildon Hills for the spectacular sight of purple-tinged hills, pastoral fields and thick pine forests.




Three Days to Travel Around

• After a day cherry-picking the best bits of the Borders Abbey towns, head southwest to Dumfries, where there are museums and pubs celebrating the life and times of Scotland’s national bard Robert Burns. Next up is a quick stop at moated Caerlaverock Castle, a pink-hued fortress that was in the medieval crosshairs of bloody Anglo–Scots border conflicts. Bypassing the riviera delights of Kirkcudbright, it’s onwards to Galloway Forest Park for a final day of hiking, mountain biking, stargazing, or all three. Here you’re transported into the empty Galloway Hills – the Highlands in miniature.




If You Have a Week

• Start your regional loop in Troon with a heady dose of Burnsmania in Alloway, before a hit of golf or the beach for kitesurfing. Head further south to spend a day ghost hunting at captivating Culzean Castle before continuing on to be among the seabirds and spindly lighthouses of the Rhinns of Galloway. At the end-of-the-road Mull of Galloway you'll make your way east, with a stop for a multiday wilderness adventure in unrivalled Galloway Forest Park. Next comes the final leg through the Borders, first stopping in Hawick for souvenir shopping, then finishing with beach walks on the east coast in St Abbs.



Seasonal Highlights

Autumn is when the gardens, forests and riverbanks spark to life in a blaze of red and gold drama. Scottish summers are at their hottest in the Lowlands, ideal for beach-combing and bike tours.

JANUARY

Winter calls for the celebration of Burns Night on 25 January. Expect haggis, whisky, and plenty of poetry and raucous song.
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APRIL

The Melrose Rugby Sevens – invented in its namesake town – celebrates the Borders’ love of fast and furious rugby.
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MAY

A great time to hike the Southern Upland Way, the 214-mile coast-to-coast route from Portpatrick to Cockburnspath.
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JUNE

Time for the Common Ridings, among the world’s oldest equestrian festivals and spectacles of pageantry in towns including Hawick and Selkirk.
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JULY

Fore! Summer is peak golf season on the Ayrshire coast and 18-holes are always best played under sunny skies.
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AUGUST

An excuse to dress up in a horned helmet, the Largs Viking Festival commemorates the last great battle between the Scots and Vikings.
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OCTOBER

Autumn is ideal for eye-balling the 7000 stars and planets visible from the Galloway International Dark Sky Park.
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UPPER TWEED VALLEY
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The Upper Tweed is a sublime glimpse into Borders' life in a nutshell – and the river’s course is at its most bewitching between the upper section between Peebles and Galashiels. So it figures that, in the 19th century, it was the first place in Scotland to ever welcome tourists as we know them today. From west to east, and only one hour south of Edinburgh, the landscape ranges from Iron Age hill forts and historic mills (that once powered the area’s textile-driven economy) to decadent stately homes and Scots pine forests bursting with unrivalled white-knuckle mountain-biking trails. This is a region of romance and literature, too. So you can thank author Sir Walter Scott for many of the draws in the surrounding valley, including his grand literary home, Abbotsford, a splendid estate on the banks of the River Tweed.
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SIGHTS

1Biggar

see 10Biggar Adventure

2Cardrona Forest

3Dawyck Botanic Garden

4Drumelzier Haugh

5Eildon Hills

6Glentress

7Go Ape

8Innerleithen

9Kelso

10Peebles

11Philiphaugh Salmon Viewing Centre

12Scott’s View

13Sunderland Hall

14Tweed Valley Forest Park

SLEEPING

see 8Cleikum Mill Lodge

15Stobo Castle

see 8Traquair House

EATING

see 8Cafe Sitooterie

see 10Cocoa Black Chocolate Shop & Cafe

see 6Glentress Peel Cafe




TOP TIP

Stretching west to east for around 37 miles, the Upper Tweed Valley really rewards the visitor when explored on two wheels. Particularly as part of the wider Tweed Valley Cycle Route, an all-encompassing Borders’ trail from Biggar to Berwick-upon-Tweed.




Along the Ancient River

Baronial manors, botanics and biking

Begin your tour southwest of the former historic borough of Peebles at Dawyck Botanic Garden (map), a landmark arboretum home to sky-scraping giant redwoods and silver firs planted in 1680. The river road then runs east through the Tweed Valley Forest Park (map) to the nerve centre of the Scottish mountain-biking scene. Ground zero is Glentress where you let gravity set your wheels in motion as you roller-coaster downhill through pine thickets and over higgledy-piggledy log-pile obstacles. Along with nearby Innerleithen, it’s a flagship ride of the incomparable 7stanes network, a collection of mountain-biking holy lands criss-crossed by heartstring-plucking trails for beginners and white-knuckle enduro rides for the hardcore.

Afterwards, you’ll want to catch your breath and there’s no better place than serene Traquair House (map), a masterpiece of pre-Baronial architecture and the oldest continuously inhabited residence in Scotland (dating to 1107). The sense of history is palpable as you discover the secret staircases in the antique-festooned stately home where 27 kings and queens once stayed. Should you be craving more, there’s a chapel, brewery, walled garden and resident family of peacocks.
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Why I love the Upper Tweed Valley
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Mike MacEacheran, writer

Walking, exploring, climbing higher into the hills above Cardrona Forest (map), up and over gnarled tree roots and stiles, the Upper Tweed Valley unfolds before my eyes. Where the pines give way to viewpoints, the salmon-stocked river flows clear and pure, the hills behind rolling and softer, a world away from the more ragged summits elsewhere in Scotland. Under cone-laden branches and an entangled forest canopy, the serenity of the Borders comes into its own.

This is the essence of the Upper Tweed Valley on any light-filled day, and not only in summer. Its forest trails are quiet and untrammelled and there is a sense of the body and mind opening up to a world that is utterly Scottish, yet one that rarely is given the time of day.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE UPPER TWEED VALLEY

Stobo Castle (map) A romantic hotel set up for the spa crowd, with pools, saunas and hot tubs overlooking the River Tweed. £££

Traquair House As well as being a romantic manor house, it’s also a three-room B&B. Mary, Queen of Scots once slept here, too. £££

Cleikum Mill Lodge (map) A bike-friendly, self-catering hostel in a historic building, primed for easy access to the 7stanes trails and Tweed walks. £

Gone Fishing

Country sports on the iconic Tweed

No other country in the world is as indebted to a humble fish as Scotland is to salmon. In many areas, it’s the lifeblood of the country and the pink-skinned fish thrives in the nutrient-rich River Tweed, where hopeful catch-and-release fisherfolk prey on the waterway’s banks with reels and rods. In fact, more salmon are fly-fished here than anywhere else in Britain, and the Borders has a thriving fishing tourism industry. The plop of lures landing in its rushing waters is as common a soundtrack as the splashes of spawning salmon leaping upriver.

To hit the ground running, the revered Upper Tweed from Drumelzier Haugh (map) to Sunderland Hall (map) near Selkirk is a spectacular stretch to both land your first catch and marvel at the world’s precious natural order; top spots to go with a ghillie (a salmon fishing expert) are Dawyck, Holylee, Traquair and Glenormiston.

And if fishing isn’t for you, head instead to the Philiphaugh Salmon Viewing Centre (map) where the River Tweed meets Ettrick Water to gawp at wild salmon leaping – and, perhaps, doing the Highland fling. What could be more Scottish than that?
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Where to Ride

[image: jpg]

Markus Stitz, author of Great British Gravel Rides and Scotland’s leading bike-packing expert (markusstitz.com), shares his favourite Borders’ bike rides.

The Tweed Valley Railway Path

For families and those who want a relaxed traffic-free ride from Peebles to Innerleithen. The tarmac path follows the picturesque River Tweed for much of the way.

Glentress Red Route

This is 11 miles of 75% flowing single-track climbs and descents, including the ‘Spooky Wood’, a stunning 1-mile descent with sweeping bermed bends.

Melrose to Abbotsford

A short section of the longer bike-packing Capital Trail from the town to the home of Sir Walter Scott along the banks of the Tweed on the Borders Abbey Way. Return via the Abbotsford Link to Tweedbank.



BEST COFFEE & CAKE IN THE UPPER TWEED VALLEY

Cocoa Black Chocolate Shop & Cafe Willy Wonka–style hot chocolate, brownies and cheesecakes in the Lowlands’ chocolate capital, Peebles.

Glentress Peel Cafe (map) Carb-filled delights in the forest at the 7stanes biking centre.

Cafe Sitooterie (map) Innerleithen’s one-stop-shop for soup, sandwiches and scones.


Seeking Walter Scott

On the Borders’ literary trail

Sir Walter Scott, author of Rob Roy, Ivanhoe and Waverley, was a polymath – a historical novelist, poet, playwright and treasure hunter – but he was also in love with the Borders. He described Kelso (map Google map) as the most beautiful, if not the most romantic village in Scotland. The view from the panoramic Eildon Hills (map) was also his favourite in the country. To walk its three hills to Scott’s View (map), with an osprey-eye’s view of the River Tweed and Melrose Abbey, is to see probably the most famous outlook in the region.

Later, Scott lived at Abbotsford, a rambling once-upon-a-time home turned museum on the banks of the River Tweed. Brimming with a spectacular personal collection from a life well lived, inside there is a wood-panelled study and library to discover, as well as some rather nifty souvenirs from his historic Scots collection: Rob Roy’s sword, gun and purse; a lock of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s hair; and Mary, Queen of Scot’s pearl crucifix. To pay your respects, Scott is buried in a tomb in the northern transept of nearby Dryburgh Abbey.

If you have more time, you can traverse the 92-mile Sir Walter Scott Way from Moffat in Dumfries and Galloway to Cockburnspath near the Borders’ North Sea coast.
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Best Tweed Valley Adventures

Go Ape (map)

Take to the forests for tree-to-tree crossings and canopy zip lines.

Neidpath Castle

West of Peebles is the setting for wild river swims and sand-castle building on the beach below its ghostly tower house.

Peebles (map Google map)

The spot for kayaking, canoeing and paddleboarding trips down the Tweed.

Biggar Adventure (map)

Can arrange three-hour floats to Innerleithen or longer overnight camping excursions.




WILL YOU TAKE THE BAIT?

The Tweed is just one of the ‘big four’ fishing promised lands in Scotland. Cast a line in Speyside or northeast Scotland to see what’s in the rivers Spey, Tay or Dee.




Getting Around

The Tweed Valley can be driven in only 40 minutes and arriving by car is recommended. Bus services run every 30 minutes, but can take more than one hour when travelling from Peebles to Galashiels. Various overland walks in the area make it great terrain for exploring by foot.





Beyond the Upper Tweed Valley
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The area surrounding the River Tweed marries beautiful towns, crowd-free nature and living museum history. It’ll suit culture vultures and outdoor lovers alike.


Follow the River Tweed east and the road winds onwards to Melrose, in the shadow of the heather-topped Eildon Hills. It’s been inhabited for thousands of years, long before the Romans arrived to build Trimontium fort nearby for cavalry troops in 79 CE, in fact. Today, it is best known for its 12th-century abbey that forms part of the Border Abbeys circuit, a wider loop of history-rich Jedburgh, Dryburgh and Kelso. All are as full of romantic stories as tales of the bloody conflicts and cross-border Anglo–Scots skirmishes that echo in the ruin-scattered southern Lowlands. For something calmer, seek out the glorious beaches on the dramatic coast around St Abbs.
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TOP TIP

Travel by car is scenic, but also essential in this part of southern Scotland. Most attractions are around a one-hour drive from the Upper Tweed Valley. The coast is around 30 minutes further.




The Borders Abbeys

Medieval history and Gothic ruins

The Borders isn’t short on historic sights, but the Borders Abbeys are ecclesiastical extravaganzas that combine the spiritual highs of four ruined abbeys with the architectural wow factor of the towering remains. There’s the popular 68-mile Borders Abbey Way, that helps unravel the story of the monastic lives that thrived here prior to the Protestant Reformation of 1560, but the relics are also fabulously located for individual visits or a longer day trip.

Drop by atmospheric Melrose Abbey first, to explore the crumbling chapter house, cloisters and the final resting place of the heart of King of Scots Robert the Bruce (it’s not as macabre as it sounds). Then it’s east on the map to ivy-clad Dryburgh Abbey and once-sprawling Kelso Abbey, formerly the richest Borders priory, before veering south to Jedburgh Abbey, an Augustinian treasure frequently fought over during the Wars of Independence.

Similarly grandiose on the route is Floors Castle, located just outside Kelso on the River Tweed and a turreted bastion for those who love the pomp of period dramas. It’s the centrepiece of the richly decorated Roxburghe Estate and still a family home; imagine what you could do with a walled garden, Victorian-era glasshouses and the largest inhabited house in the country. So beautiful is the whole estate that Sir Walter Scott once wrote Floors was 'a kingdom fit for Oberon and Titania to dwell in'.


Best Places to Eat in the Borders

Hoebridge

Overlooking the north bank of the River Tweed in Melrose, with a menu of seasonal creations from the surrounding farms. ££

Provender

Upmarket à la carte delicacies like roe deer, native lobster and shellfish at this farm-to-fork winner in Melrose. ££

Windlestraw

Boutique hotel with a rave-worthy, five-course tasting menu. Find it east of Innerleithen. £££

Capon Tree

Signature salmon and lamb are highlights at this fine-dining Jedburgh affair. ££

Cobbles

A former pub of the year in Kelso. Expect old-school classics paired with local craft beers. ££



The Great Tapestry of Scotland

The Fabric of Time

Galashiels was once a powerhouse of mills producing wonderful textiles, but now it’s home to the Great Tapestry of Scotland, a modern-day masterpiece of artistry and design. The 140m weave depicts the country’s 420-million-year history, from the prehistoric to Scottish Parliament, through 160 eye-popping panels. The idea was the brainchild of Edinburgh-based author Alexander McCall Smith and it was inspired by his visit to the similarly ambitious Prestonpans Tapestry in East Lothian.

WHERE TO STAY

SCHLOSS Roxburghe Hotel Luxury pad south of Kelso where the Highland fantasy of a country sports retreat of shooting and fly-fishing springs to life. £££

Roulotte Retreat A unique collection of French-fashioned caravans below the Eildon Hills and circled around a delightful wildlife pond. £

Townhouse Hotel In the thick of things in Melrose, this cosy, family-run hotel has a restaurant and bar. Within walking distance of the abbey, too. ££


Horsing Around at the Common Ridings

Harking back to the days of the 13th and 14th centuries, when the Scottish Borders were constantly ransacked from England and cattle theft and reiving (the ancient Scots word for robbing) was rife, the ancient custom of the common riding takes place every summer. In essence, they are territory-marking pageants of horsemanship and the riding of their boundaries is followed by parades of music and song.

Events take place from Lauder (the oldest) to Selkirk (the largest), but by far the most raucous and colourful is in Hawick. The day begins at dawn with fife and drum bands, before some 200-odd exquisitely dressed riders race around the narrow lanes of the town and surrounding fields.

Much later, the costumed equestrian carnival finishes after-hours with plenty of pie-eyed, drunken revelry.



Seabirds & Sands

The Borders' sunshine coast

Feel the calm of the ebbing and flowing east coast beaches, or be pulled right out of the moment by an army of squawking seabirds. That’s often the choice when heading to the St Abb’s Head National Nature Reserve, one of Scotland’s most accessible seabird colonies, and where the craggy cliffs, sheer gullies and offshore stacks provide ripe nesting grounds for guillemots, kittiwakes, razorbills, shags, fulmars and sought-after puffins.

South of here, the volume tones down on the half-mile-long sands of Coldingham Bay, a swathe of holiday perfection that’s popular for surfing and crab rock pooling. There’s a similar vibe at Eyemouth Beach and sandstone-trimmed Pease Bay.
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Getting Around

Regular trains run from Edinburgh along the Borders Railway to Tweedbank for further bus connections to Melrose, Hawick, Selkirk and Kelso. The journey times are longer than by car, so if you want the freedom to travel as and when you like, travel by car or come by bike.






DUMFRIES

[image: map]

Nicknamed 'Queen of the South’, Dumfries is a crossroads of history and here-and-now culture. It’s by far the largest town in southern Scotland, with more than 33,000 people living along the banks of the tidal River Nith, which flows to the Solway Firth on the Scotland–England border.

With a backstory that’s seen the Romans, Picts, Anglo-Saxons, Norse and – according to some accounts – William the Conqueror and King Arthur step right into the folds of its history, it’s easy to see why Dumfries flourished both as a medieval harbour and as the gateway to southwest Scotland. Come and you’ll hear stories about how the town is intertwined with the lives of the country’s two most famous Roberts: wordsmith Burns; and the nation’s sword-wrangling King of Scots. And you'll have them to thank for some of Dumfries’ most atmospheric attractions.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Burns’ House

SIGHTS

2Devorgilla footbridge

3Dumfries Museum

4Moat Brae

5Robert Burns Centre

6Robert Burns Mausoleum

SLEEPING

7Cairndale Hotel & Leisure Club

EATING

8Back Street

9Cavens Arms

DRINKING

10Globe Inn




TOP TIP

Dumfries is easily navigable and a joy to explore on foot. To discover its surrounding castles, abbeys and more, you’ll want to hire a car or make use of regular bus services. For cyclists, meanwhile, Dumfries is a portal to some of southern Scotland’s wildest rides.
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WALKING TOUR: OF POETRY, PUBS & PETER PAN

Any walking tour discovering the literary legacy of historic Dumfries should start at the 1 train station. From here, head to the river where your first main stop is 2 Robert Burns’ House (map). The poet died of heart disease aged only 37 in 1796 and spent the last years of his life in this sandstone building; the 3 Burns Mausoleum (map) is also nearby and is a fitting upgrade on his original simple grave in St Michael’s Churchyard. Today, the house is given over to mementoes, including letters, manuscripts and some 18th-century graffiti – he scratched his name on a window sill with a diamond ring. A few steps away is the 4 Globe Inn (map), a pared-back pub from the time of Burns with a cosy snug.

If the sun is not yet over the yard arm, leave the beer for later and cross the lattice-truss 5 Dumfries Suspension Bridge to stop by the 6 Robert Burns Centre (map). Centred around a revamped 18th-century watermill, the attraction tells the story of the bard’s time in the town and is a great segue to your next stop across the Devorgilla footbridge (map) to reach the glorious Italian-marble 7 Burns Statue beside the Burgh Church of Dumfries.

Finally, it’s time for something equally lyrical: 8 Moat Brae (map), now reimagined as the National Centre for Children’s Literature and Storytelling. Once upon a time, Dumfries was the holiday spot of choice for Peter Pan author JM Barrie and the author credited the house and garden as his inspiration for Neverland.




Majestic Castles & Marshes

Hunting legends, history and hides

While southern Scotland is not short on imagination-stirring history, grand family homes and melancholic, crooked ruins, there is one medieval attraction that deserves the fairy-tale billing more than most.

Set on a sublime moat, 20 minutes south of Dumfries town centre, Caerlaverock Castle is an unusually triangular stone fortress – the UK’s only one, in fact – and a far-fetched location for annual jousting events. The ruined pink sandstone of the twin-towered gatehouse makes it a castle-hunter’s heaven, but so too do the drawbridge, slotted defences and backstory of sieges, capture and war.

To extend a half-day trip near Caerlaverock, another sight worth visiting is Caerlaverock Wetland Centre, with trails and bird hides to view tens of thousands of barnacle geese and whooper swans. Hiding out in the forest avenues and on the riverbank you might also spy badger, roe deer and otter.

North from here is Drumlanrig Castle, the Dumfriesshire home of the Duke and Duchess of Buccleuch and Queensberry. It’s another astonishing pink-hued fortress on a sprawling estate with activities galore. Begin learning about the 600-year history of the castle, then get happily lost on the trails, in the gardens or adventure playground. Finish up with souvenirs and treats in the castle stableyard.
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The Observatory of Life

Guarding over the River Nith, the Dumfries Museum (map) is worth a visit not only for its panoramic perch offering the most memorable views in town, but its location in an 18th-century windmill that was once converted into an observatory. And it is here, on the top floor, that you’ll find the world’s oldest working camera obscura, a complex dark room of mirrors and light that projects the outside world onto an inside wall. The rest of the museum’s exhibits carry a treasure house of prehistoric tools, weaponry and carved masonry.




Getting Around

High-speed trains link Dumfries to Glasgow (one hour and 50 minutes) and Edinburgh (three hours and 10 minutes). On both services, you’ll need to change trains in Carlisle. Buses can take up to one hour longer.

If you’re driving, it’s much easier to get to the historic market town from central Scotland, with the journey taking around 90 minutes from Glasgow and two hours from Edinburgh.





Beyond Dumfries
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The rolling farmlands and Solway Firth coastline around Dumfries yield some of southern Scotland’s most dramatic and evocative experiences.


Travel around Dumfries and there are dozens of detours to pack into any itinerary. The scenic roads of the Lowther Hills take you into Scotland’s gold-rush country, while further north there are waterfalls in Moffat, stately homes and palaces. Last but not least is the Unesco-worthy wonder of New Lanark, a once utopian cotton mill village that was one of the world’s largest factories. There are reflective abbeys and a wellspring of equally spirited distilleries too. Plus this part of southern Scotland is glorious hiking and biking country, with trails winding through sculpted glens in the shadow of historic sights.
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Falls of Clyde | Stuart Stevenson photography/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

With train and bus services infrequent, a car is essential in this part of southern Scotland.




Scotland’s Gold Rush

A mining and minerals road trip

The Mennock Pass, swaddled in the purple heather of the southern Uplands, leads road trippers to Wanlockhead, the country’s highest village at 466m above sea level. It’s popular with hill walkers and cyclists alike, but also – more unexpectedly – with Scotland’s burgeoning community of gold panners. Strange but true, the area is the precious metal capital of Britain and wannabe prospectors are inspired first by a visit to the Museum of Lead Mining – a licence to pan for gold costs £10 per person.

Today’s activity fades in significance to the genuine Caledonian gold rush of 1869. Hazy photos at the museum show rows of makeshift timber huts built along the riverbanks, as well as bearded men doubled over in the hard-to-reach glen panning for gold. Mostly, the vibe is something akin to a tartan Klondike.
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Mennock Pass | DMC Photogallery/Shutterstock ©


Exploring a cosmic garden

One of the most famous cosmic gardens by American artist Charles Jencks (1939–2019) is Crawick Multiverse, a head-spinning land art installation on a former open-cast coal-mine site near Sanquhar. Known for his ‘earthworks’ architectural landscape designs and provocative landforms, Jencks' 10 creations here supposedly mimic the stars and galaxies above, taking inspiration from astronomical and cosmological features and theories. To get here, drive 45 minutes northwest of Dumfries.




More Cosmic Gardens

To see more of Charles Jencks’ superlative garden creations, stop by the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art in Edinburgh or Jupiter Artland, just outside the capital in the rural idyll of Wilkieston.



WHERE TO STAY

New Lanark Mill Hotel Wake up in a World Heritage Site right in the midst of the 18th-century cotton village. £££

Buccleuch Arms Hotel A former hunting lodge turned Moffat hotel with rooms, bar and bistro. ££

Hopetoun Arms Hotel Country-chic at this ground zero for gold panners in the Mennock Hills. ££


Water of Life: Lowland Distilleries

Annandale Distillery

A champion of single-cask spirit and the closest whisky produced to the English border. Offers insightful tours and private cask ownership.

Bladnoch Distillery

More than 200 years old and still going strong on a 20-hectare estate in Wigtownshire. Bespoke hands-on tours too.

Dark Arts Distillery

Nestled alongside Galloway Forest Park, this specialist dry gin distillery offers one-hour-long tours and tastings.

Ninefold Distillery

Dumfries and Galloway’s only rum producer. Tours of its Lockerbie plant offered on request.

Ben Cumhaill Distillery

Watch this space: southern Scotland’s newest single malt whisky distillery in Auldgirth is taking shape.



Time Travel at New Lanark

Pre-industrial South Lanarkshire

First you see the forested river valley, then glimpses of the former industrial community, rows of peekaboo stone houses, workshops, a school and imposing riverbank cotton mills once powered by gigantic waterwheels. Then, down the cobblestones you hear the click-clacking of the spinning machinery producing luxury yarn. Next, you stroll across the largest rooftop garden in Scotland, then hop on a time-travelling, theme park–style pod ride through the nostalgia-wrapped heritage of 19th-century South Lanarkshire.

This is New Lanark, where cotton mill wheels turned, machinery hummed night and day, and some 2500 labourers clogged the Dickensian streets of this River Clyde–set factory village. The idea was the brainchild of philanthropist Robert Owen, who imagined a fair and equal community for all, with an emphasis on social and welfare programmes that led to the creation of the UK’s first infant’s school. Indeed, the blueprint of the village became a model for industrial communities the world over.

Today, there is still a community living in many of the pain-stakingly restored houses, and the reasons to come easily fill a day trip. Guided tours lead you through the mill workers' houses, village store and historic classroom, or finish at another highlight: the Falls of Clyde, a 1.2-mile return walk to the 26m-high silvery waterfall Corra Linn.
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New Lanark | jacquesvandinteren/Getty Images ©


Getting Around

While New Lanark is more easily accessed from Glasgow than Dumfries (45 minutes, compared to more than one hour), the other attractions beyond Dumfries will require a hire car to get to. This is hill country, so travel by bike only if you're an experienced rider.





GALLOWAY FOREST PARK

[image: jpg]

For many visitors, Scotland is alive with the possibilities of nature. Yet in pursuit of this, most completely overlook this almost secret corner of the Lowlands – more fool them. For this 300-sq-mile swathe of sparsely populated woodlands, broad-shouldered peaks and glassy-calm lochs is Britain’s largest forest park – a Highlands of the Lowlands, in fact. It’s a keystone of the wider Unesco Galloway and Southern Ayrshire Biosphere, and here you’ll rarely, if ever, have to share it with others. That’s primarily because it’s owned by the Forestry Commission and accommodation is sparse, meaning it is primarily a gateway for day trippers or wild campers. The most extraordinary aspect, however, is that it was the UK’s first designated Dark Sky Park, and the almost complete lack of light pollution gives it serious stargazing potential on night-time tours. Look up, but don’t forget to watch your step.
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SIGHTS

1Bruce’s Stone

2Dalmellington

3Merrick

4Newton Stewart

SLEEPING

5Galloway Activity Centre

EATING

6Cafe at Glentrool

7House o’ Hill

8Kirroughtree Cafe

see 4Riverbank Restaurant

DRINKING

see 4Brew Ha Ha

INFORMATION

9Clatteringshaws Tourist Office

10Kirroughtree Tourist Office

TRANSPORT

117stanes Glentrool

127stanes Kirroughtree

13Loch Trool Trail Car Park

14Raiders’ Road Forest Drive




TOP TIP

Galloway Forest Park has three informative visitor centres at Glentrool, Kirroughtree and Clatteringshaws, with the first being the most widely used by visitors. Each has waymarked trails, info boards and a cafe.



Into the Wilderness

Hiking, biking and historic heights

Start an immersive two-day trip into Galloway Forest Park at Glentrool Visitor Centre, tucked in the woodlands’ southwest corner. Here you can pick up information about the trails and bike routes that corkscrew and weave through south Scotland’s rangiest hills.

Five miles away is the bucket-list 8-mile (five-hour) hike to the top of the Merrick (map) (843m). A part of the wonderfully named Range of the Awful Hand, this is the park’s highest summit and offers a vantage point that casts over Galloway to Northern Ireland on a clear day. Your starting point is the car park at steeply banked Loch Trool and Bruce’s Stone (map), a memorial cairn raised in 1929 to commemorate Robert the Bruce’s victory over an English army. The story goes that the Scots were outnumbered five to one by heavy cavalry, but won by luring their enemies into this wild landscape.

The following day, the next stop on your tour is on two wheels. Saddle up at Glentrool or Kirroughtree, two of Dumfries and Galloway’s outstanding 7stanes’ mountain-biking centres (the other three are Mabie, Dalbeattie and Ae). Or hit the gravel along the Raiders’ Road Forest Drive (map), a 8.7-mile, out-and-back trip into a gorgeous band of woodland. This route is open to cyclists, horse riders and hikers all year, but only for cars from April to October.


Best Places to Eat Around Galloway Forest Park

Cafe at Glentrool (map)

Coffee and cake for those seeking the great outdoors, near Loch Troll (April to November, only).

Kirroughtree Cafe (map)

Laidback breakfast, stone-baked pizza, cake and coffee fuelling hikers and bikers at Kirroughtree Visitor Centre.

Riverbank Restaurant (map)

Newton Stewart’s go-to for breakfasts, burgers and sandwiches. Brimming with local produce.




Starry, Starry Nights

Night-time tours and planetarium

National bard Robert Burns wrote about the skies of Dumfries and Galloway in his sonnet ‘Thou Lingering Star’ and, in the midst of Galloway Forest Park under the moon, the stargazing opportunities are better than anywhere else in Scotland. That it’s the UK’s first designated Dark Skies Park tells you all you need to know about the lack of light pollution and celestial possibilities on a clear night, but that only paints half the picture.

The woodlands are ground zero for hobbyists and pro astronomers alike, and, while the Scottish Dark Sky Observatory overlooking Loch Noon in Dalmellington remains closed after a devastating fire, there are night-time stargazing tours aplenty. As well as info points and sky forecasts at each of the park’s three visitor centres, there are freelance Biosphere Dark Sky Rangers who can take you on a tour of the galaxy’s meteor showers, satellites and celestial events from prime viewpoints around the park. For further details on guides and tours, visit gsabiosphere.org.uk.

Should you be keen to go solo, come in winter, early spring or late autumn, as it stays dark for longer, so you can get star spotting all the sooner. And for families wanting a hands-on experience, the science of stargazing marries with newfangled technology in nearby Kirkcudbright, at the town’s fun-filled Dark Space Planetarium.


REACH FOR THE STARS

Galloway Forest Park gets the most attention from stargazers, but there are better spots to sight the northern lights. Try remote spots in Shetland, Orkney, Caithness or Aberdeenshire. Or head west to Scotland’s official Dark Sky Island — Coll — to hit the nighttime jackpot.



WHERE TO STAY IN GALLOWAY FOREST PARK

Creebridge House Hotel Former hunting lodge in Newton Stewart and the most luxurious stay in the vicinity. Just 3.7 miles to Kirroughtree Visitor Centre. £££

Gorsebank Glamping Village Wigwams, posh bothies and stargazing pods at this hip farm getaway southeast of the park. ££

Galloway Activity Centre (map) All-rounder set on activity-focused Loch Ken to the east of Galloway Forest Park. Has yurts, eco cabins and glamping domes. £


Dark Sky Tours

[image: jpg]

Elizabeth Tindal, Biosphere Dark Sky Ranger, describes the stargazing experience.

The Galloway Forest Dark Sky Park is amazing at night. So dark and so starry. As the first Dark Sky Park in Europe, it has a special space in all stargazers’ hearts and I work here both as a freelance ranger as well as Biosphere Dark Sky ranger. I love to take visitors on stars experiences where we immerse ourselves in darkness, with the different textures of the night, listening to the sounds, feeling the velvety darkness around us and looking upwards to see so many stars. I even add smell and taste with campfires where we cook marshmallows and chat about all things stargazing.
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Galloway Forest Dark Sky Park | bartrak/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Travel around Galloway Forest Park is a simple, streamlined affair: come by car or bring your bike. One 19-mile paved road scythes through the midriff of the park, taking around 30 minutes to drive.





Beyond Galloway Forest Park

[image: map]

The surrounding biosphere blends soul-soaring clifftops and coastline with some of the most sophisticated towns in the country.


West of Galloway Forest Park, you'll find a coastline stretching around the Rhinns of Galloway peninsula like an anchor that has been cast into the Irish Sea. Here, the hours can spin out into days, especially when exploring the hilly sights, seabird-pocketed cliffs and chess-piece lighthouses of the Mull of Galloway and the golden-sand beaches in between. Then the southern coastline marches north to Portpatrick, a postcard-ready harbour town, before the Solway Firth tempts you further east towards Scotland’s finest book town and the boldly coloured houses of the ‘Scottish Riviera’ in Kirkcudbright.
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Sweetheart Abbey | Westend61/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

To properly explore the region, a car or bike is your best friend. Stranraer has a useful train station to begin a southwest tour, but buses along the coast to Kirkcudbright are slow with multiple stops.




The Scottish Riviera

A quest for a castle, abbey and art

Kirkcudbright’s temperament is almost Mediterranean. Whether or not it’s because of the harbour town’s miscellany of decadently painted villas and town houses overlooking the River Dee, or its history of attracting artists and galleries, it needs to be seen for its wealth of attractions alone. Start your visit at MacLellan’s Castle overlooking a medley of 18th-century stone merchants’ houses, then make a beeline to Broughton House, where some of the members of the notorious ‘Glasgow Boys’ collective established an arts’ colony in the late 19th century. For more local art than you can shake a paintbrush at, also make time to visit the Kirkcudbright Galleries in what was once the town hall. Inside, fine art, illustration and silverware collide.

A trip to Kirkcudbright would be incomplete without a detour to visit Dundrennan Abbey, a 10-mile drive further east along the Solway Firth coast. The 12th-century Cistercian holy house is a meditative place, not least because it was where Mary, Queen of Scots last stayed on Scottish soil. There are two other abbey ruins nearby – Sweetheart and Glenluce –but this one is Galloway’s ecclesiastical jewel box.

Remember, to fit in like a local in these parts, it’s not pronounced ‘kirk-cud-bright’. Try 'kir-coo-bree’ instead.


The Story of D-Day

Some look into the wilderness of the Galloway Hills and see forested ridges and wild lands. Book lovers see WWII stories.

And there’s one story that locals always speculate over. It involves two of the most important and influential figures of the 20th century and the afternoon when they supposedly held a furtive meeting at Knockinaam Lodge, a country house hotel near Portpatrick. The names, which can’t be found on any guestbook, are Winston Churchill and former President of the United States of America Dwight Eisenhower. It’s said they met with tea served in the front room, overlooking Port of Spittal Bay, to plan the Allied invasion of Normandy in Operation Overlord during WWII.



Scotland’s National Book Town

Celebrating the scribblers

Size isn’t everything. Tiny Wigtown, 7 miles south of Newton Stewart, delivers big on its promise as Scotland’s National Book Town and is overrun with bookshops where you can delve into some of the country’s most riveting stories.

All bookworms begin in one of the dozen bookshops, many of which have given a new lease of life to the town’s square and its historic shopfronts. It’s also a honeypot in autumn for the annual 10-day Wigtown Book Festival held every September to October.

Driving the Rhinns of Galloway

Road tripping the southwest corner

Driving southwest from Stranraer, your road trip begins in the stopped-clock town of picturesque Portpatrick, where life revolves around the fishing catch and high tides. Clifftop paths thread from the whitewashed harbour north to Killantringan Lighthouse and south to dilapidated Dunskey Castle, a toothy tower house that radiates when lit by amber sunlight.

There are two ornately designed gardens on the peninsula: Logan Botanic Garden and the 30-hectare Castle Kennedy Gardens; the former makes most sense when continuing south to the lung-emptying Mull of Galloway, Scotland’s most southwesterly point and the semi-mythic end of the road.
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Mull of Galloway | Adrian Cieslak/Shutterstock ©

You can easily occupy half a day here. As well as the brawny 79m lighthouse tower built by Glaswegian Robert Stevenson, the rock star of British lighthouse design, you'll find colonies of nesting seabirds that bullet-hole the cliffs. The headland’s tip is given over to the Mull of Galloway Nature Reserve, where trails lead to viewpoints of gannets, guillemots and – in summer – puffins thriving against the haze of Ireland across the sea.

Driving back north from Drummore, the road veers east, giving you the pick of the South Rhinns’ stirring sandy bays and almost-Mediterranean beaches. A standout is Luce Sands on Sandhead Bay. Be wary of developing a lobster-pink suntan.

FINE DINING IN KIRKCUDBRIGHT

Station House Cookery School Local food hero Nick Morris’ acclaimed studio demonstration kitchen. Get dirty, then dig in. ££

The Auld Alliance A hat tip to the centuries-old friendship between Scotland and France, with Gallic-influenced cuisine to match. ££

Selkirk Arms Galloway on a plate with notable vegetarian and vegan options. £


The Southern Upland Way

Southern Scotland is the realm of the Southern Upland Way, a coast-to-coast, long-distance walking route, running 214 miles west to east from Portpatrick to Cocksburnpath.

The marathon hike takes on average 12 to 16 days, but one of the most striking – and mind-soothing – sections is the first 13.5-mile warm-up to Castle Kennedy.

Indeed, it is almost a ritual walk, absorbing small bays, shingle beaches and easy-going country lanes before almost crossing a portal into the untamed wilderness of Galloway Forest Park ahead.




Getting Around

A hire car is recommended for cruising along the coast to the Mull of Galloway – there are no bus or train services further south than Stranraer. For quieter roads and the clearest skies, visit in May, June or September.





TROON
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There are two images of Troon that stick firmly in the mind. The first is of windswept sands, tussocky grasses and epic evenings when the sunset judders westwards across the sea. The other is of golf courses that bring an emerald tinge to the coast, transforming the region from out-of-mind backwater to world-class sporting destination. In other words, golden beaches and golf help set the scene in Ayrshire’s prettiest town, a place that just pips its close neighbours Ayr and Largs in the good looks stakes. History is also never out of mind. For this was once an industrial heartland of coal production, home to the first railway in Scotland in 1812, and the words of Scotland’s greatest ever wordsmith, national bard Robert Burns, seem to carry on the wind from his birthplace town Alloway, just 7.5 miles to the south.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dundonald Links

2Royal Troon Golf Club

SIGHTS

3Barassie Beach

4Troon Beach

ACTIVITIES

5Prestwick Golf Club

6Troon Yacht Haven

7Western Gailes Golf Club

SLEEPING

8Marine Troon

9Piersland House

10Sandhill House




TOP TIP

Troon is compact and easy to discover on foot, but to explore beyond its cradle of golf courses and beachfront you’ll need to hire a car or plan a flexible schedule around the train and bus services that help connect wider Ayrshire.



The Watersports Coast

Beaches and surfing

Almost all roads in Troon tempt you onto the beaches overlooking the Firth of Clyde and the Isle of Arran across the moshing waves. Starting at the central train station, you can walk straight through the dune grass onto the sands of Troon Beach (map) to see kite- and windsurfers at play and hardened locals picnicking, swimming and castle building in all weathers.

It’s worth a stroll along the esplanade for Ayrshire staples – fish and chips followed by ice cream – otherwise, you’ll want to stop for a shell-cracking lunch at Troon Yacht Haven (map), where sailing trips, classes and excursions are on offer from one of Scotland’s largest marinas. It’s a hub of Scotland’s self-proclaimed ‘watersports coast’.

Time for one more strip of sand? Then it’s onto Barassie Beach (map), a stretch of expansive shimmering sands to the north of the centre.
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Windsurfing at Barassie Beach | Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images ©


Big-Time Golf

Trump Turnberry

Controversially bought by former US President Donald Trump, but still home to the iconic championship Ailsa Golf Course.

Western Gailes (map Google map)

Located north of Troon on the seafront, with undulating fairways and a trio of tricky burns to avoid.

Prestwick Golf Club (map)

The birthplace of the Open Championship and home to the oldest existing championship hole in the sport.



Golfing Glory

Swing into action on the sporting coast

The Ayrshire coast, with its soft beach dimples, machair-topped dunes and tricky combo of onshore winds and ever-variegated weather, primes the golfer’s imagination.

Here there are seven golf courses that are the envy of many countries around the world, some of which regularly host the British Open, the most famous competition in the sport.

Among them are the historic and magisterial Old Course at Royal Troon Golf Club (map), located walking distance south of Troon Beach, and Dundonald Links (map), a modern masterpiece with a stunning par-72 course.

WHERE TO STAY IN TROON

Marine Troon (map) Overlooking Royal Troon Golf Club and Troon Beach, with two restaurants and a pool club. Sublime service guaranteed.  £££

Piersland House (map) A traditional Victorian-era country house by the sea with restaurant and bar. A golf ball’s chip to the beach. ££

Sandhill House (map) A lovely B&B built in the 1890s and overlooking three of the tees at Royal Troon Golf Club. ££



Beyond Troon
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As you journey around the Ayrshire coast, you’ll discover parks, palatial castles and people that defined the nation.


All roads in Ayrshire – in a spiritual sense, at least – lead to Alloway, the small farming community south of Ayr where Robert Burns, the country’s most important poet, continues to leave his mark. Dominated by rich Lowland pastures and Ayrshire dairy cattle, the region has always heavily relied on intensive agriculture. And with Burns’ 18th-century story filling most tourist itineraries, it’s easy to overlook Ayrshire’s more pivotal, nation-defining history. Specifically, around the times of the Anglo-Scottish Wars of Independence between 1296 and 1346 when Braveheart folk hero Sir William Wallace started his military struggle for independence in Ayr. Then a decade later, Robert the Bruce campaigned for the Scottish throne from Turnberry Castle, now a fragmentary ruin.
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Wallace’s Monument | Alistair McDonald/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Late spring to early autumn is when the hardened beaches shed their winter coats, fairways are lush green and the sunsets are epic.




The Story of Auld Lang Syne

Robert Burns’ ode to the New Year is among the most widely known, well-recognised songs in the English-speaking world. The Scots-language poem was first penned in 1788, partly composed by Burns himself, but also based on stanzas from ‘Old Long Syne’, a little-known folk song written by balladeer James Watson in 1711. While the melody and arrangement changed in the decades that followed, the song – and its heartfelt message of bidding farewell to the old year at the stroke of midnight – carried even more emotive significance for Scots. Soon after, persisting economic depression followed and the trend for immigration to North America, Australia and beyond saw Scots packing their bags, taking the song with them.



On the Burns Trail

Discover Scotland’s national poet

With its ploughmans’ cottages, barley fields and hedgerows populated by mice and beasties that were an inspiration for sonnets and poems, Alloway is a fitting place to begin a Robert Burns–themed road trip. There are several sites to visit that bring his story to life, including the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum and – slightly further afield – the Brig O’Doon humpback bridge, the Burns Monument and the spooky Alloway Auld Kirk, as featured in his most famous narrative poem Tam o’ Shanter. Here too is where the poet’s family are buried – look for his father William’s gravestone, with a sombre epitaph penned by his son.

Arguably, the most atmospheric place to travel in Burns’ footsteps is the three-roomed, thatched Burns Cottage, where the bard spent the first seven years of his life. On 25 January 1759 Burns was born in the tiny box bedroom, then shared it with three of his seven siblings. Since 1801, five years after the poet’s early death aged 37, poetry disciples and lovers of all things Scottish have celebrated his life on his birthday every year with ritual recitals, haggis and whisky. The Burns Supper has become a symbol of romantic nationalism and there are now more than 250 Burns Clubs worldwide.

[image: jpg]

Burns Supper, Robert Burns Birthplace Museum | Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND TROON

Gailes Hotel and Spa Sophisticated destination bolthole and spa in Irvine with a cracking restaurant. ££

Dumfries House Lodge Self-catering cottages, apartments and lodge rooms on a rugged 809-hectare estate centred around a Palladian villa in east Ayrshire. ££

Glenapp Castle Fairy-tale suites and a private estate add up to Ayrshire’s most spectacular country house hotel. Near Ballantrae. ££

Castles, Cliffs & Claymores

On a hunt for heroes…and ghosts

Following the ancient footprints beyond Troon is an exercise to set the imagination tingling. Start at Wallace’s Monument in South Ayrshire, a tribute in stone to warrior-poet William Wallace, then hit the coast south of Ayr to stop at Greenan Castle, a formidable 16th-century motte-and-bailey that’s as impressive as any other sea cliff–hugging tower house on the Scottish coast. Chief among the stories associated with the fortress are of a bloody murder in 1602 that inspired Sir Walter Scott to write An Ayrshire Tragedy.

This is just a warm-up to spectacular Culzean Castle, a further 30 minutes away by car down the South Ayrshire coast and a turreted marvel that inhabits the mind, encouraging notions of fantasy. Firstly, it overlooks a secluded curl of toffee-coloured beach and is enveloped within an expansive woodland park that’s home to hidden follies, secluded coves, a walled garden, clock tower and deer park. The main building itself also holds secrets aplenty – stewards say it’s haunted by not one but seven ghosts, including an eerie bagpiper.


Best Waterfalls

Grey Mare’s Tail

One of Britain’s highest, this 60m-high, mist-veiled silver thread falls through the Grey Mares Tail Nature Reserve near Moffat.

Routin Brig Fall

Named after a bridge where witches’ covens used to meet and a gorgeous setting to watch the Cairn Water river in full flow.

Mares Braids

In the Southwick Coastal Reserve on the Solway Firth coast near Sandyhills, this shoreline waterfall is only accessible at low tide.



Ayrshire’s Mystery Island

Seabirds and curling stones

Ailsa Craig, the island 10 miles west of Girvan on the Ayrshire coast, is as iconic as it is misunderstood.

While uninhabited, it is home to tens of thousands of gannets and guillemots – making it one of the prime birdwatching sites in southwest Scotland – and its domed top defines the seascape from every angle. Join a terrific boat trip to stare at the seabird colony, then learn from the boat master how Ailsa granite is quarried here – and only here – for curling stones for the Olympics and World Championships.


FAN OF BRAVEHEART?

Continue on your journey northeast to Stirling, home of the Wallace Monument. Even though it’s more enigmatic, central Scotland’s homage was built 12 years after the Ayrshire memorial.




Getting Around

Troon is well served by both train and bus, making it an ideal hub for exploring Ayrshire and beyond. There are dozens of direct ScotRail trains between Glasgow and Troon daily, with the journey taking 45 minutes. Stagecoach buses travel frequently between the two, with journeys taking between 1¼ hours to 1¾ hours.








CENTRAL SCOTLAND
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Castles, history and coastal trails

From hilltop fortresses and shining rivers to picturesque fishing villages and landmark golf courses – variety is the name of the game.
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Scone Palace | Dobychin Evgeny/Shutterstock ©

The country’s extraordinary diversity really starts to blossom when you reach central Scotland. Delightful towns and dramatic ruins chronicle the region’s charismatic history – the Scottish nation’s roots run deep here. Key battles around Stirling paved the road to independence; imposing castles adorn the region’s hilltops; and Scone, near Perth, is where kings were once crowned atop the Stone of Destiny.

It’s accessible too, with Glasgow and Edinburgh within easy reach, yet it feels miles away from the rat race, offering a convenient option for washing away urban grit. Dine in a stylish restaurant or nurse a pint of ale in a historic pub in Stirling, Perth or St Andrews, then spend the afternoon hiking the rugged coastline, riverbank or wildflower-strewn woodlands.

Arriving from Glasgow or Edinburgh, you begin to get a sense of the country further north as the Lowland scenery ramps up towards Highland splendour. Here, the majesty of Scotland’s landscape begins to unfold among woods and waterfalls, craggy hills and rushing rivers, with the silhouettes of soaring, sentinel-like peaks on the northern horizon.

Whether in the softly wooded country of Lowland Perthshire or the green Fife coastline dotted with fishing villages, opportunities to enjoy the outdoors abound: walking, cycling and angling are all easy possibilities. The region also has some of the country’s best pubs and restaurants, which welcome weary visitors at day’s end.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Stirling

Hilltop castles and ancient battlefields.

Perth

Royal roots and riverside walks.

St Andrews

History, golf, hiking and seafood.





Find Your Way

This region spreads across Scotland’s narrow waist, taking in the plains of Stirlingshire, the ancient kingdom of Fife and the Lowland valley of the River Tay, nudging against the Highlands north of Perth.
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Plan Your Time

Central Scotland’s attractions are diverse and spread out geographically, so it pays to think about what you want to see and do and concentrate your time on those places.
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Loch Leven | Scotland’s scenery/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• If you only have time for a day trip from Edinburgh, begin by driving over the Queensferry Crossing to Fife and following the scenic coastal road through the villages of the East Neuk to St Andrews. Stroll among the ruins of the cathedral and visit St Andrews Castle before grabbing lunch at Balgove Larder. Another hour’s drive via the Tay Bridge takes you to Scone Palace, where you should arrive in time for the one-hour guided tour (book in advance online). The road back to Edinburgh leads via Kinross – if you have time, pause for a stroll on the shores of Loch Leven.




If You Don't Have a Car

• Stirling makes an ideal day trip from either Edinburgh or Glasgow if you don't have a car – there are trains twice per hour, and the journey takes just 40-50 minutes. From the station, hike the Back Walk to Mote Hill, then spend the rest of the morning exploring Stirling Castle itself. Stop for lunch at Hermann’s, then wander down through the Old Town to the bus stops opposite the train station – catch a 51 to the Wallace Monument, and climb to the top before returning on the bus to the station.




A Long Weekend

• Starting from Edinburgh, drive across to Fife and follow the coastal road to Anstruther. Visit the Scottish Fisheries Museum before lunch at the Cellar, or fish and chips on the harbour. Continue to St Andrews and plan to spend two nights here – see the sights, play golf, walk on the beach or hike part of the Fife Coastal Trail. On Sunday travel to Scone Palace then, after lunch in Perth and a walk along the riverbank, take a prebooked kayak tour on the River Tay. Spend the night in Perth, and return to Edinburgh via Stirling for a visit to the castle.



Seasonal highlights

Wildflowers to look out for in central Scotland’s countryside include snowdrops in February, daffodils in April and bluebells in May, while October and November bring a riot of autumn colours.

JANUARY

The opening of the River Tay salmon fishing season on 15 January is marked with riverbank celebrations at various places.
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MAY

A magical time to explore the region’s bluebell woods, and to enjoy the Perth Arts Festival.
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JULY

Catch the St Andrews Highland Games, and enjoy prime Fife lobster and crab at the height of the shellfish season.

[image: jpg]

Zeeking/Shutterstock ©

AUGUST

Pittenweem Arts Festival sees the work of local artists displayed in studios, galleries, gardens and cottages.
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SEPTEMBER

Stirling is the focus for Ian Rankin and Val McDermid fans as the Bloody Scotland crime writing festival comes to town.
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OCTOBER

Autumn colours enliven walks in the woods around Perth, Stirling and Fife.
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NOVEMBER

What better place to celebrate St Andrew’s Day (30 November) than the town of St Andrews? Live music, street food, dancing and golf.
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STIRLING
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Hold Stirling and you control Scotland. This maxim has ensured that a fortress of some kind has existed here since prehistoric times, commanding a crucial strategic point connecting the Lowlands to the Highlands. Scotland’s two most important independence battles were fought here, within sight of Stirling’s hilltop castle: William Wallace’s victory over the English army at Stirling Bridge in 1297, followed by Robert the Bruce’s triumph at Bannockburn in 1314, which established Scottish nationhood.

With an impregnable position atop a mighty wooded crag (the plug of an extinct volcano), Stirling’s beautifully preserved Old Town is a treasure trove of historic buildings and cobbled streets winding up to the ramparts of its impressive castle, which offer views for miles around. Clearly visible is the brooding Wallace Monument, a Victorian Gothic creation honouring the legendary freedom fighter of Braveheart fame, and Bannockburn, the scene of Robert the Bruce’s pivotal victory in 1314.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Stirling Castle

SIGHTS

2Argyll’s Lodging

3Beheading Stone

4Cowane’s Hospital

5Old Town Jail

6Stirling Old Bridge

7The Star Pyramid

ACTIVITIES

8The Back Walk

SLEEPING

9Friars Wynd

10Victoria Square Guesthouse

11Willy Wallace Backpackers Hostel

EATING

12Bréa

13Darnley Coffee House

14Hermann’s

DRINKING

15Brewdog

16Caffe Pompei

see 4Cowane’s Cafe

17Curly Coo

18Settle Inn




TOP TIP

The castle makes a fascinating visit but make sure you also spend time exploring the Old Town and the picturesque Back Walk footpath that encircles it.




Stirling’s Old Town

Sloping steeply down from Stirling Castle, the Old Town has a remarkably different feel to modern Stirling, its cobblestone streets packed with 15th- to 17th-century architectural gems such as Argyll’s Lodging (map Google map) and Cowane’s Hospital (map Google map), and surrounded by Scotland’s best-surviving town wall.

Below the Old Town lies Stirling Old Bridge (map Google map), its graceful stone arches spanning the River Forth. Dating from the 15th century, it is one of the oldest bridges in Scotland, now reserved for pedestrians and cyclists only.



Hike the Back Walk

Historic trail around the castle

From the train station head up Station Rd, go right then left up pedestrianised Friar St, and left then right along King St and Corn Exchange St until you reach a statue of Henry Campbell Bannerman (UK prime minister 1905–08) opposite the public library. This marks the start of the Back Walk, a signposted footpath that runs around the castle along the foot of the Old Town wall.

Make a detour via a gate into the Old Town Cemetery and check out the Star Pyramid, an outsized affirmation of Reformation values dating from 1863. The view south looks over the King’s Knot, an octagonal earthwork that marks the site of the castle’s 17th-century pleasure gardens.

Follow the walk around the far end of the castle and across Ballengeich Rd to reach Mote Hill and the Beheading Stone (map Google map). According to legend, this lump of stone was used as a chopping block for executions during the 15th century. Nearby a couple of cannons overlook the site of the Battle of Stirling Bridge (1297). From here, you can make your way to the castle entrance via Crofthead Rd and upper Castle Hill.

Explore Stirling’s Clifftop Castle

History and hilltop views

Stand on the ramparts of Stirling Castle (map Google map) and you can see why it played such an important role in Scottish history. From this vantage point you can look over the surrounding flatlands, scan the Highland hills to the north, and command the crossing point on the River Forth below – the main route into the heart of Scotland for an invading army.

Stirling’s a sizeable fortress, but not so huge that you’ll have to decide what to leave out – there’s time to see it all. Unless you’ve got a working knowledge of Scottish monarchs, head to the Castle Exhibition first – it’ll help you sort one King James from another. That done, stop and look around you from the ramparts; the views across the Forth valley are magnificent.

Take a quick tour through the Great Kitchens then enter the main courtyard for a look at the Royal Chapel. During summer there are events (such as Renaissance dancing) in the Great Hall – get details at the entrance. Leave the best for last – crowds thin in the afternoon, and you may have the castle almost to yourself by about 4pm – and enter the sumptuous Royal Palace. Take time to admire the beautiful Stirling Tapestries, skilfully woven by hand between 2001 and 2014.

Admission price includes an audio guide and guided tours, which leave regularly from near the entrance.

WHERE TO STAY IN STIRLING

Willy Wallace Backpackers Hostel (map Google map) This convenient, central hostel is a friendly, roomy and sociable option. £

Friars Wynd (map Google map) Hotel set in a lovingly restored 19th-century town house with period features just a short walk from the train station. ££

Victoria Square Guesthouse (map Google map) This luxury guesthouse’s huge rooms, bay windows and period features make it a winner. £££


The Stirling Tapestries & Stirling Heads

The Stirling Tapestries are modern reproductions, painstakingly woven by expert hands over many years and based on 16th-century originals in New York’s Metropolitan Museum. They depict the hunting of a unicorn – an event ripe with Christian metaphor – and are breathtakingly beautiful. An exhibition at the far end of the Nether Bailey (at the castle’s northern end) describes their creation, often with a weaver on hand to demonstrate the techniques used.

The Stirling Heads Gallery, above the royal chambers, displays some of the original carved oak roundels that decorated the king’s audience chamber – a real rogue’s gallery of royals, courtiers, and biblical and classical figures.



Climb the Braveheart Monument

Hilltop tower with gorgeous views

Built to commemorate William Wallace, the hero of the bid for Scottish independence depicted in the 1995 movie Braveheart, the Victorian National Wallace Monument is so Gothic it deserves circling bats and croaking ravens. The view from the top over the flat, green gorgeousness of the Forth Valley, including the site of Wallace’s 1297 victory over the English at Stirling Bridge, almost justifies the steep entry fee.

The climb up the narrow staircase inside leads through a series of galleries, including a marble pantheon of lugubrious Scottish luminaries. Admire Wallace’s 66 inches of broadsword and see the man himself re-created in a 3D audiovisual display.

Bus 52 runs from stance B across the road from Stirling train station to the visitor centre. From July to September, a hop-on hop-off tourist bus links the bus station, castle and monument.
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WHERE TO DRINK IN STIRLING

Brewdog (map Google map) A cool bar offering no fewer than 15 craft beers from all over the world.

Settle Inn (map Google map) Stirling’s oldest pub (1733) has a log fire, vaulted back room, low-slung ceilings and Friday-night folk music sessions.

Curly Coo (map Google map) The only dedicated whisky bar in Stirling, with more than 130 single malts to choose from.

Relive the Battle for Scottish Independence

Digital re-creation of historic battle

Robert the Bruce’s defeat of the English army on 24 June 1314 at Bannockburn established Scotland as a separate nation. Exploiting the marshy ground around the Bannock Burn, Bruce won a great tactical victory against a much larger and better-equipped force.

The Battle of Bannockburn Experience uses interactive technology to bring the battle to life – a digital projection of the battlefield onto a 3D landscape shows the movements of infantry and cavalry. You get the opportunity to choose a side and refight the battle using your own tactical decisions. Entry is by time slots prebooked online.

Outside the centre, the 'battlefield' itself is no more than an expanse of neatly trimmed grass, crowned with a circular monument inscribed with a poem by Kathleen Jamie, and a Victorian statue of the victor astride his horse.

Bannockburn is 2 miles south of Stirling; buses run from Stirling bus station every 20 minutes.


Best Places to Eat in Stirling

Bréa

This busy bistro’s menu showcases carefully sourced Scottish produce, including seafood, haggis, gourmet burgers and vegan options. ££

Hermann’s (map Google map)

The food at this elegant Scottish-Austrian restaurant ranges from Cullen skink (smoked haddock soup) to schnitzel and spaetzle noodles. Vegetarian options available. ££

Birds & Bees

A local secret hidden on Stirling’s northern fringes, this pub’s menu runs from nachos to steaks, chilli con carne and fish and chips. Outdoor seating and plenty of space for kids to roam. ££



Go Directly to Jail…

Visit historic prison cells

Stirling’s impressive Victorian Old Town Jail (map Google map) lay derelict from the 1960s until 2015, when it was reopened as a visitor attraction. Follow a costumed guide around the former prison cells and up to the top of the observation tower, and listen to gruesome tales of prisoners, punishments and executions along with fascinating facts about Stirling’s history. Tours depart every 30 minutes.


Getting Around

Stirling’s Old Town and castle are easily explored on foot from the centrally located bus and train stations, but be warned there’s a fair bit of uphill walking. You'll need a car or local bus to reach the Wallace Monument and Bannockburn.

Parking in the city centre can be difficult, so if you're arriving by car it’s best to use the Castleview Park and Ride car park north of town, with free shuttle bus to St John St, five minute’s walk from the castle.





Beyond Stirling
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More castles, ruined palaces and medieval mansions await, but don't overlook a trip on a marvel of canal engineering.


Stirling’s hinterland stretches west towards Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park and north towards the Highlands, spreading east into Fife and south into the urban belt between Glasgow and Edinburgh. It’s a mix of town and countryside, dotted with enough historical attractions for several half-day trips from Stirling or two full-day ones. You don't need to be a fan of the TV series Outlander to enjoy a visit to dramatic Doune Castle or the medieval gem that is Culross, but if you are you'll want to spend a whole day between the two. If not, you can escape the eager crowds at Castle Campbell or the Kelpies, or by taking a canal boat trip on the Falkirk Wheel.
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TOP TIP

Doune is known for its castle, but it’s a picturesque village in itself with lovely walks along the River Teith.




In the Footsteps of Monty Python

Castle famous as movie set

Pick up an audio guide narrated by the late Terry Jones and enjoy an idiosyncratic – and hilarious – tour of one of the best-preserved medieval fortresses in Scotland. Doune Castle, a 20-minute bus ride northwest of Stirling, was famously used as a set for the movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975), and more recently starred in the TV series Outlander and Game of Thrones. Highlights include the cathedral-like Great Hall, and a kitchen fireplace big enough to roast a whole ox.

The castle has remained largely unchanged since it was built for the duke of Albany in the 14th century. It was a favourite royal hunting lodge but was also of great strategic importance because it controlled the route between the Lowlands and Highlands. Mary, Queen of Scots, once stayed here, as did Bonnie Prince Charlie. At the time of research there was restricted access to the wall walk, the courtyard and the grassy areas outside the walls.


Castle Campbell

Castle Campbell is one of central Scotland’s most dramatically situated castles, set on a spur between two deep, wooded ravines known as the Burn of Sorrow and the Burn of Care. A former stronghold of the dukes of Argyll, it was originally known as ‘Castle Gloom’. There are interesting rooms in the 15th-century tower house, but the main attraction is the spectacular view from the top. There’s a superb circular walk (30 minutes) from the lower car park, up the track to the castle and then back down via a walkway through the ravine. The castle lies a mile north of charming Dollar village, about 14 miles east of Stirling. The castle was closed for conservation work at time of research.



Step into the Past

Beautifully preserved medieval village

Instantly familiar to fans of the TV series Outlander, in which it appears as the fictional village of Cranesmuir, Culross (pronounced koo-ross; 30 minutes east of Stirling by bus, change at Alloa) is Scotland’s best-preserved example of a 17th-century settlement. Wander the maze of cobbled streets amid limewashed white and yellow-ochre cottages with red-tiled roofs, and climb the winding Back Causeway to the abbey for a panorama across the Firth of Forth.

The National Trust for Scotland (NTS) owns no fewer than 20 of the town’s buildings, including Culross Palace, the 17th-century residence of local laird (estate owner) Sir George Bruce, featuring an interior largely unchanged since his time. The decorative wood panelling and painted timber ceilings are of national importance, particularly the allegorical scenes in the Painted Chamber, which survive from the early 1600s. Don't miss the re-creation of a 17th-century garden at the back, with gorgeous views from the top terrace.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR DOUNE

Cromlix House Owned by tennis star Andy Murray, this country house hotel (4.5 miles northeast of Doune) includes a tennis court. £££

Mains Farm Glamping site at Thornhill, 4 miles west of Doune, where you can sleep in a converted Sea King helicopter. ££

Lanrick Treehouses Luxurious timber cabins built in conservation woodland 2.5 miles northwest of Doune. £££

Take a Spin on the Canal

Marvel of modern engineering

Just a 20-minute drive south of Stirling lies the Falkirk Wheel, an engineering marvel completed in 2002. It’s a rotating boat lift that raises vessels 35m from the Forth & Clyde Canal to the Union Canal. Book a one-hour boat trip online (five to 10 daily March to October) and sail into the wheel, which spins you up to the Union Canal high above. You'll then pass through Roughcastle Tunnel before the return trip and descent on the wheel.

There’s also a water play park, a cafe and a visitor centre that explains the workings of the mighty wheel – it only takes the power of about eight toasters for a full rotation!


Top Five Outlander Locations

The worldwide popularity of Outlander, a historical fantasy TV series set in 18th-century Scotland, has seen a huge surge in visitors to the places where it was filmed. Numerous operators will take you on guided location tours that last anything from a day to a week or more. The main locations are listed on VisitScotland’s website.

Doune Castle

Stars as Castle Leoch, the main location in season one.

Culross

Doubles as the village of Cranesmuir.

Glasgow Cathedral

Featured as L'Hôpital des Anges in Paris in season two.

The Hermitage

Dunkeld beauty spot that puts in an appearance in season five.

Highland Folk Museum

The replicas of turf-roofed Highland cottages here were used for several period scenes.



From Ruins to Riches

Explore Scotland’s former capital

Officially endowed with city status in June 2022, Dunferm-line is rich in history – once a seat of royal power, it served as Scotland’s capital from the 11th to the 15th centuries. It’s a 1¼-hour bus trip east of Stirling; two hours is enough to take in the main sights.

Begin at Dunfermline Abbey, founded by David I in the 12th century as a Benedictine monastery. The neighbouring palace was already favoured by religious royals: Malcolm III married the exiled Saxon princess Margaret in the pre-abbey church in the 11th century, and both chose to be buried here. More royal burials followed, none more notable than that of Robert the Bruce, whose remains were interred here in 1329.

Next to the abbey refectory (and included in your abbey admission) is Dunfermline Palace (closed at time of research). Once the abbey guesthouse, it was converted for James VI, whose son, the ill-fated Charles I, was born here in 1600. Below stretches the leafy, strollable Pittencrieff Park, gifted to the city by local boy made good Andrew Carnegie (1835–1919), of US steel-industry fame.

A short walk downhill from the palace lies the cottage where the great American industrialist and philanthropist was born, now the Andrew Carnegie Birthplace Museum. Carnegie emigrated to the US in 1848 and by the late 19th century had become the richest man alive, but he gave away 90% of his wealth to build libraries, universities and schools all around the world.

WHERE TO EAT NEAR DOUNE

Buttercup Cafe This cute cafe serves breakfasts until 11.30am, and a range of lunch specials. £

Woodhouse Kippen Signature lunch dishes include cheese soufflé and haggis toasties; 8 miles southwest of Doune. ££

Cafe Circa Quality bistro breakfasts and lunches at the Scottish Antiques Centre a mile northwest of Doune. ££



PERTH
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Elegantly arranged along the Tay, Perth is a pleasant city with large tracts of parkland surrounding an easily navigated centre, within easy striking distance of Edinburgh and Glasgow. The Scottish Parliament once sat here and, but for the murder of James I at Blackfriars monastery in 1437, Perth might have been the capital of Scotland. Instead it built its fortune on the weaving, dyeing, fishing and brewing industries, and gave the country some of its most famous brand names, including Pullars (dry cleaning), Dewars and Bells (both whisky). To learn more about the city’s history, pick up the Walks Around Historic Perth booklet at the museum.

On the outskirts lies Scone Palace, a country house of staggering luxury built alongside the ancient crowning place of Scotland’s kings. The palace is a must-see, and Perth itself – known as the Fair City – is endowed with fine museums, galleries and good restaurants.
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SIGHTS

1Black Watch Museum

2Fergusson Gallery

3Perth Museum

4Perth Museum & Art Gallery

SLEEPING

5Parklands

EATING

663 Tay Street

7North Port

8Tabla

DRINKING

9King James

10Old Ship Inn

11Perth Distillery




TOP TIP

If you're coming to Perth by car, use the South Inch car park just south of the town centre – this is the cheapest parking in town (50p) and the only place close to the centre where you can park all day.



In Search of the Stone…

Symbol of Scotland’s nationhood

Begin your half-day journey of discovery in Perth’s newest attraction, the grand Perth Museum (map Google map) (opening spring 2024) housed in the former city hall. Here you can see the actual Stone of Destiny itself, stolen from nearby Scone by King Edward I of England in 1296, and learn about its colourful history. Go on to explore the many intriguing exhibits detailing what day-to-day life was like in Perth in the 13th, 14th and 15th centuries.

From here head across the River Tay via the Auld Brig ('old bridge', also known as Smeaton’s Bridge), built in 1776–71 and widened in 1869 – see if you can spot salmon leaping in the river below. Turn left and go north along Isla Rd to Quarrymill Woodland Park (25 minutes' walk), where walking trails lead through a pleasant wooded glen. Geologists have shown that the sandstone beds exposed in the old quarries here are the likeliest source for the Stone of Destiny.

Continue north on Isla Rd for 200m and turn left into the grounds of Scone Palace at the Queen’s Gate. A pleasant 20-minute walk through open parkland leads to the elegant Georgian mansion of Scone Palace. Opposite the palace entrance is a low mound known as Moot Hill, where you can see a replica of the Stone of Destiny – in 906 this was the place where King Constantine II and Bishop Cellach met and recognised Scone as the royal capital of Scotland, and it became the coronation place of Scotland’s medieval monarchs.

The hill is topped by an early-19th-century mausoleum containing the tombs of the Viscounts of Stormont, notably an impressively elaborate marble monument to David, 1st Viscount Scone (died 1631).

Return to Perth via the same route on foot, by bike, car or bus.


The Stone of Destiny

The legendary Stone of Destiny was stolen from Scone Abbey near Perth by Edward I of England in 1296. It was taken to London and there it remained for seven centuries – except for a brief removal to Gloucester during WWII air raids, and a three-month sojourn in Scotland after it was taken by Scottish Nationalist students at Christmas in 1950.v

The stone was returned to Scotland in 1997 and put on display in Edinburgh Castle. In 2024 the stone will at last return to its roots as the centrepiece of the new museum in Perth’s City Hall.



Peacocks at the Palace

Grand aristocratic mansion

The original Scone Palace of 1580 was rebuilt in the early 19th century as a Georgian mansion of extreme elegance and luxury. The one-hour guided tour takes you through a succession of sumptuous rooms filled with French furniture and noble portraits.

Scone Palace (closed November to March) has belonged for centuries to the Murray family, earls of Mansfield, and many of the objects have a fascinating history attached to them. Each room has comprehensive multilingual information; there are also panels relating histories of some of the Scottish kings crowned at Scone over the centuries. Outside, peacocks – each named after a monarch – shriek and strut around the magnificent grounds, which incorporate woods, a butterfly garden and a maze.
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WHERE TO STAY IN PERTH

Parklands Hotel Luxurious villa set amid lush hillside gardens overlooking the parklands of the South Inch. £££

Perth Youth Hostel A 20-minute stroll from the centre, this summer-only hostel is set in a student residence at Perth College. £

Leonardo Boutique Huntingtower Boutique country house hotel on the western edge of town, set in landscaped gardens. £££

Take to the Water

Explore Perth by kayak

Perth owes its location to Scotland’s longest and largest river, as a harbour and bridging point on the mighty River Tay. So what better way to get to know it than on the water? Join a 2½-hour kayak tour with Outdoor Explore, and see the city from a novel perspective – you'll paddle past historic Moncreiff Island with the chance of spotting beavers, otters and kingfishers, and beneath 18th-century Smeaton’s Bridge before returning downstream past the city centre.


Best Places to Eat in Perth

North Port (map Google map)

Intimate wood-panelled dining room showcasing the best of Scottish seafood, steak, venison and vegetarian dishes (closed Sunday and Monday). ££

63 Tay Street (map Google map)

Classy but understated restaurant featuring French influence applied to fine Scottish produce (closed Sunday and Monday). £

Tabla (map Google map)

One of the best Indian restaurants in the whole of central Scotland, its bustling, modern dining room caters to a loyal clientele tucking into authentic dishes. ££



WHERE TO DRINK IN PERTH

Perth Distillery (map Google map) Artisan gin distillery set in vaulted stone cellars, offering tours and tastings (3.30pm Thursdays).

Old Ship Inn (map Google map) Lovely traditional pub in an alleyway off the High St; huge range of gins and craft beers.

King James (map Google map) A glass panel in the floor of this bar allows drinkers to look down on the medieval stonework of Blackfriars Monastery.

A Cultural Riverside Walk

Museums and art galleries

Begin at the Fergusson Gallery (map Google map) (closed Tuesday and Wednesday). Beautifully set in a circular cast-iron building (a former waterworks), this place exhibits the paintings of Scottish Colourist JD Fergusson. The influence of artists such as Matisse is evident; his voluptuous female portraits against a tropical-looking Riviera background are memorable.

Head north along the riverside walkway as far as Smeaton’s Bridge and turn left to reach Perth Museum & Art Gallery (map Google map) (closed Wednesday). This elegant neoclassical building, modelled on the Pantheon in Rome, houses a varied range of exhibits covering the city’s history and environment, from carved Pictish stones to a plaster cast of Britain’s record rod-caught salmon (29kg, hooked on the River Tay in 1922).

Return to the riverside path and continue upstream and around the far end of North Inch park to reach Balhousie Castle, home of the Black Watch Museum (map Google map). The displays here honour what was once Scotland’s foremost army regiment, formed in 1725 to control rebellious Highlanders following the Jacobite uprising of 1715.
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Best Events in Perth

Perth Festival of the Arts

High-quality arts festival (last two weeks of May) with big-name bands (Jools Holland is a regular), theatre, ballet and classical music.

Rewind Scotland

Annual festival (late July) dedicated to the music of the 1980s, with appearances from artists including Heaven 17, Hue & Cry and Bananarama.

Game Fair

The grounds of Scone Palace are given over to a tweed-capped celebration of all things countryside, from fly-fishing and clay-pigeon shooting to demonstrations of dog-handling, archery and falconry.




Getting Around

Frequent trains run to Perth from Glasgow, Edinburgh, Stirling and Dundee. If you're driving, you can avoid parking hassles by using the Broxden Park and Ride facility on the western edge of the city.





Beyond Perth
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Stretch your legs on the Loch Leven Heritage Trail and go beaver spotting on the backwaters of the River Tay.


For sheer scenic variety, Perthshire is the pick of Scotland’s counties and a place where everyone will find a special, personal spot. The county straddles the Highland border, with Highland Perthshire stretching north beyond the postcard-pretty village of Dunkeld, while Lowland Perthshire ranges from the sedate streets of Perth itself to the rural market towns of Crieff and Alyth, and the off-the-beaten-track attractions of Innerpeffray Library and Bamff Ecotourism’s estate. To the south of Perth lies Kinross, once one of Scotland’s smallest counties, famous for lovely Loch Leven with its historic island castle, good trout fishing, and a superb walking and cycling trail around its shores.
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TOP TIP

You can rent bikes from Loch Leven Cycles, on the east side of the loch next to Loch Leven’s Larder.



Take a Lakeside Bike Ride

Cycle around Loch Leven

Scenic Loch Leven is a large expanse of fresh water nestling beneath the Lomond Hills, 13 miles south of Perth. It is a national nature reserve, home to more breeding ducks than any other inland lake in Europe, as well as being an important stopover for tens of thousands of migrating waterfowl.

At Kinross, a 35-minute bus ride south of Perth, you can hire a bike and cycle around the 14-mile Loch Leven Heritage Trail, one of the best all-abilities hiking and biking routes in Scotland. On the way you can visit the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) visitor centre and birdwatching hide at the south end of the loch, and stop off for lunch at Loch Leven’s Larder, a family-run farm shop and restaurant to the east; it serves fresh local food, much of it from the family’s own farm.

Back at Kinross you can take a boat trip to visit Loch Leven Castle (closed at the time of research), an atmospheric island fortress where Mary, Queen of Scots was incarcerated in 1567. You can also hire boats here to go fly fishing for trout on the loch.


Gleneagles

Deep in rural Perthshire near the town of Auchterarder lies Gleneagles Hotel, one of Scotland’s most famous resorts. Not your typical bed and breakfast, this is a no-holds-barred luxury retreat with three championship golf courses, Michelin-starred Andrew Fairlie − often referred to as Scotland’s best restaurant (dinner only) − and a variety of extravagantly elegant rooms and suites.

Despite the imposing building and kilted staff snapping to attention, it’s welcoming to non-VIPs, and family-friendly to boot, with lots of activities available. There’s Gleneagles train station if you wish to arrive sustainably; if not, limousine transfers are available.

Phoenix Falconry, just along the road from Gleneagles Hotel, offers experiences that range from one-hour bird-handling sessions to all-day adventures, flying Harris hawks and other raptors over the owner’s estate.



Join a Beaver Safari

Wildlife watching on the water

The European beaver – hunted to extinction in Scotland in the 16th century – has returned to the rivers and lochs of Perthshire, and is spreading fast. Join a four-hour evening beaver safari run by Perthshire Wildlife (weekly, April to September) to catch a glimpse of these elusive creatures. You'll spend the first half of the trip, which begins near Alyth (17 miles northeast of Perth), walking a riverbank to spot signs of beaver activity – gnawed tree trunks, felled branches, dams built from twigs – and the second part sitting quietly by a pond and watching beavers swimming, feeding and grooming.

WHERE TO STAY IN DUNKELD & BIRNAM

Atholl Arms Hotel Traditional hotel offering country-style, dog-friendly comfort overlooking its own riverside beer garden. £££

Erigmore Scattered amid the riverside woods, these luxury timber lodges come with outdoor deck and private hot tub. ££

Kennacoil Luxury timber camping pods in a superb location overlooking Rumbling Bridge, 2 miles west of Dunkeld. ££

Browse a Collection of Ancient Books

Scotland’s oldest lending library

The Library of Innerpeffray is Scotland’s oldest lending library (it was founded in 1680), housing a huge collection of rare and interesting books, some of them 500 years old. If you have any interest in books you could easily spend half a day here in the company of voluntary guides, who will point out unusual volumes or find books on subjects that interest you.

Next to the library is Innerpeffray Chapel, built in 1507 as a private Catholic chapel for the Drummond family (who also founded the library). It contains some fragments of painted plaster, and the remarkable Faichney monument (1707), an ornately carved gravestone that celebrates the mason’s pride in his family.

The library is signposted along a farm road about 5 miles southeast of Crieff, off the B8062.


Best Places to Eat in Dunkeld

Taybank

Top choice for a sun-kissed pub lunch in the riverside beer garden, or a sophisticated dinner in the delightful upstairs dining room. ££

Aran Bakery

Gorge on freshly baked almond croissants and coffee in this cafe run by a former Great British Bake Off contestant. £

Dunkeld Fish Bar

Top notch fish and chips, but will you be tempted by the 'deep-fried sweet of the week'? It’s not just Mars Bars that get the treatment!



Explore a Storybook Village

On the Beatrix Potter trail

You might associate Beatrix Potter and her children’s books with the Lake District, but her childhood inspiration for the famous animal stories that made her famous was the 11 consecutive three-month summer holidays she spent around the twin villages of Dunkeld and Birnam from 1871 to 1882. Dunkeld is a 17-minute train ride north of Perth.

Begin your excursion with a visit to Birnam Arts Centre, which has an exhibition on Potter’s association with Perthshire, and a memorial garden with sculptures of her animal characters. Then head down to the banks of the River Tay to see the Birnam Oak, a venerable 500-year-old survivor from Shakespeare’s time, its ageing boughs propped up with timber supports. Across the river you can glimpse Eastwood House, where Beatrix Potter visited in 1892 and composed the 'picture letter' that grew into The Tale of Peter Rabbit.

Cross the River Tay via Thomas Telford’s graceful bridge of 1808 to explore the picture-postcard village of Dunkeld, with its beautiful, half-ruined 14th-century cathedral, then continue along the riverside path through the gorgeous grounds of Dunkeld House Hotel, formerly a seat of the dukes of Atholl. You can follow the path to the A9 road bridge and return on the far bank, making a detour along the River Braan to local beauty spot The Hermitage and Ossian’s Hall, a quaint folly built by the Duke of Atholl in 1758 overlooking the spectacular Falls of Braan (salmon can be seen leaping here, especially in September and October).


BEATRIX POTTER FAN?

Perth Museum & Art Gallery has watercolour studies painted by Beatrix Potter in the 1880s and '90s, inspired by her friendship with the postman and naturalist Charles MacIntosh.




Getting Around

The M90/A9 highway runs from Edinburgh through western Fife, Perth and Dunkeld. It’s the fast route to Inverness and can be very busy, especially at weekends. The road is being upgraded to dual carriageway throughout its length, with completion scheduled for 2025; in the meantime, roadworks may cause delays.





ST ANDREWS
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For a small town, St Andrews has made a big name for itself: first as a religious centre and place of pilgrimage, then as Scotland’s oldest (and Britain’s third-oldest) university town. But it is its status as the home of golf that has propelled it to even greater fame, and today’s pilgrims mostly arrive with a set of clubs in hand. Nevertheless, it’s a lovely place to visit even if you've no interest in the game, with impressive medieval ruins, stately university buildings, beautiful sandy beaches and excellent guesthouses and restaurants. The Old Course, the world’s most famous golf links, has a striking seaside location at the western end of town. Nearby is magnificent West Sands beach, made famous by the film Chariots of Fire.

St Andrews is a compact town, and all the main sights are within easy walking distance. Plan to spend an entire day, at least, to see everything without rushing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1St Andrews Old Course

SIGHTS

2British Golf Museum

3St Andrews Castle

4St Andrews Cathedral

SLEEPING

534 Argyle St

6Cameron House

7Old Fishergate House

EATING

8Mitchell’s Deli

9Seafood Ristorante

10Tailend




TOP TIP

Accommodation in St Andrews can be impossible to find during graduation week in June and golfing events – book well ahead.




Play Golf Where the Sport Began

The holy grail of golf

St Andrews' Old Course is the oldest and most famous golf course in the world. Golf has been played here since the 15th century – by 1457 it was apparently so popular that James II had to ban it because it was interfering with his troops’ archery practice.

To play the Old Course, you’ll need to book in advance via their website, or by phoning the reservations department. Bookings open on the last Wednesday in August the year before you wish to play.

Unless you’ve booked months in advance, getting a tee-off time is literally a lottery; enter the ballot at the caddie office, or online, or by phoning reception before 2pm two days before you hope to play (there’s no Sunday play). Be warned that applications by ballot are normally heavily oversubscribed, and green fees are £195 from April to October.

If you don't want to swing a club, there are guided walks around the Old Course, and you are free to walk over the course on Sunday, or follow the footpaths around the edge at any time.

Across the street from the Royal and Ancient Clubhouse, the British Golf Museum (map Google map) provides a comprehensive overview of the history and development of the game and the role of St Andrews in it.
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The Open Championship

Established in 1860 at Prestwick golf course in Ayrshire, Scotland, and run by St Andrews' Royal and Ancient Golf Club, the Open is the oldest and most prestigious of men’s golf’s four major international championships. The tournament venue changes from year to year, but is always played in the UK on a links course (ie a coastal site amid grass-covered sand dunes), and comes to St Andrews every five years – the 2020 event was postponed due to coronavirus, so the 150th Open was held here in 2022. You can check the website for future venues.



WHERE TO EAT IN ST ANDREWS

Seafood Ristorante (map Google map) This stylish restaurant occupies a glass-walled room, built out over the sea, with panoramic views of St Andrews Bay. £££

Tailend (map Google map) Fresh fish sourced from Arbroath, just up the coast, puts this place a class above most chippies. £

Mitchell’s Deli (map Google map) Excellent deli-cafe-restaurant where local produce is king. Brunch includes free-range eggs Benedict. ££


Why I Love St Andrews

[image: jpg]

Neil Wilson, writer

Even though I'm not a golfer, St Andrews is one of my favourite towns in Scotland. The cathedral and castle ruins are full of interest, and the new and little-known Wardlaw Museum houses fascintating exhibits on the university’s history. I love browsing the shelves in Toppings bookshop, followed by a leisurely brunch at Mitchell’s Deli and then a bracing walk with the dog along the vast golden expanse of the West Sands, the long beach made famous by the film Chariots of Fire.



Explore St Andrews' Origins

Cathedral and castle ruins

St Andrews is said to have been founded by St Regulus (also known as St Rule), who arrived from Greece in the 4th century, bringing with him the bones of St Andrew, Scotland’s patron saint. The town soon grew into a major pilgrimage centre and later developed into the ecclesiastical capital of Scotland. The university, the oldest in Scotland, was founded in 1410.

Begin exploring at St Andrews Cathedral (map Google map), at the east end of South St. All that’s left of one of Britain’s most magnificent medieval buildings are ruined fragments of wall and arch and a single towering gable, but you can still appreciate the scale and majesty of the edifice by climbing to the top of St Rule’s Tower. After visiting the on-site museum for a look at the late-8th-century St Andrews Sarcophagus – one of Europe’s finest examples of early-medieval stone carving – walk along the coastal pathway known as the Pends for 350m to St Andrews Castle (map Google map), where you can enjoy dramatic coastline views and explore a complex of damp, mossy siege tunnels.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ST ANDREWS

34 Argyle St (map Google map) Set in a fine old stone-built house west of the town centre, with four luxurious, hotel-quality suites. £££

Cameron House (map Google map) Beautifully decorated rooms and warm, cheerful hosts make this a real home away from home. ££

Old Fishergate House (map Google map) Quaint 17th-century town house furnished with period pieces in the oldest part of town close to the cathedral. £££

Get a Taste for Local Produce

Take a guided food tour

Book a 3.5-hour guided food tour with Eat Walk St Andrews and enjoy learning about the history and architecture of the town while walking to five locations where you stop to sample locally produced food and drink.
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Getting Around

There is no train station in St Andrews, but you can take a train from Edinburgh to Leuchars, 5 miles to the northwest. From here, shuttle buses leave regularly for St Andrews. There are hourly buses from Edinburgh direct to St Andrews town centre.





Beyond St Andrews
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From photogenic fishing villages and gourmet seafood restaurants to medieval palaces and WWII bunkers, the Fife countryside doesn't disappoint.


The East Neuk of Fife is a charming stretch of coast that runs south from St Andrews around the headland at Fife Ness and west to Elie. Neuk is an old Scots word for 'corner', and it’s certainly an appealing corner of the country to investigate, with picturesque fishing villages whose distinctive red pantiled roofs and crowstep gables are a legacy of centuries-old trading links with the Low Countries.

It’s easily visited from St Andrews, or even as a day trip from Edinburgh, but also offers many pleasant places to stay. With its long history as a centre of the fishing industry, the East Neuk is well endowed with seafood restaurants, from Michelin-starred gourmet places to some of Scotland’s best fish and chip shops.
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TOP TIP

Hourly bus 95 from St Andrews to Leven along the coast allows you to walk part of the coastal trail and return by bus.




Hike a Historic Coastline

Walk between fishing villages

Stretch your legs on the Fife Coastal Path, which strings together a necklace of photogenic fishing villages known collectively as the East Neuk, packed with places to enjoy the harvest of the sea, from simple fish and chip shops to Michelin-starred restaurants. You can hike from Elie to St Andrews (total distance 25 miles) over two or three days, or link the villages by road using bike, bus or car.

Begin at Elie (a 40-minute bus ride south of St Andrews) with the Chain Walk, an adventurous scramble along the rocky shoreline at Kincraig Point using chains and steel rungs cemented into the rock (allow two hours, and ask local advice about tides before setting off). Continue to the broad golden beach, where cricket is played on the sands in summer. From here, a 45-minute hike leads to the ancient fishing village of St Monans with its fisherfolk’s church and Craig Millar's seafood restaurant.

[image: jpg]

Kingsbarns Distillery | Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images ©

The trail continues through Pittenweem, with its antique shops and historic cave-chapel, to the bustling port of Anstruther, where you can visit the Scottish Fisheries Museum before sampling some of Scotland’s finest fish and chips, or spoil yourself at the Michelin-starred Cellar.

Four miles further on is Crail, where the East Neuk goes into picture-postcard overdrive at what must be Scotland’s most photographed harbour. Don't miss the chance to enjoy fresh shellfish from the Lobster Store. The final 14 miles from Crail to St Andrews passes Cambo Sands, where a detour leads along a woodland walk to gorgeous Cambo Gardens (cafe serving local produce) and Kingsbarns Distillery.


Fife’s Best Restaurants

Cellar Restaurant

The elegant and upmarket Cellar in Anstruther has held a Michelin star since 2015, with a creative menu built around Scottish seafood, lamb, pork and beef. Advance booking essential. £££

Newport

Linger over a lunch that showcases the best of local produce, in a fabulous setting with vast windows overlooking the Firth of Tay, just across the Tay Bridge from Dundee. ££

Haar

Fresh local produce, with an emphasis on seafood, is combined with subtle Asian flavours in St Andrews' top restaurant. £££



WHERE TO STAY IN ANSTRUTHER

Murray Library Hostel Beautifully furnished four- to eight-bed dorms, many with sea views, plus private twins and doubles. £

Spindrift B&B First house on the left as you arrive from the west, a redoubt of Scottish cheer and warm hospitality. ££

The Bank Hotel Request the 1st-floor double with bay window for a glorious sea and harbour view. £££

Visit an Underground Nuclear Bunker

Relics of the Cold War

You'l need a car to visit this fascinating – and chilling – monument to Cold War paranoia. Seven miles southeast of St Andrews, it was built in the 1950s to serve as one of Britain’s regional command centres in the event of a nuclear war. Hidden 30m underground and encased in nearly 5m of reinforced concrete, Scotland’s Secret Bunker houses two levels of austere operations rooms, communication centres, broadcasting studios, weapons stores and dormitories, filled with period artefacts and museum displays.
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Falkland Palace

Falkland Palace (closed November to February), a 16th-century residence of the Stuart monarchs in the charming village of Falkland, is prettier and more impressive than the Palace of Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh. Mary, Queen of Scots is said to have spent the happiest days of her life here, and James V, James VI and Charles II all stayed here.

You can wander at will through the royal chambers – look out for the keeper’s bedroom, which houses an extraordinary four-poster bed made for James VI in 1618, and the Chapel Royal, an extravaganza of carved wood and painted ceilings.

And don’t miss the world’s oldest surviving real tennis court, built for James V in 1539, and still in use.



WHERE TO EAT SEAFOOD IN THE EAST NEUK

Anstruther Fish Bar Award-winning chippy famous for its deep-fried haddock, as well as dressed crab and battered prawns. £

Lobster Store This quaint little shack serves dressed crab and freshly boiled lobster that has been caught locally. ££

Ship Inn Pleasant and popular pub overlooking Elie beach, with an above-average menu based on local seafood and steak. ££


Sail to See a Seabird Colony

Boat trip to an island

The mile-long Isle of May is a spectacular nature reserve. Between April and July the island’s cliffs are packed with breeding kittiwakes, razorbills, guillemots, shags and more than 80,000 puffins. Inland are the remains of the 12th-century St Adrian’s Chapel, dedicated to a monk who was murdered on the island by the Danes in 875. Boat trips to the island depart from Anstruther, a 25-minute bus ride southeast of St Andrews.

A five-hour boat trip aboard the May Princess, including two to three hours ashore (landings may be cancelled if avian flu is present), sails daily from July to September, less frequently from April to June. You can make reservations and buy tickets at the harbour kiosk at least an hour before departure. Departure times vary depending on the tide – call, or check the website.


Best Farm Shops & Markets in Fife

Balgove Larder

Farm shop and cafe (open daily) a mile west of St Andrews, serving hearty breakfasts and lunches based on local produce. The neighbouring barn (closed Monday and Tuesday) has huge charcoal barbecues turning out tender steaks and juicy burgers.

Bowhouse

Market near St Monans (second weekend of the month), packed with local producers as well as arts and crafts stalls.

Pillars of Hercules

Organic farm shop and cafe a mile northwest of Falkland village, with outdoor vegetarian cafe. Open daily.



Wander Around a Country Estate

Wildflower walks and whisky tours

Cambo Estate, 35 minutes by bus southeast of St Andrews, is the country seat of the Erskine family. You can wander around the famously beautiful walled garden, with an ornamental stream running through the middle, and take the kids to feed potatoes to the estate’s pigs. The neighbouring maze of woodland walks showcase spectacular displays of snowdrops in flower in January and February.

Afterwards you can take a one-hour tour of the estate’s Kingsbarns Distillery, which began production in 2015 and uses locally grown barley to create a distinctive Lowland whisky – its first single malt, called Dream to Dram, won a slew of awards in 2020.


Getting Around

The East Neuk and the rest of Fife is best explored with your own car, though finding a place to park in the villages on summer weekends can be difficult.








NORTHEAST SCOTLAND
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SEASIDE CITIES, CASTLES AND WHISKY

Gritty cities give way to cliff-bound coastlines, pretty fishing villages, verdant glens and an abundance of whisky distilleries.
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Many visitors pass by this corner of Scotland in their headlong rush to the tourist honeypots of Loch Ness and Skye. But they're missing out on a part of the country that’s just as beautiful and diverse as the west.

Here are two of Scotland’s four largest cities: Dundee, the city of jute, jam and journalism, home to Captain Scott’s Antarctic research ship, the Discovery, and the stunning V&A Dundee museum of design; and Aberdeen, the granite city, an economic powerhouse fuelled by the riches of North Sea oil.

Dundee’s hinterland is known as Angus, a region of rich farmland and scenic glens dotted with mysterious stones left by the ancient Picts, and home to the historic ruins of Arbroath Abbey, the Shakespearian halls of Glamis Castle and the birthplace of Peter Pan at Kirriemuir.

Aberdeen is the jumping-off point for exploring Royal Deeside, the gloriously scenic valley of the River Dee that leads to the Royal Family’s famous country seat at Balmoral Castle, and the dramatic sand dunes of Forvie National Nature Reserve.

North again lies the Moray Firth, its coast a medley of rocky headlands and long sandy beaches punctuated by picturesque fishing harbours like Pennan, Cullen and Portsoy. Here too lies the valley of the River Spey, famous around the world for its concentration of more than 50 whisky distilleries, collectively known as Speyside.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DUNDEE

Museums and history.

ABERDEEN & ROYAL DEESIDE

Royal connections.

SPEYSIDE

Whisky and hiking.





Find Your Way

This region stretches a long way, wrapped around the eastern fringes of the Highlands – it would take at least five hours to drive from Dundee to Aberlour via the coast road.
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Plan Your Time

Northeast Scotland’s attractions are many, but widely spaced – if you're short of time, choose one area and focus on that rather than trying to see everything.
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Day Trip from Dundee

• Start the day with the short drive (10 miles) from Dundee to Glamis Castle, and spend a couple of hours exploring this Scottish Baronial masterpiece before continuing to Kirriemuir to visit JM Barrie’s Birthplace. Plan to have lunch in Kirrie – 88 Degrees cafe is a good spot – then travel via Forfar along the B9134 to Aberlemno for a half-hour admiring the remarkable Pictish carved stones.

• Now head south to the coast at Arbroath to explore the ruins of Arbroath Abbey and, if time permits, take a bracing walk along the sea cliffs before returning to Dundee.




Day Trip from Aberdeen

• Begin by driving west on Deeside along the A93, and spend most of the morning discovering the delights of Crathes Castle and its grounds. Continue west, pausing perhaps at Potarch Bridge to view the Dinnie Stones (to reach the pretty village of Ballater where you can wander the picturesque streets while choosing somewhere to eat lunch. In the afternoon head to Balmoral Castle for a tour of the Royal Family’s Scottish holiday retreat. From Balmoral take the scenic route via the B976 (an old military road) across the moors to join the A939, then turn right on the A944 and follow it back to Aberdeen.




Six-Day Road Trip Dundee to Elgin

• Start off with a morning in Arbroath, then continue up the coast to Dunottar Castle and Stonehaven. Take the A957 over the hills to Banchory and spend day two exploring Royal Deeside before heading to Aberdeen – spend two nights here, with a day’s sightseeing in between. Day four starts at Forvie, then it’s an hour’s drive north to Pennan, and west along the coast to Banff. Visit Portsoy and Spey Bay, then head south to Aberlour for night five. The following day do the Whisky Trail, and then finish up in Elgin.



Seasonal Highlights

Spring and autumn are the best times for museums, city breaks and whisky tasting, while summer is best for hiking and wildlife spotting.

MAY

Revellers gather for the Spirit of Speyside, a five-day festival of whisky, music and food centred on Dufftown.
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JUNE

Stonehaven makes a great setting for the Midsummer Beer Happening, a convivial three-day celebration of artisan beers.
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JULY

Wooden boats large and small fill Portsoy harbour for the Scottish Traditional Boat Festival.
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AUGUST

The hills of Angus and Aberdeenshire are covered in a spectacular purple haze of heather blossom.
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SEPTEMBER

The Braemar Gathering, Scotland’s most important Highland Games event, takes place on the first Saturday in September.

[image: jpg]

bbtomas/Getty Images ©

NOVEMBER

Outdoor enthusiasts converge on Dundee for the three-day Dundee Mountain Film Festival.
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DECEMBER

Spectacular fireball ceremony in Stonehaven on Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve).
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DUNDEE
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London has Lord Nelson on his column, Edinburgh has Sir Walter Scott with his monument and Belfast has Queen Victoria outside City Hall. Dundee’s City Square, on the other hand, is graced – rather endearingly – by the bronze figure of Desperate Dan. Familiar to generations of British schoolchildren, Dan is one of the best-loved cartoon characters from the comic Dandy, published by Dundee firm DC Thomson since 1937.

Dundee enjoys perhaps the finest location of any Scottish city, spreading along the northern shore of the Firth of Tay, and has tourist attractions of national importance in V&A Dundee, Discovery Point and Verdant Works. Add attractive seaside town Broughty Ferry, and the Dundonians themselves – among the friendliest, most welcoming and entertaining people you'll meet – and Dundee is definitely worth a stopover.

The waterfront around Discovery Point is nearing completion of a massive redevelopment, centred on the construction of the architecturally outstanding V&A Dundee museum of design.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1V&A Dundee

SIGHTS

2Dundee Contemporary Arts

3HMS Unicorn

4McManus Galleries

5Verdant Works

SLEEPING

6Dundee Backpackers

7Hotel Indigo

8Urban Quarters

EATING

9Bach

10Beirut

11Gallery 48

TRANSPORT

12Dundee Cycle Hub




TOP TIP

Save by purchasing a combined ticket for admission to both RRS Discovery and Verdant Works – buy at either location or online. Dundee’s tourist office has a range of leaflets that outline self-guided trails around the city on a range of themes.




Best Places to Eat in Dundee

Bach (map Google map)

Easily the best breakfast spot in town, this cafe-bar sports a mix of Scottish, New Zealand, Asian and Mexican influences. £

Beirut (map Google map)

Student favourite on Perth Rd, serving superbly fresh and flavourful Middle Eastern cuisine. £

Gallery 48 (map Google map)

Arty Mediterranean cafe-bistro near the Verdant Works, serving authentic Spanish tapas, and cheese and charcuterie platters. ££

Bridgeview Station

Family-friendly, great value, and a lovely setting in a redbrick railway station building with a view across the Firth of Tay. £




Hop on an Open-Top Bus Tour

See the sights in comfort

The best way to explore the city is to grab yourself a seat on the Discover Dundee open-top bus tour. It departs every half-hour from 9.30am to 5pm, April to mid-September, and links all the major sights with a commentary that digs into Dundee’s colourful history. Tickets are valid for 24 hours, and you can get on and off as you please to visit the sights – you'll need a full day if you want to visit them all.

The tour starts at Discovery Point on Dundee’s revitalised waterfront, dominated by the V&A Dundee (map Google map), a stunning building designed by Japanese architect Kengo Kuma. Opened in late 2018, it houses an outpost of London’s Victoria & Albert Museum of art and design.

Next door rise the three masts of Captain Robert Falcon Scott’s famous polar expedition vessel the RRS Discovery, built in Dundee in 1900. You can visit the ship’s bridge, the galley and the mahogany-panelled officers’ wardroom, and poke your nose into the cabins once used by Scott and his crew.

Take the bus around the city centre, past Dundee Contemporary Arts (map Google map) (a centre for modern art, design and cinema) to the Verdant Works (map Google map), one of the finest industrial museums in Europe. Housed in a restored jute mill, complete with original machinery in working condition, the museum’s exhibits follow the raw material from its origins in India through to the manufacture of a wide range of finished products, from sacking to sailcloth to wagon covers for the pioneers of the American West.

Next stop is the McManus Galleries (map Google map), a city museum on a human scale – you can see everything there is to see in a single visit, without feeling rushed. The exhibits include relics of the Tay Bridge Disaster and the Dundee whaling industry, and computer geeks will enjoy the Sinclair ZX81 and Spectrum (pioneering personal computers with a whole 16Kb of memory!), which were made in Dundee in the early 1980s.

The bus then heads up Dundee Law, the highest point in the city, for a stunning view across the Firth of Tay, before returning via City Quay, where you can visit HMS Unicorn (map Google map). Built in 1824, the 46-gun Unicorn is the oldest British-built ship still afloat.
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WHERE TO STAY IN DUNDEE

Dundee Backpackers (map Google map) Set in a converted historic building, with an ideal location right in the city centre close to pubs and nightlife. £

Urban Quarters (map Google map) A complex of two-bedroom apartments (sleeping up to four people), stylishly decorated and fitted with modern kitchens. £££

Hotel Indigo (map Google map) Boutique hotel set in a former textile mill, within easy walking distance of the city centre and Discovery Point. ££


Day Trips from Dundee

Marian and Simon, founders of the innovative Highland Boundary range of botanical spirits and liqueurs, on their favourite local activities.

The Cateran Ecomuseum is a museum without walls, where all the sites are in the local landscape and bursting with stories that truly connect you to places and the people that have shaped them.

The Den of Alyth is preserved as a special place for nature and a wee hidden gem to discover for the first time. A magical ancient woodland, this is sensational for a walk in every season.

Peel Farm is a fantastic family destination to taste the bountiful flavours of Perthshire and Angus. Meet the farm animals and grab a relaxed coffee or lunch all wrapped in a warm family welcome.



Cycle to the Seaside

A waterfront bike ride

Rent a bike from Dundee Cycle Hub (map Google map), right next door to the V&A Dundee, and ride the signposted waterfront trail (part of National Cycle Network Route 1) past City Quay and the docks, then along the coast to the seaside suburb of Broughty Ferry (allow 20 to 30 minutes), known locally as ‘the Ferry’.

You can explore the imposing tower of Broughty Castle with its little museum, then relax on the long, sandy beach that stretches for a mile or so beyond the castle. The town has lots of good places to eat and drink, so plan on getting lunch here before heading back to the city.
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Getting Around

The city centre is compact and easy to get around on foot. For information on local bus services, check Xplore Dundee (xploredundee.com)





Beyond Dundee
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A turreted castle with Shakespearian connections, carved stones bearing enigmatic symbols, and the town where Peter Pan first took flight.


The area around Dundee is known as Angus, a fertile farming region stretching north from the city to the Highland border. It’s an attractive area of broad straths (valleys) and low, green hills contrasting with the rich, red-brown soil of freshly ploughed fields. The scenic coastline ranges from the red-sandstone cliffs of Arbroath to the long, sandy beach of Lunan Bay. This was the Pictish heartland of the 7th and 8th centuries, and many Pictish symbol stones survive here.

Arbroath is an old-fashioned seaside resort and fishing harbour, home of the famous Arbroath smokie (a form of smoked haddock) and the ruins of Arbroath Abbey, where Scotland’s declaration of independence was famously signed in 1320.
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TOP TIP

A free leaflet, The Angus Pictish Trail (download at aberlemno.org/the-stones), will guide you to the main sculptured stone sites.




Discover Mysterious Sculptured Stones

carved pictish symbols

You'll need your own wheels for this four-hour tour, which takes in the main Pictish carved symbol stones around Angus, starting and finishing in Dundee. First, head northwest to Meigle, whose church houses no fewer than 26 sculptured stones. Turn east to the tiny hamlet of Eassie, where Eassie Old Church holds a beautifully preserved late-7th-century cross slab. Continue east to Forfar and the Meffan Museum, to view its impressive collection of carved stones, then on to Aberlemno for the highlight of the tour.

The mysterious Aberlemno Stones are among Scotland’s finest Pictish stones. By the roadside there are three 7th- to 9th-century slabs with various symbols; in the churchyard at the bottom of the hill there’s a magnificent 8th-century stone displaying a Celtic cross, interlaced decoration, entwined beasts and, on the reverse, scenes of the Battle of Nechtansmere (where the Picts vanquished the Northumbrians in 685).

A short drive leads to Brechin Cathedral, which sports a magnificent 12th-century round tower as well as a small collection of carved stones, then head south to Arbroath, where the St Vigean’s Museum has a superb collection of more than 30 Pictish and medieval sculptured stones. The museum’s masterpiece is the Drosten Stone, beautifully carved with animal figures and hunting scenes on one side, and an interlaced Celtic cross on the other (look for the devil perched in the top left corner).

Check museum opening times – some are closed Sunday and Monday, and the Aberlemno stones are covered up from October to March.


Arbroath

Arbroath is an old-fashioned seaside resort and fishing harbour, home of the famous Arbroath smokie (a form of smoked haddock). The humble smokie achieved European Union ‘Protected Geographical Indication’ status in 2004 – the term ‘Arbroath smokie’ can only be used legally to describe haddock smoked in the traditional manner within an 8km radius of Arbroath

It is also home to the picturesque, red-sandstone ruins of Arbroath Abbey (restricted access at time of research), founded in 1178 by King William the Lion. It is thought that Bernard of Linton, the abbot here in the early 14th century, wrote the famous Declaration of Arbroath in 1320, asserting Scotland’s right to independence; a new exhibition in the visitor centre celebrates the 700th anniversary of the Declaration



In the Footsteps of Macbeth

Royalty and Shakespeare

Looking every inch the Scottish Baronial castle with its pointed turrets and battlements, Glamis Castle (open daily April to October) is a 35-minute bus ride north of Dundee, and claims to be the legendary setting for Shakespeare’s Macbeth. A royal residence since 1372, it is the family home of the earls of Strathmore and Kinghorne – the Queen Mother (born Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, 1900–2002) spent her childhood at Glamis (pronounced ‘glams’) and Princess Margaret (the Queen’s sister, 1930–2002) was born here.

The guided tour will lead you through the various chambers, the most impressive of which is the drawing room with its vaulted plasterwork ceiling. This is the place to ask your guide about the Shakespeare connection – although there’s no record of the bard having visited Glamis, Patrick, 9th Lord Glamis (whose portrait is on display here), may have met Shakespeare in London and shared stories of his home.

There’s an exhibit of armour and weaponry in the haunted crypt and frescoes in the chapel (also haunted). Duncan’s Hall is named for the murdered King Duncan from Macbeth (though the scene actually takes place in Macbeth’s castle in Inverness). As with Cawdor Castle, the claimed Macbeth connection is fictitious – the real Macbeth died long before either was built.

[image: jpg]

Arbroath smokies, Arbroath | Claire Fraser Photography/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN ARBROATH

Harbour Nights Superb location overlooking the harbour, four stylishly decorated bedrooms and a gourmet breakfast menu. ££

Townhouse Hotel Restored Georgian-style building with stylish rooms just a few minutes’ walk from Arbroath Abbey. ££

Old Brewhouse Converted 17th-century house on the seafront; friendly service and quiet rooms with harbour views. ££

Visit the Birthplace of Peter Pan

Place of pilgrimage

Known as the Wee Red Town because of its close-packed, red-sandstone houses, Kirriemuir is one hour by bus to the north of Dundee, and is famed as the birthplace of JM Barrie (1860–1937), playwright and creator of the much-loved Peter Pan.

Begin your half-day walking tour of the town at the bronze statue of Peter Pan, the ‘boy who wouldn’t grow up’, at the intersection of Bank and High Sts. Head east along Bank St and School Wynd to find the modest, whitewashed cottage that is JM Barrie’s Birthplace. The two-storey house has been furnished in period style, and preserves his writing desk and the wash house at the back that served as his first ‘theatre’. Look out for the costumes from the first-ever stage production of Peter Pan.

Continue along Brechin Rd and turn left up Cemetery Rd. At the cemetery gate follow the signs to Barrie’s Grave, then continue uphill to Peter Pan Park with views towards the Angus Glens. The 1930s cricket pavilion here was gifted to the town by JM Barrie – the camera obscura in its pointed turret uses a lens to project live images of the surrounding countryside on to a viewing table, and is one of only four in Scotland.


Best Walks in Angus

Arbroath Sea Cliffs

An excellent clifftop walk follows the coast for 3 miles north to the quaint fishing village of Auchmithie, which claims to have invented the Arbroath smokie; you can try it at the village’s But’n’Ben Restaurant.

Rocks of Solitude

Two miles north of Edzell at a lay-by next to Gannochy Bridge, a door in the stone wall gives access to a delightful footpath along the wooded river gorge for 1.5 miles to picturesque waterfalls.




Getting Around

You can get to Arbroath by train, but you'll need a car to explore any sights outside of the town





ABERDEEN & ROYAL DEESIDE
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Aberdeen is northeast Scotland’s powerhouse, fuelled by the North Sea petroleum industry. Oil money made the city as expensive as London, with prices charged to match the depth of oil-wealthy pockets, though regular downturns in the industry see prices fall. Happily, most cultural attractions, such as the Maritime Museum and Aberdeen Art Gallery, are free.

The valley of the River Dee stretches west from Aberdeen via Aboyne and Ballater to Braemar, closely paralleled by the A93 road. Made famous by its long association with the monarchy – today’s Royal Family still holidays at Balmoral Castle – the region is often called Royal Deeside.

The River Dee, renowned the world over for its salmon fishing, has its source in the Cairngorm Mountains west of Braemar, the starting point for long walks into the hills.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Aberdeen Maritime Museum

SIGHTS

2Aberdeen Beach

3Footdee

4Marine Operations Centre

5Port of Aberdeen

6Provost Ross’s House

7Roundhouse

SLEEPING

8Globe Inn

EATING

9Angus & Ale

10Braided Fig

11Café 52

12Promenade Cafe

13Silver Darling




TOP TIP

The Bike Station in Ballater rents out mountain bikes and ebikes, and will deliver as far away as Aberdeen if you want to ride the Deeside Trail one way.




Discover Aberdeen’s Maritime Heritage

Bustling docks to sandy beach

Begin your half-day exploration at Aberdeen Maritime Museum (map Google map), overlooking the docks to the east of the city centre. The centrepiece is a three-storey replica of a North Sea oil-production platform, which explains all you ever wanted to know about the petroleum industry. Other galleries, some situated in Provost Ross’s House (map Google map), the oldest building in the city and part of the museum, cover the shipbuilding, whaling and fishing industries.

Exit the museum, descend the steps across the street, and turn left along Regent Quay with the superstructures of oil rig supply ships towering above you in the neighbouring docks – the Port of Aberdeen (map Google map) is one of the busiest in the UK, servicing the North Sea oil industry and car ferries to Orkney and Shetland.
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Aberdeen Maritime Museum | Pecold/Shutterstock ©

Continue along the industrial waterfront to reach Pocra Quay at the harbour entrance, where you will see the Roundhouse (map Google map), built in 1798 as the harbourmaster’s office, with the elegant modern tower of its replacement, the Marine Operations Centre (map Google map), rising behind.

Look out for dolphins in the harbour entrance hunting salmon returning to the River Dee to spawn, before taking a stroll around the picturesque former fishing village of Footdee (map Google map) (pronounced 'fittie'), just next to the Operations Centre. Also here is the Silver Darling (map Google map), one of Aberdeen’s finest seafood restaurants, housed in the former customs office.

Finish with a stroll north along the Esplanade to Aberdeen Beach (map Google map) and an ice cream from the Promenade Cafe – there’s a queue here for a reason!

[image: jpg]

Footdee | Yulia_Bogomolova/Shutterstock ©


Old Aberdeen

Just over a mile north of the city centre is the district called Old Aberdeen. It was here that Bishop Elphinstone established King’s College, Aberdeen’s first university (and Scotland’s third), in 1495. The 16th-century college chapel is easily recognised by its crown spire; the interior is largely unchanged since it was first built, with impressive stained-glass windows and choir stalls

Nearby, the 15th-century St Machar’s Cathedral, with its massive twin towers, is a rare example of a fortified cathedral. According to legend, St Machar was ordered to establish a church where the river takes the shape of a bishop’s crook, which it does just here. The cathedral is best known for its impressive heraldic ceiling, dating from 1520, which has 48 shields of kings, nobles, archbishops and bishops



WHERE TO STAY IN ABERDEEN

Globe Inn (map Google map) Popular pub with seven appealing, comfortable bedrooms upstairs; breakfast is continental, served in your room. ££

Dutch Mill Hotel Grand Victorian granite mansion with beautifully understated modern decor, a popular bar and a conservatory restaurant. ££

Brentwood Villa Homely B&B with comfortable beds, spotless bathrooms and helpful owners; a mile north of the city centre. ££


Balmoral Castle

Built for Queen Victoria in 1855 as a private residence for the Royal Family, Balmoral Castle kicked off the revival of the Scottish Baronial style of architecture that characterises so many of Scotland’s 19th-century country houses. You can book a one-hour guided tour of the grounds and the castle ballroom online – after the tour you'll have time to further explore the grounds and gardens without a guide

Inside the castle only the ballroom, which displays a collection of Landseer paintings, Royal Family photos and personal possessions, is open to the public. Don’t expect to see the private rooms where Queen Elizabeth II once spent her summer holidays – the main attraction is learning about Highland estate management, rather than royal revelations

The castle is open April to July, and on limited dates in October and November



Explore Royal Deeside by Bike

Off the beaten railway track

The Deeside Way runs for 41 miles from Aberdeen to Ballater through the heart of Royal Deeside – you can cycle it in one or two days (suitable for road bikes), or walk it in four. It follows the route of an old railway line so the gradients are mostly easy, making for ideal family hiking or biking.

Begin at Aberdeen’s Duthie Park and follow the leafy, well-signposted trail west through Aberdeen’s suburbs, passing old train station platforms. Just beyond the village of Peterculter, you can make a detour to see Drum Castle, but if you're short of time save it for 16th-century Crathes Castle 3 miles further on, famous for its Jacobean painted ceilings.

Next stop is the attractive town of Banchory, the best place to overnight if you're biking the route in two days. From here the trail strikes uphill along forest roads before descending to Potarch Bridge. Outside the pub here you'll see the Dinnie Stones, a pair of granite boulders named after a local strongman who famously carried them (one in each hand) across Potarch Bridge in 1860.

You then pass through Kincardine O'Neil, the oldest village on Deeside, and Aboyne, where you can watch gliders taking off and landing, before reaching the end of the line at Ballater, a pretty village with many royal associations including the lovingly restored Old Royal Station.

The trail ends here, but you can cycle another 8 miles on the B976 minor road to reach Balmoral Castle.

WHERE TO EAT IN ABERDEEN

Braided Fig (map Google map) An actual fig tree, draped in fairy lights, forms the focal point of this delightfully intimate and informal restaurant. ££

Café 52 (map Google map) This haven of laid-back industrial chic serves some of the finest and best-value cuisine in the northeast. ££

Angus & Ale (map Google map) Aberdeen Angus beef and craft beers are the speciality of this little gem in an alley off Union St. ££


The Braemar Gathering

There are Highland Games in many Scottish towns and villages throughout the summer, but the best known is the Braemar Gathering, which takes place on the first Saturday in September. It’s a major occasion, organised every year since 1817 by the Braemar Royal Highland Society. Events include Highland dancing, bagpiping, tug-of-war, a hill race up Morrone, tossing the caber, hammer- and stone-throwing and the long jump. Queen Victoria attended the Braemar Gathering in 1848, starting a tradition of royal patronage that continues to this day

Check out Braemar’s Highland Games Centre, which has an exhibition on the history of the games, housed in a green pavilion at the Princess Royal and Duke of Fife Memorial Park, where the Braemar Gathering is held



Castle Spotting by Car

Castles and vintage vehicles

Begin this day-long scenic tour (castles closed October to March) by heading out of Aberdeen on the A944; just before Westhill bear left onto the B9119. Follow signs for Tarland for 18 miles, then turn right on the A980 towards Alford. A few miles along this road you’ll see Craigievar Castle (closed Wednesdays), a picturesque confection of cupolas and corbelled turrets.

Continue 4 miles north to the village of Alford where you can explore the Grampian Transport Museum – a fascinating collection of vintage vehicles, including a Triumph Bonneville motorbike, a couple of Model T Fords, a Ferrari F40 and an Aston Martin V8 Mk II – and have lunch at the Alford Bistro.

Head west on the A944 and A97 to visit the dramatic ruins of 13th-century Kildrummy Castle, the former seat of the Earl of Mar and once one of Scotland’s most impressive fortresses. Go west via Strathdon and south to Ballater to pick up the A93 on Royal Deeside, which leads west to Balmoral and the imposing Braemar Castle (reopening July 2023).


Getting Around

The main city bus operator in Aberdeen is First Aberdeen (firstbus.co.uk/aberdeen); pay the driver as you board the bus. A FirstDay ticket (£4.45) allows unlimited travel from the time of purchase until midnight on all First Aberdeen buses

Stagecoach bus 201 runs from Aberdeen to Ballater (1¾ hours, hourly Monday to Saturday, six services on Sunday) via Crathes Castle, and continues to Braemar (another 30 minutes) every two hours





Beyond Aberdeen & Deeside
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Aberdeen’s environs offer spectacular sea cliffs, dramatic castle ruins, great seafood restaurants and scenic coastal hikes.


The coast south of Aberdeen bristles with vertiginous sea cliffs, loud with nesting seabirds in summer, broken only by the wide harbour of Stonehaven, an attractive town that once made its living from fishing but is now a popular weekend resort. Its attractions include an art deco open-air swimming pool, fine seafood dining, lively harbourside pubs and a clifftop hike to spectacular Dunnottar Castle.

By contrast, the coast to the north of the city is low-lying and sandy, backed by appealing beaches and vast grass-covered dunes that form the setting for the Trump International golf course at Menie, and for the hiking trails and wildlife haven of Forvie National Nature Reserve.
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Dunnottar Castle | aiaikawa/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Stonehaven has a good choice of B&Bs, plus some hotels and a good campsite. It gets busy in summer, so it’s safest to book accommodation in advance during July and August.




Clifftop Hike to a Castle

Ice cream and sea cliffs

Originally a small fishing village, Stonehaven (a 45-minute bus ride south of Aberdeen) has been the county town of Kincardineshire since 1600 and is now a thriving family-friendly seaside resort. Enjoy a half-day hike along the coast to a spectacular castle.

Begin at the car park on the north edge of town, beside the town’s Open Air Pool, a heated seawater pool built in 1934 in art deco style. Walk south along the seafront, pausing at Aunt Betty’s cafe for the best ice cream in the northeast.

A boardwalk continues around the bay to the picturesque cliff-bound harbour. Here you’ll find a couple of appealing pubs and the town’s oldest building, the Tolbooth, built about 1600; it now houses a small local history museum and an excellent seafood restaurant.

From the harbour, signposts indicate a footpath leading for a mile along the clifftops to the spectacular ruins of Dunnottar Castle, spread out across a grassy promontory 50m above the sea. As dramatic a filmset as any director could wish for, it provided the backdrop for Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet (1990), starring Mel Gibson.
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Grey seal, Forvie National Nature Reserve | ARTERRA/Universal Images Group via Getty Images ©

Celebrate New Year with a Bang

Great balls of fire!

Book accommodation well in advance if you want to attend Stonehaven’s famous Fireball Ceremony. On Hogmanay (31 December), the town preserves an ancient, pre-Christian tradition with its procession of fireball-swinging locals who parade to the harbour and fling their blazing orbs into the sea.


Forvie Sands

At the Forvie National Nature Reserve, coastal sand dunes extend north from Aberdeen for more than 14 miles, one of the largest areas of dunes in the UK, and the least affected by human activity. There are wildlife hikes and waymarked trails through the dunes to an abandoned medieval village where only the ruins of a church survive. The dunes form an important nesting and feeding area for birds – don’t wander off the trails during the nesting season (April to August)

Bring your binoculars – at the south end of the reserve, at the mouth of the River Ythan, you can see huge numbers of seals basking on the sands at low tide, and up to 2000 eider ducks, which nest here in the spring



WHERE TO ENJOY SEAFOOD IN STONEHAVEN

Tolbooth Set in a 17th-century building overlooking the harbour; one of the best seafood restaurants in the region. £££

Marine Hotel Popular harbourside pub with real ales on tap, and a menu that includes fresh seafood specials. ££

Creel Inn A rustic pub famous for locally caught fish and shellfish; in Catterline, 5 miles south of Stonehaven. ££



SPEYSIDE
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The River Spey is Scotland’s second-longest river (after the Tay), flowing for more than 100 miles from Loch Spey, 18 miles west of Newtonmore, to reach the sea at Spey Bay, 8 miles east of Elgin. The lower part of its valley, known as Speyside, is home to more than 50 whisky distilleries, the region’s main attraction for visitors.

Aberlour – or Charlestown of Aberlour, to give it its full name – straggles along the banks of the River Spey and lies at the heart of the Speyside whisky-distilling region. It is famous as the home of Walkers Shortbread, and has the Aberlour Distillery right on the main street. Attractions include salmon fishing on the Spey, nearby Knockando Woolmill and some lovely walks along the Speyside Way.

Rome may be built on seven hills, but nearby Dufftown’s built on seven stills, say the locals. With seven working distilleries nearby, it has been dubbed Scotland’s malt whisky capital.
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SIGHTS

1Aberlour

2Banff Links

3Baxters Highland Village

4Garmouth Viaduct

5Knockando

6Speyside Cooperage

ACTIVITIES

7Macduff Marine Aquarium

SLEEPING

see 1Bankhouse B&B

8Craigellachie Hotel

see 1Mash Tun

EATING

see 1Fresh!

see 1Spey Larder

DRINKING

11Aberlour Distillery

12Glenfarclas Distillery

13Glenfiddich Distillery

14Macallan Distillery




TOP TIP

A car is necessary for reaching most rural distilleries, but drivers can still take part, if belatedly, in tasting sessions – most distillery tours offer a tasting kit to take away and enjoy at your hotel. It’s a good idea to book all distillery tours in advance.




Blaze Your Own Whisky Trail

Become a whisky connoisseur

Visiting a distillery is an unmissable part of a visit to Speyside, but which ones? This driving day tour takes in the top half-dozen sights. Begin at Aberlour Distillery (map), which has an excellent, detailed tour with a proper tasting session. Then head southwest for 5 miles to small, friendly and family-owned Glenfarclas Distillery (map).

Cross the River Spey to the B9102 and head back east, past Knockando (map), an 18th-century woollen mill that has been lovingly restored to full working order, and continue to Macallan Distillery (map) (open weekends only), housed in a spectacular turf-roofed visitor centre; the Elchies Brasserie here is a good spot for lunch (booking required).

Cross the Spey again to Craigellachie and head south on the A941 to visit the Speyside Cooperage (map), where you can see the fascinating art of barrel-making in action, before continuing to the big and bustling Glenfiddich Distillery (map). The standard tour begins with an overblown video, but it’s fun and informative.

End your tour at nearby Dufftown, which has been dubbed Scotland’s malt whisky capital and is host to the biannual Spirit of Speyside whisky festival. Here you'll find a Whisky Museum, housing a selection of distillery memorabilia, and a Whisky Shop that stocks hundreds of single malts.
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Elgin

Elgin has been the provincial capital of Moray for over eight centuries and was an important town in medieval times. Many people think that the ruins of Elgin Cathedral, known as the 'lantern of the north', are the most beautiful and evocative in Scotland; its octagonal chapter house is the finest in the country. Consecrated in 1224, the cathedral was burned down in 1390 by the infamous Wolf of Badenoch, the illegitimate son of Robert II, following his excommunication by the Bishop of Moray

The town is also home to Elgin Museum, an old-fashioned cabinet of curiosities where a captivating collection is artfully displayed in a beautiful, purpose-built Victorian building. Exhibits range from Ecuadorian shrunken heads to Peruvian mummies, and include mysterious Pictish carved stones and internationally important fish and reptile fossils discovered in local rocks



WHERE TO STAY IN ABERLOUR

Mash Tun (map) Five charming bedrooms in a traditional stone-built house with views of the River Spey. ££

Craigellachie Hotel (map) A mile northeast of Aberlour, this country house hotel retains a wonderfully old-fashioned atmosphere. £££

Bankhouse B&B (map) A delightful house with delightful owners, quiet and peaceful despite being right in the middle of town. ££


Banff & Macduff

The Georgian town of Banff lies at the mouth of the River Deveron with Banff Links (map) – 800m of clean golden sandy beach – stretching to the west. On the southern edge of the town lies Duff House, one of Scotland’s underappreciated treasures. This impressive baroque mansion is home to an art gallery with a superb collection of Scottish and European art, including important works by Raeburn and Gainsborough

The neighbouring fishing port of Macduff is home to Macduff Marine Aquarium (map), centred around a 400,000L open-air tank, complete with kelp-coated reef and wave machine. Marine oddities on view include the brightly coloured cuckoo wrasse, the warty-skinned lumpsucker and the vicious-looking wolf fish. There’s also a live CCTV feed from the seabird nesting colonies at the RSPB’s Troup Head nature reserve



Hike the Speyside Way

Distilleries and dolphin spotting

This 66-mile long-distance footpath follows the course of the River Spey, from Buckie to Aviemore in the Cairngorms. The 5 miles from Fochabers to Spey Bay makes for an easy half-day hike.

Fochabers sits beside the last road bridge over the River Spey before it enters the sea. The town has a pleasant square, with a church and clock tower dating from 1798. West of the bridge is Baxters Highland Village (map), which charts the history of the Baxter family and their well-known brand of quality Scottish foodstuffs, founded in 1868 – the cafe here is a good spot for lunch.
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The trail leads along the east bank of the River Spey – look out for salmon anglers (the Spey is one of Scotland’s most famous salmon rivers) and for wildlife such as herons, kingfishers and otters. As you approach Spey Bay, make a brief detour left along the Moray Coast Trail (signposted) to the Garmouth viaduct, an old railway bridge across the Spey, for a great view of the river.

Where the river meets the sea is Spey Bay, where the Scottish Dolphin Centre is based in a historic icehouse that used to store ice for preserving local salmon catches. This is one of the best land-based dolphin-spotting places in the country. The indoor attractions include feeds from nearby wildlife cameras, a ‘dry dive’ audiovisual experience that takes you beneath the waves of the Moray Firth, and a pleasant cafe. Outdoors, you can watch for dolphins, seals and other marine creatures at the mouth of the River Spey, or join a guided wildlife walk.
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WHERE TO EAT IN ABERLOUR

Mash Tun This atmospheric B&B also has an excellent restaurant that serves top-notch pub grub. ££

Fresh! (map) Great neighbourhood coffee shop that dishes up breakfasts and homemade Cullen skink (fish soup) for lunch. £

Spey Larder (map) This deli is the place to shop for picnic goodies to enjoy on the banks of the nearby River Spey. £


Getting Around

Elgin is a 1½-hour train ride from Aberdeen, and 45 minutes from Inverness. There are hourly buses to Aberlour from Elgin (40 minutes), and from Dufftown (15 minutes)

On summer weekends you can take a train from Inverness or Aberdeen to Keith, and then ride the Keith and Dufftown Heritage Railway to Dufftown





Beyond Speyside
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Cullen is a former fishing village, now reinventing itself as the pleasantest place to visit on the Moray Firth coast.


The old county of Moray (muh-ray) lies at the heart of an ancient Celtic earldom and is famed for its mild climate and rich farmland – the barley fields of the 19th century once provided the raw material for the Speyside whisky distilleries. It gives its name to the Moray Firth, the great expanse of sea that narrows westwards towards Inverness.

The firth’s southern coast, from the mouth of the River Spey east to Fraserburgh, alternates between rugged cliffs and long, long stretches of sandy beach, dotted with picturesque little fishing villages such as Pennan, where parts of the film Local Hero were shot, Portsoy with its wooden boat festival, and Cullen, birthplace of the renowned soup Cullen skink.

[image: jpg]
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TOP TIP

Don't miss Moray’s most famous culinary creation – Cullen skink, a hearty traditional soup of smoked haddock, onion, potatoes, milk and butter.




Explore a Traditional Fishing Village

Photogenic coastal stroll

Allow two hours to follow this easy walk around Cullen village, a 40-minute drive northeast of Aberlour.

Begin at the town square, where you can browse a handful of nearby antique shops, then walk southwest along Grant St and turn right on North Deskford St. At the far end you can access the old railway line followed by the Moray Coast Trail – walk west on this for 400m to the Cullen viaduct, where you'll get a fantastic view over the village.

Return to Deskford St and descend the stairs beneath the arch, cross the main road and descend more stairs into the maze of narrow streets and picturesque cottages that is Seatown. Make your way to the seafront, and follow it rightwards, past the harbour to the end of Port Long Rd.

About 150m past the car park you will find the Pet Cemetery. This touching memorial to hundreds of family pets was created by a local pensioner, and is decorated with beach stones and sea shells.
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Picturesque Pennan

Pennan is a picture-perfect harbour village tucked beneath red-sandstone cliffs, 12 miles west of Fraserburgh. It featured in the 1983 film Local Hero, and fans of the film still come to make a call from the red telephone box that played a prominent part in the plot (the box in the film was just a prop, and it was only later that film buffs and locals successfully campaigned for a real one to be installed)

The interior of the village hotel, the Pennan Inn, also appeared in the film, though one of the houses further along the seafront to the east doubled for the exterior of the fictional hotel. The beach scenes were filmed on the other side of the country, at Camusdarach Beach in Arisaig



Attend a Traditional Boat Festival

Sailing boats, seafood and folk music

The pretty fishing village of Portsoy, a 45-minute drive northeast of Aberlour, has an atmospheric 17th-century harbour and a maze of narrow streets lined with picturesque cottages. The art of traditional wooden boatbuilding has been kept alive here – you can watch skilled woodworkers in action at The Boatshed year-round, but to really appreciate the vibe try to attend the annual Scottish Traditional Boat Festival (late June or early July), when Portsoy harbour is home to a lively gathering of historic wooden sailing boats along with sailing races, live folk music, crafts demonstrations, street theatre and a food festival.

WHERE TO EAT IN CULLEN

Rockpool Cafe The best cafe on the Moray coast, and a great place to try local speciality Cullen skink. £

Seafield Arms Trad hotel given a modern makeover, the ideal spot for a sophisticated dinner. ££

The Ice Cream Shop Traditional sweet shop, as well as delicious ice cream homemade by the owner. £






Southern Highlands & Islands
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Scenery, whisky and wildlife

A region that doesn’t do things by halves, here you’ll find the smokiest whisky, the dreamiest beaches and seafood straight out of the water.
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It is often said that ‘west is best’, and this region makes it impossible to disagree. Hopscotch across an assembly of spectacular isles; a journey that inevitably leads to moments you will never forget. Island-hopping the Inner Hebrides is like a Scottish-style safari, encountering wildlife in its natural environment, on its own terms: sea eagles soaring overhead, red deer roaming the hills, pods of dolphins leaping from the water in playful synchronicity and puffins pottering around at your feet, close enough to start a one-way conversation.

When you’re not by the coast, you’re most likely hiking mountains sculpted by ancient volcanoes, swimming in bright blue pools beneath waterfalls, or intentionally lost within wild spaces, nature reserves and native woodlands so rare and special they are protected and restored under national park status. Either that, or you’re inside the walls of a local pub, listening to live music.

Adventure is in the air, but relaxation is strongly encouraged. Pause to breathe it all in and let your imagination travel back through time. Standing stones, carved Celtic crosses and crumbling castles are etched into the land, like wrinkles on a human face. There’s no hiding the age and character of these places, the past is all still here: it’s in stories and song; monuments and museums; in the hearts of the local people, and in yours when you leave.
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THE MAIN AREAS

OBAN

Seafood and traditional music.

Iona

Beaches, sunsets and boat trips.

Islay

Whisky and history.

LOCH LOMOND & THE TROSSACHS NATIONAL PARK

Walking trails and watersports.

ISLE OF ARRAN

Food, drink and geology.







Find Your Way

The Southern Highlands and Islands region occupies a wide and astonishingly diverse space around Scotland’s west coast. These inspiring destinations have been selected for their unique stories, geology, food and drink, and outdoor adventures.
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Plan Your Time

Resist the temptation to rush and jam-pack your itinerary. Gravitate towards the west coast, cast away to at least one island, and immerse yourself in the history, scenery and serenity: best enjoyed slowly.
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Short on Time

• Oban is the perfect introduction to the west coast. Go straight to Oban Seafood Hut for a freshly caught seafood lunch then walk up the hill to McCaig’s Tower (map Google map) for the best views of the town and its ferry traffic. Try the local whisky on a tour of Oban Distillery before heading out for dinner: a casual fish and chips by the sea or a special meal at Etive Restaurant (map Google map). Finish with a night out on the town: live music at the Oban Inn or Markie Dans and traditional ceilidh dancing at The View.




A Long Weekend

• Hop across to Arran, from Ardrossan to Brodick. Start with a walk around Brodick Castle (map) gardens or into Glen Rosa for a waterfall swim. Loop the island: stop for beaches in Lamlash (map), Kildonan and Blackwaterfoot; walk to Machrie Moor Standing Stones; photograph Lochranza Castle. Sample the local produce wherever you go and finish at Arran Botanical Drinks beach bar. Hike Goatfell on a clear day or hire a SUP from Arran Active. If driving, take the Lochranza ferry to Claonaig (Kintyre) and return via Inveraray and Loch Lomond.




Seven Days to Go Island-Hopping

• Spend the first two or three nights in Oban: explore the town then take day trips to Kerrera, Lismore or Easdale. Catch the ferry across to Mull to discover Tobermory at the north of the island. Without a car, book an otter walk with Mull Magic then take the bus to Fionnphort; or drive the scenic west coast and pop across to Ulva for lunch. Finish with a couple of nights on peaceful Iona to unwind over white-sand beaches, sunsets and a boat trip to Staffa to see the puffins.



Seasonal Highlights

The west coast has a reputation for wet weather so always pack a rain jacket. Summer heatwaves call for beach days. Spring is lovely for island-hopping, autumn for amber landscapes and cosy vibes.

APRIL

Spring sees wildflowers in bloom, more daylight and minimal midges. Ideal for hiking or walking the West Highland Way.
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MAY

More sunny days and businesses open for the season. The peak summer crowds are yet to arrive.

[image: jpg]

Andrea Paganini Photo/Getty Images ©

JUNE

The best time of year to see puffins on Staffa: take a boat trip from Mull or Iona.
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JULY

Summer is in full swing with watersports, wild swimming and Tiree Music Festival. The Hebridean beaches are calling!
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OCTOBER

Autumn colours are out in force on the leaves and landscapes. The perfect time for forest walks and hot drinks.
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NOVEMBER

Make the most of the shorter days and dark skies with a star-gazing trip to the Isle of Coll.
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DECEMBER

Get snug in traditional pubs with hearty meals, roaring fires and drams of whisky. Check for festive events and Hogmanay celebrations.
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OBAN
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Tracing through the timeline of Oban’s past, this seaside gem has many claims to tourism fame, but it all began with whisky – as any good Scottish story should. Oban Distillery was founded in 1794 and with it, a small fishing village flourished into a seaside resort town. Leisure-loving Victorians arrived by Comet steamship into Oban Bay, eager to follow in the footsteps of famous writers and composers who took inspiration from their voyages to the wild, uninhabited isles of the Inner Hebrides. Oban is still the legendary 'Gateway to the Isles', with a constant flow of ferries and passengers creating a palpable buzz in the fresh sea air. Don’t just pass through, however: sample the seafood and whisky; explore castles and coastline; learn to ceilidh dance like a local; chase sunsets and special moments. Oban is both a starting point and an adventure in itself.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1McCaig’s Tower

SIGHTS

2No 17 The Promenade

3Oban Distillery

ACTIVITIES

4Basking Shark Scotland

SLEEPING

5Dungallan Country House

6Oban Youth Hostel

EATING

7Ee-Usk

8Etive Restaurant

9Food From Argyll at the Pier

10George Street Fish Restaurant & Chip Shop

11Julie’s Coffee House

12Nories

13Oban Chocolate Company

14Oban Seafood Hut

DRINKING

15Aulay’s Bar

16Hinba Coffee Roasters

17LULU lounge

18Markie Dans

19Oban Inn

20Perle Hotel

21The View Oban

TRANSPORT

22Oban Sea Tours




TOP TIP

Roam freely and spontaneously in the outdoors, but plan ahead for peak season hospitality. Book your accommodation well in advance for the best prices and availability; do the same with dinner reservations to avoid disappointment, particularly at weekends; lunch will be easy to source on the day.




The Best Cafes in Oban

Food from Argyll at the Pier (map Google map)

Friendly cafe attached to Oban Ferry Terminal; stop here for breakfast rolls and local produce. £

Oban Chocolate Company (map Google map)

Handmade chocolates, cakes, milkshakes and the best hot chocolate in town; sit in or stock up. £

Hinba Coffee Roasters (map Google map)

Specially selected coffee, roasted on the Isle of Seil; served with home bakes and vegan treats. £

Julie’s Coffee House (map Google map)

A local favourite, known for great coffee, light lunches, fresh scones and cakes. £



Fresh Catch & Fine Dining

INDULGE IN OBAN’S SEAFOOD SCENE

Where better to feast upon the fruits of the sea than in the ‘Seafood Capital of Scotland’? Within a tiny radius, visitors arrive and depart by train, bus and ferry, while local fishing boats haul their catch of the day onto Oban Railway Pier. Amid this hive of activity is a rustic green shack with a fast-moving queue: you’d be wise to join it. Oban Seafood Hut (map Google map) is as laid-back and authentic as it gets: packed prawn sandwiches, mussels cooked in white wine and garlic on the stove outside, and seafood platters piled onto disposable dishes – all for a fraction of the cost you’d pay elsewhere.

Across the bay on North Pier, Ee-Usk (map Google map) is another Oban institution; the pier-front position and floor-to-ceiling glass ensure you don’t forget where your meal came from, even when you’re sitting indoors. Try shellfish from Loch Linnhe, scallops from Mull and lobster from Luing.

Set back from the high-footfall promenade, Etive Restaurant offers relaxed, high-end dining: fresh, seasonal seafood, paired wines and flawless service by talented chef and sommelier duo, John and David.

Finally, go casual with one of the west coast’s greatest simple pleasures: fish and chips by the sea. Choose from George Street Fish Restaurant & Chip Shop (map Google map), Oban Fish & Chip Shop and Nories (map Google map); watch out for opportunistic seagulls circling overhead.


Favourite Local Pubs

Simon McCulloch, an Oban local for 25 years, now manages the newly refurbished luxury accommodation Dungallan Country House with his partner, Kirsty. While the property has a beautiful on-site bar (open to non-residents) with over 100 whiskies, Simon has a few favourite pubs in the town to share.

Aulays Bar

Welcoming, well-kept pub with hanging baskets outside and a friendly atmosphere. Watch live sports here.

Markie Dans (map Google map)

Pool tables, jukebox and live music; popular with the younger crowd and lively at weekends.

LULU Lounge (map Google map)

Relaxed vibes, chic decor and a range of bubbly, cocktails and spirits; good for couples.



Whisky, Music & Dance

A NIGHT OUT ON THE TOWN

Go behind the scenes on a tour and tasting at Oban Distillery (map Google map) for an insight into the wonderful world of whisky production. One of Scotland’s smallest and oldest whisky makers, with over two centuries of experience, the distillery continues to focus on traditional methods, using only two pot stills to create their much-loved single malt. Suitably warm and fuzzy after your sample drams, it’s time to find some live music!

Established in the same decade as the distillery, the Oban Inn (map Google map) is where history and hospitality come together, with weekly live music line-ups and traditional music sessions announced on social media. Across the street, go upstairs to The View for food and drinks on the waterfront terrace; it’s essential preparation for two hours of traditional, Highland-style dancing at the renowned ‘Ceilidh Nights’, held twice weekly during peak season.

WHERE TO STAY IN OBAN

Oban Caravan & Camping Park Tent and motorhome pitches, camping pods and static caravans with views across the Sound of Kerrera. £

Oban Youth Hostel (map Google map) Budget accommodation in a Victorian villa on the seafront: private rooms, shared dorms, continental breakfast. ££

Greystones B&B Boutique accommodation in a baronial house with a stunning interior and perspective of the town. £££

Hilltop Gardens & Stone Arches

HIKE TO OBAN’S ICONIC LANDMARK

Backdrop to the town’s main thoroughfare, Battery Hill is topped with Oban’s answer to the Colosseum: a surprising sight in a Scottish resort town. McCaig’s Tower was commissioned by local banker John Stuart McCaig in 1897, both to provide work opportunities for the stonemasons in the area and to create a grand memorial for the McCaig family. Catch your breath after the steep ascent: photograph the town from above and watch ferries in transit from the viewing platform, and seek solace from the busyness below in the lovely, well-maintained gardens.
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The Best Sea Activities

Sea Kayak Scotland

Guided kayaking adventures around Oban’s incredible coastline; no experience necessary for half-day trips.

Oban Sea Tours (map Google map)

History, scenery and wildlife spotting on a two-hour cruise in the Firth of Lorne.

Ganavan Sands

Attractive sandy beach looking across to Mull. Perfect bay for wild swimming.

Basking Shark Scotland (map)

Swim with basking sharks on an eco-conscious private tour from Oban.



Coastal Castles & Clan History

FOLLOW THE FOOTSTEPS OF CLAN MACDOUGALL

From the centre of Oban, walk 1 mile to come face to face with 1000 years of history, held within Dunollie Castle, the ancestral seat of Clan McDougall. The recently restored castle ruin, which once guarded the coastline, boasts breathtaking views across Oban Bay to the Inner Hebrides. Make the most of your visit: join a guided tour; examine the exhibits in the 1745 House Museum; wander through temperate rainforest in the ancient woodland; have lunch in the Kettle Garden Cafe; browse the castle’s own tartan and textiles in the Draper’s Shop.

Further along the coast you'll come across the imposing and impressive Dunstaffnage Castle, also built as a Clan MacDougall stronghold in the 13th century. Take the West Coast Motors bus towards Benderloch then walk 1.1 miles to get there.


LOVE SEAFOOD?

On the 'whisky island' of Islay, book the Seafood Special Trip with Islay Sea Adventures for a fresh seafood barbecue on the boat – plus the chance to catch your own!




Getting Around

Oban is served by every major mode of transport, making it the perfect hub for exploring the west coast and the Inner Hebrides. The direct ScotRail train between Oban and Glasgow travels on the West Highland Railway Line: book 12 weeks in advance for the best-priced fares. Citylink and West Coast Motors operate bus services linking Oban with Glasgow, Inveraray, Fort William and the Slate Islands. CalMac ferries travel frequently to the Inner Hebrides from Oban Ferry Terminal, or save time by flying to the islands with Hebridean Air Services from Oban & The Isles Airport.





Beyond Oban
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Oban is your springboard to the awe-inspiring archipelago of the Inner Hebrides. Day trip, island-hop, and soak it all in.


The modern world holds a loose grip on these islands, scattered out from the west coast like a trail of treasure across the sea. Nonstop natural splendour, dazzling coastline, community traditions and warm hospitality are the common threads, but each island has its own distinctive quirks, qualities and stories to tell. Ferry crossings range from three minutes to three hours, and across the water, the experiences on offer vary just as much. Choose your island playground: dark skies, scenic drives, waves, mountains, quaint settlements or quiet spaces to clear and collect your thoughts. Wherever you end up, the Inner Hebrides has an inescapable magnetism. Be warned: once you start to island-hop, you won’t want to stop.

[image: jpg]
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TOP TIP

Download the Scottish Islands Passport app (islands.scot) to collect stamps and find more information and inspiration for your island-hopping adventures.




Shops, Walks & the Iconic Harbour

EXPLORING SCOTLAND’S PRETTIEST PORT TOWN

Capital of the island, and Mull’s main attraction, Tobermory is a non-negotiable addition to your island road trip or a delightful day trip from Oban on public transport; book the morning ferry then catch the West Coast Motors bus from Craignure. The seaside charm of this picturesque port town is a guaranteed mood-lifter: the instantly recognisable rainbow facades along the harbour, fishing boats landing fresh catch, and the lulling effect of time spent by the water. Meander Main St: shop for sweet treats at Tobermory Handmade Chocolate and gorgeous gifts from Island Blue Tobermory; stop for scoops of Isle of Mull Ice Cream. Head 1.1 miles uphill to Sgriob-ruadh Farm, home of Isle of Mull Cheddar, for cheese toasties in the Glass Barn: an enchanting grapevine-entwined greenhouse.

Beyond Mull Aquarium, Europe’s first ‘catch and release’ aquarium, a forest path leads into Aros Park for wooden bridges, waterfalls streaming into the sea, and photo opportunities of the colourful harbour framed by plant life. Across the bay, an elevated trail leads to the secluded Rubha nan Gall Lighthouse; visual highlights include Calve Island, the West Highland Peninsulas and the Small Isles. Finish the day with a tasting at Tobermory Distillery or go straight to the pub: the friendly, contemporary Macgochans or the Mishnish for cosy, traditional vibes. Both have live music and fireside seating.


Best Places to Eat in Tobermory

Cafe Fish

Order a platter for a bit of everything, or the signature ‘Cafe Fish stew’. Always book in advance. ££

The Galleon, Bistro on the Brae

Enjoy the finest Mull has to offer with daily-changing seasonal menus in a small, relaxed setting. ££

Fisherman’s Pier Fish & Chip Van

Cooked-to-order fish and chips with peas and tartare sauce right on the harbour. £

Tobermory Fish Co

Takeaway ‘gift boxes’ of local shellfish, island produce, and home-smoked salmon, trout and mussels. £££



Windy Roads & Epic Views

DRIVE THE WILD WEST COAST

Double the driving time of the main route from Tobermory to Fionnphort, this journey on Mull’s west coast is a slow and satisfying adventure from north to south. Head west from Tobermory, where a short detour from Dervaig leads to island history, arts and crafts, and tearoom treats at The Old Byre Heritage Centre. Stretch your legs on the ‘Art in Nature’ woodland walk at Calgary Arts Centre and the white sands of Calgary Bay. The road south passes the triple-cascading Eas Fors Waterfall and the pier at Ulva Ferry: use the novelty wooden panel to summon the small boat for lunch at The Boathouse on Ulva; go to Staffa and Lunga with Turus Mara; search for sea eagles with Mull Charters.

Your entertainment for the remainder of the route is supplied by sublime seaside scenes and the constant play of light on the land. Following the shores of Loch na Keal, the B8073 joins the B8035 for the most dramatic drive on the island;look out for otters and eagles along the way. Winding tightly between ancient rock and the sea, this single track road is not for the faint hearted: take it slowly and cautiously. Finish in Fionnphort, the main village and port on the Ross of Mull peninsula; book dinner at the Keel Row and admire the glow of the shoreline’s striking pink granite.


THE BLUE POOL

Discover a special swim spot on the Isle of Arran. A stunning walk in Glen Rosa leads to a waterfall with a deep, bright-blue pool beneath and a mountainous backdrop.



WHERE TO STAY ON MULL

Ross of Mull Bunkrooms Budget accommodation in a converted cottage; modern bathrooms and a cosy lounge with wood-burning stove. £

Island Pods, Gruline Luxury glamping pods on Benmore Estate with easy access to both mountains and sea. ££

Western Isles Hotel Historic hotel with a roaring fire. Meals served in a conservatory perched above the bay. £


Top Photo Ops
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A talented freelance photographer based on Mull, Eilidh Cameron is forever inspired by the island’s landscapes, light and wildlife. These are her top photo spots on Mull. @eilidh__cameron

Glengorm Castle & Estate

The best place on the island to watch a sunset in summer, with beautiful views over to Ardnamurchan Point and north to Rùm and Skye.

Croig Harbour

Pretty, quaint harbour where you can buy fresh oysters. Look out for otters and discover hidden beaches nearby.

Loch Na Keal

The shores of the loch offer a stunning perspective of the surrounding mountains, including Ben More, the only Munro in the Hebrides outside of Skye.



Castle Ruins & Remote Refreshments

LUNCH ADVENTURE ON KERRERA

Embark on a half-day walking or cycling adventure to the most adorable hidden eatery on the islands, Kerrera Tea Garden. The Isle of Kerrera is connected to the mainland by a five-minute foot-passenger ferry from Gallanach, 2 miles from Oban town centre. Thanks to a community charity initiative, ebikes are now available to prebook and collect from the Old School near the ferry port. Do an anticlockwise circuit of the south, stopping at the honesty shop at Balliemore Farm for cold drinks, island crafts and ice cream. Save some space for Martin and Aideen’s staples and specials at the tea garden: traditional Scottish stovies, Granny Shields’ lentil soup, classic cakes, flavoured muffins and hot drinks, with indoor/outdoor seating and a quirky toilet! Before returning to the ferry, follow the sign for Gylen Castle, an atmospheric 16th-century ruin, almost camouflaged by its rocky platform on the undulating coast.

Land, Sea & Sheepdogs

ISLE OF LISMORE WITH THE LOCALS

Slip away from the seaside bustle of Oban for an island day trip upon untamed terrain and clear coastal waters, where you don’t have to worry about driving, fact-finding or filling your own stomach. Explore Lismore combines the talents of local husband and wife, Robert and Iris, for an all-encompassing, bespoke island experience. Robert unveils Lismore’s history, heritage and wildlife on a private Land Rover tour, while Iris whips up incredible bakes, inspired by her Dutch and Swedish heritage, crafted in her Hebridean home. Sample the goods in an optional add-on picnic, served from the back of the Land Rover at Castle Coeffin or Sailean Lime Quarry. Failing that, you’ll find Iris’ treats in the Dutch Bakery, a red telephone box at the Port Appin ferry departure point.

Combine your Land Rover excursion with guided stand-up paddleboarding in the calm bay at pretty Port Ramsay, a settlement created for the limestone workers 200 years ago. Other options include cycling with Lismore Bike Hire or the Shepherding Experience, courtesy of Lismore farmer Arthur and his trusty sheepdogs, Misty and Tam – his unusual sheep-gathering method involves a mountain ebike.
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WHERE TO EAT ON MULL

Piecebox, Dervaig Grab a local produce picnic for the road: seafood sandwiches, sausage rolls and home bakes. £

Lazy Cow Café & Farm Shop, Kintra Light lunches, deli delights for takeaway and fresh barista coffee; a new local favourite. £

The Creel Seafood Bar, Fionnphort Fish and chips, scampi and fishcakes. Freshly caught seafood, landed on the pier. £


Best Tips for Wild Swimming
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Daniel Coyle, better known as ‘Dan the Merman’, is a professional open-water swim coach based in Argyll. Here he shares his top tips for a safe and enjoyable experience. @swim_danthemerman_argyll

Swim your own swim

Swim to your own ability and experience, and wear appropriate kit (eg a wetsuit) according to your ability.

Stay visible and in contact

Wear a bright tow float and swim cap, inform someone where you are going and carry a fully charged and waterproof-covered mobile phone.

Assess the conditions

Check the wind direction/speed, swell height and tides in advance and again when at the site.

Prepare for afterwards

Always thoroughly plan your entry/exit point with care and have plenty of warm layers ready.



Cottages & Quarries

WILD SWIMMING ON SCOTLAND’S QUIRKIEST ISLAND

One of the Slate Islands, famed as the ‘islands that roofed the world’, Easdale is proof that good things come in small, peculiar packages. The novelty, three-minute ferry crossing from Ellenabeich on the Isle of Seil, 17 miles south of Oban by car or local bus, is a very ‘Easdale’ introduction. This compact, car-free isle is bursting with character: rows of white quarry workers’ cottages, a collection of colourful wheelbarrows to transport goods from the ferry, and one small pub, the Puffer Bar & Restaurant, offering home-cooked produce and themed pop-ups. Remnants of the historic slate industry can be found at every step, from the slate piles, walls, roofs and signage, to the stories retold in Easdale Folk Museum, and most of all, the flooded slate quarries that govern most of the island’s surface area; best appreciated from the viewpoint at the top of the island’s mini hill. These unusual bodies of water play host to the World Stone-Skimming Championships and offer a wild swimming experience you’re unlikely to forget. Head for the L-shaped ’swimming quarry', featured in the Above & Below Swimming Trails, developed and safety certified by Wild About Argyll; the locals will only swim in this quarry.
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CRAFTS ON LISMORE

Shepherd’s Cottage Soaps Handmade, small-batch, ecofriendly artisan soap and body-care products from the honesty box at Achinduin.

Mogwaii Designs Cushions, lampshades and textiles inspired by the natural surroundings.

Lismore Luminations Beautiful, premium fragrances, hand-poured with quality soy wax, make up Hazel’s luxury island candles.

Sun, Wind & Waves

WATERSPORTS ON THE SUNSHINE ISLAND

When a Scottish Island is nicknamed ‘Hawaii of the North’ for its warm waters, higher-than-average recordings of sunshine hours and pristine beaches on every stretch of coast, the main activities should come as no surprise. The most westerly of the Inner Hebrides, 55 minutes by ferry from Coll, Tiree is a renowned surfing destination and offers a whole spectrum of water-based activities. Make a splash: go to surf school with Blackhouse Watersports; surf, windsurf, kitesurf, kayak and stand-up paddleboard with Wild Diamond; or join Tiree Sea Tours for high-speed thrills and dramatic scenes at Skerryvore Lighthouse. Back on dry land, ride a white horse along the sweeping sands of Balinoe, guided by Tiree Equestrian, or hire a bike from Tiree Fitness to beach-hop, wave-watch and wild swim to your heart’s content.


Best Island Tours & Boat Trips

Mull Magic

Wildlife spotting and a delicious homemade packed lunch on the ‘Otter Detective Walk’ with a lovely local.

Mull & Iona Geology

Fascinating private tours and guided half-/full-day walks with local geology expert James Westland.

Seafari Adventures

Combine a day trip to Easdale with a high-speed boat trip to the Corryvreckan whirlpool from Ellenabeich on Seil.

isleGo

Whale-watching trips, private charters and days out to nearby islands; based on Coll.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE INNER HEBRIDES

Lismore Bunkhouse & Campsite Modern, ecofriendly dorms and private rooms; outdoor decking and underfloor heating. Space for tents and motorhomes. £

Kerrera Bunkhouse & Byre Rustic self-catering for groups; includes a converted cow shed with sofas, castle views and wood-burner. £

Soa Cabins, Tiree Direct access to one of Tiree’s white-sand beaches from your fully equipped wooden glamping pod. ££


Island Events

The Inner Hebrides plays host to a variety of annual events that reflect the music, culture and remarkable natural surroundings of these special islands. Here are our top picks from daylight to night.

Tiree Music Festival

This most celebrated summer festival experience is an epic foray into Scotland’s live folk music scene; camping, dancing and all-round feel-good vibes above the breathtaking beach at Crossapol.

Coll & the Cosmos

In partnership with Cosmos Planetarium, Coll Bunkhouse offers annual stargazing weekends during autumn/winter. This astronomical adventure delves into the wonders of the night sky through over 10-hours of immersive tuition and stargazing; a range of equipment is provided.



Sea Air & Stargazing

EXPERIENCE THE WONDERS OF COLL'S NIGHT SKY

Coll is a paradise island, designed and defined by nature. It’s sublimely suited to those who seek rest and relaxation, with no tick-list of must-sees and activities required. The tranquil village of Arinagour is your passageway into the island time zone: expect instant recalibration to a slower pace. Beyond this main settlement, you’ll find no less than 30 divinely deserted beaches and a thriving Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) nature reserve, where even the elusive corncrake is known to hang out. Invigorating days discovering deserted bays should be followed by cosy nights in the family-run Coll Hotel for outrageously good food and friendly service; boats arrive from nearby islands purely for the pleasure of dining here.

Don’t get too distracted by drinks and sharing stories with locals in the hotel bar; step outside and into the magic of the night sky. Remotely positioned and with no street lights, Coll is a Dark Sky Community, officially designated by the International Dark-Sky Association, and one of the best places in the UK for stargazing. Under cloud-free conditions, the sky comes alive with constellations and the glow of the Milky Way; when solar activity is high, the northern lights are known to make an appearance too. Visit during the autumn/winter months to maximise your chances: wrap up warm, fill your flask with a ‘hot toddy’ and keep your fingers crossed for clear weather.


Getting Around

CalMac operates the ferries between Oban and the Inner Hebrides. From the main ferry terminal, there are daily services to Lismore, Mull, Coll and Tiree. Foot passengers and vehicles must prebook the ferry crossings online. There are bus services on Mull to Tobermory in the north and Fionnphort in the south (for the ferry to Iona). Bike hire is available on the smaller islands of Lismore, Coll and Tiree.

Road trippers should familiarise themselves with island driving etiquette, including using passing places. On single-track roads, only wide enough for one vehicle, passing places (usually marked with a white diamond sign, or a black-and-white striped pole) are used to allow oncoming trafﬁc to get by; they are also used for overtaking – you must pull over to let faster vehicles pass. It is illegal to park in passing places.

Just outside the centre of Oban, there is a ‘turn up and go’ ferry crossing from Gallanach to Kerrera. You can’t take a car across to Kerrera; this island is perfect for walking or cycling, and ebikes are available on arrival.





IONA
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Iona is a place where the beauty and tranquillity seep into your soul. Cast away just 1 mile shy of Mull’s most southwesterly tip, it can be done in a day trip but a short break will reap many rewards. A postcard scene of turquoise sea and pretty stone cottages greets you from the ferry, preparing you for the dreamy beaches, atmospheric abbey and heart-tugging sunsets that lie beyond.

The charm of this tiny paradise runs far deeper than aesthetics alone: Iona is a historical wonder. St Columba arrived here from Ireland in 563 CE and the island will forever be considered a centre for spirituality and the birthplace of Christianity in Scotland.

Follow in the footsteps of pilgrims and serenity seekers who have graced these shores for centuries. Religious, spiritual or otherwise, the magic of Iona will calm and consume you. This island evokes a special feeling within; one that you carry with you long after you leave.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Iona Abbey

SIGHTS

2Baile Mor

3Bay at the Back of the Ocean

4Dun I

see 2Iona Nunnery

5Port Bàn

6The Green Shed

7White Strand of the Monks

SLEEPING

see 2Bishop’s House

8Iona Campsite

9Iona Pods

EATING

see 2Ailidh

see 2Argyll Hotel

see 2St Columba Hotel

see 2The Rookery

SHOPPING

see 2Aosdàna

see 2Iona Craft Shop

see 2Oran Creative Crafts

see 2St Columba Larder




TOP TIP

Climb Dun I (map), the highest point on the island, in just 15 minutes. Even at 110m, the views are nothing short of spectacular. For the starting point, walk past Iona Abbey and Iona Pods, looking out for a sign on the left after the row of white cottages.




Why I Love Iona
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Kay Gillespie, writer

My adventures have taken me to over 60 Scottish islands and I’m regularly asked which is my favourite. The answer is simple: it’s Iona. This tiny isle has a special energy you can’t quite put your finger on; there’s nowhere in the world like it. I go there to relax and reset: basking in the island air and palpable peacefulness; swimming in the clear waters; drinking drams at sunset on the beach. Iona had me from the very first time I visited.



Religious Ruins & the Abbey

DISCOVER IONA'S HISTORIC GEMS

Iona is the sacred heart of Scotland, and Iona Abbey (map) sits at the centre of it all. While the iconic structure you see today is a restored and reconstructed 13th-century Benedictine abbey, it was built on the site where St Columba established his monastery hundreds of years earlier; all that remains of the original is a mound of earth in view of the abbey. Pilgrims have flocked to this site since the 7th century and it remains an active place of worship to this day, thanks to the ‘Iona Community’, which was founded in 1938.

Iona Abbey is a paid attraction and advanced booking online is recommended. Audio guides with detailed commentary are available upon entry: take a slow wander around to absorb the information and appreciate the surroundings. Inside the abbey you’ll find the ornate church, a picturesque cloistered courtyard and a museum displaying elaborately carved stones and Celtic crosses. St Oran’s Chapel, in the abbey grounds, is the oldest standing building on Iona, while the graveyard, Reilig Odhrain, is believed to be the final resting place for many ancient kings. It’s no surprise this special sanctuary was targeted and brutally ravaged during Viking raids. En route to Iona Abbey, take some time to roam the peaceful ruins of Iona Nunnery (map), an Augustinian convent for nuns and a burial ground for noblewomen.


BIGGER BEACHES

Known as ‘Hawaii of the North’, the Isle of Tiree is famous for its white-sand beaches on every edge of the coast and the variety of watersports you can try while you’re there.




White Sand & Windswept Bays

FIND YOUR FAVOURITE BEACH

On an island measuring just 3 miles by 1.5 miles, the sea is always comfortingly close, and the coastline is a haven of pristine beaches and hidden bays with a rugged edge. Most visitors walk or cycle to the North End; this is where you’ll find beaches you won’t believe belong to Scotland. White Strand of the Monks (map) is the fairest of them all: vibrant aquamarine waters and smooth, flawless sand.

On the west coast, Bay at the Back of the Ocean (map) faces directly into the wind and waves of the West Atlantic. Wide and exposed, this beach is characterised by pale-coloured pebbles, pockets of white sand and a super-scenic, 18-hole golf course set amid the machair. From here, take a short walk north and pass through a gate to find Port Bàn (map), a narrow, sandy bay, bookended by small cliffs and perfectly sheltered for wild swimming. Alternatively, walk in the opposite direction, on a faint path over the golf course towards the less-trodden south of the island.

Following a gradual ascent into increasingly rugged terrain, the trail passes Loch Staoineag, before dropping down to St Columba’s Bay, where the famous saint is said to have first set foot upon Iona. You won’t encounter crowds of day trippers at this secluded, southerly spot split in two by a rocky outcrop; a herd of local cows, maybe.

WHERE TO STAY ON IONA

Iona Campsite (map) Scenic campsite with toilet and shower facilities, fire pit and barbecue area, and sleeping bags for hire. £

Iona Pods (map) Well-equipped pods on a working croft with hot showers, washing machines and tumble driers. ££

Green Shed Four types of quirky accommodation for solo travellers, couples and groups in a beautiful location. ££


I Live Here: Iona Wool

[image: jpg]

Michael Gordon, local knitwear guru and owner of Iona Craft Shop, gives an insight into the process of making Iona Wool and what makes this island fleece so special. @ionacraftshop

Iona is home to around 170 islanders and more than 1000 sheep. Wool from the different breeds is mixed together and the yarn emerges as a warm, rich, natural silver: the collective colour of the island flock.

It takes two years to build enough quantity to scour and spin: five editions of lona Wool have been produced to date.

From socks and scarves, to jumpers and hats, when you wear something made of lona Wool you feel a direct connection to the place.



Crafts, Gifts & Green Marble

SHOP FOR UNIQUE ISLAND SOUVENIRS

When you're fresh off the ferry, Iona Craft Shop (map) should be your first port of call for colourful clothing, cards, gifts and books, defined by their quality, sustainability and Scottish humour. Shop for a piece of authentic Iona wool knitwear and grab the best barista coffee on the island while you’re at it.
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Iona Abbey | Ashley Cooper/Getty Images ©

Wander to St Columba Steadings for exquisite, hand-finished jewellery at Aosdàna (map). Stories and symbols of the past are captured in contemporary designs, lovingly crafted using traditional island silversmithing techniques; some pieces are embellished with Iona’s signature marble, laced with green serpentine. Next door, Oran Creative Crafts (map) is a community cooperative, showcasing one-off items, crafted by eight local artists, designers and makers. St Columba Larder (map), adjacent to the hotel, is retail therapy for foodies: gifts, homewares, edible deli delights and St Columba Garden Gin, crafted with botanicals from the hotel’s organic garden.
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White Strand of the Monks | Kevin George/Shutterstock ©


Best Places to Eat on Iona

Argyll Hotel (map)

Top dining experience on the island: outstanding food with ingredients sourced locally, sustainably and from the hotel’s own garden. £££

St Columba Hotel (map)

Enjoy fresh seafood and local meat for lunch or dinner; restaurant, sun lounge and outside seating. ££

The Rookery (map)

Daytime venue with garden seating; soup, sharing boards, delicious bakes and weekly specials. £

AILIDH (map)

New Hebridean street food takeaway: Neapolitan-style pizza topped with mozzarella and charcuterie made with island pork and milk. £



WHERE TO STAY ON IONA

Bishop’s House (map) Religious retreat for peace and pilgrimage; full board meals and daily services in St Columba’s Chapel. ££

St Columba Hotel Centrally located next to Iona Abbey, on-site food and drink, sea- and garden-view rooms. £££

Argyll Hotel Cosy hotel from the 1860s; lots of character, seafront picnic tables and near the ferry. ££


Getting Around

Iona is reached by a 10-minute CalMac ferry crossing from Fionnphort on Mull; return tickets are purchased on board. To get there, take the ferry from Oban to Craignure (Mull) and drive 35 miles to Fionnphort or catch the West Coast Motors bus, which follows the same route. Visitors are not permitted to take cars to the island; leave your car in the free car park in Fionnphort. Explore Iona on foot, hire a bike from Iona Craft Shop and book a boat trip to the nearby islands.





Beyond Iona
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Breeze across the sea to a small collection of otherworldly islands that showcase the natural world at its very best.


Rising up from the seascape beyond Iona, the distinctive, shadowy outlines of Staffa and the Treshnish Isles call upon you from a distance so close, the invitation would be rude to ignore. Unspoiled and uninhabited by humans, these islands are a mecca for seabirds to nest, breed and raise their young. Staffa alone welcomes 10 different seabird species each year, including the widely adored Atlantic puffin. Most commonly sighted outside their cliff-edge burrows or flying in circles above the island’s surrounding waters, these beautiful birds mesmerise all those who travel by boat to observe and photograph them in the wild; the chance of spotting marine life on the journey is an added bonus.
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Puffins, Staffa | Duncan JM Fraser/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The best time of year to see puffins is during their breeding season from early May until late July.




Puffins, Caves & Columns

CRUISE TO THE ISLE OF STAFFA

Brightly coloured beaks, comical crash landings and mechanical-style movements are yours to admire with sheer delight when puffins, the ‘clowns of the sea’, take up residence for their summer stint on Staffa. Not only is Staffa a haven for seabirds, it is a geological masterpiece with hexagonal basalt columns and the impossibly impressive Fingal’s Cave; composer Felix Mendelssohn wrote his eponymous classical overture after visiting the island in 1829.

Book a boat trip with Staffa Tours or Staffa Trips, departing twice daily from Iona and Fionnphort; both offer one hour ashore on Staffa. Be sure to use the time wisely: head to Fingal’s Cave first and step inside the echoey chamber to feel the force of the sea surging against the unique basalt rock. Afterwards, quickly tread the coastal trail to dizzying cliffs above Goat Cave for puffins aplenty; the faster you walk, the longer you have to sit and spectate.
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Fingal’s Cave, Staffa | Lasse Johansson/Shutterstock ©


Spotting Seabirds
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Seasonal Ranger for the National Trust for Scotland on Staffa, Rachel Bonnici, talks about the other seabird species you’re most likely to see and where.

European shag

A reptilian-looking bird with iridescent bottle-green feathers, seen perching on rocks around the island or fishing in shallow water. Listen for their prehistoric-sounding grunts heard coming out of Clamshell Cave, next to the boat jetty.

Black guillemot

Nesting in small crevices in the blocky lava layer overlaying the columnar basalt, breeding adults have mostly sooty black feathers with large, white wing patches and scarlet feet.

Manx shearwaters, gannets, guillemots, razorbills and Arctic terns can be spotted en route to Staffa.



Skipper & Sail

TRAVEL WHERE THE TIDE TAKES YOU

Alternative Boat Hire, based on Iona, is exactly as the name suggests. The wonderfully renovated, old-fashioned fishing boat Birthe Marie sails slowly to nearby isles and coast, including Lunga, Ulva, Gometra and Inch Kenneth. The family-run team offers scheduled trips each week plus the option to book the whole boat for skippered hire. The destination is decided on the day: a surprise, dictated by sea conditions and the Scottish weather. Look out for minke whales and common and bottlenose dolphins playing in the waves and common and grey seals basking on rocks.


Getting Around

It’s possible to visit Staffa and the Treshnish Isles with Staffa Tours from Tobermory, Turus Mara from Ulva Ferry, Tiree Sea Tours from Tiree and isleGo from Coll.





ISLAY
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Whisky is the heart, soul and spirit of Islay: the peat-rich soil, the naturally filtered water from springs and inland lochs, and the barley in the fields; the historic distilleries, the smell in the air and the passionate souls who have mastered the fine art of whisky production. Islay (pronounced ‘eye-la’) is a wonderland for whisky-loving adults, with nine working whisky distilleries and more under way: Port Ellen Distillery will resume production after a 40-year closure and Portintruan is due to open in late 2023. If you’re yet to experience the warmth of whisky within, there is no better island initiation. But if the very thought of sipping single malt makes you wince, don't worry: Islay refuses to rest on its whisky stardom. Sip on island gin or rum instead, adopt a daily diet of fresh seafood and island produce and immerse yourself in stories from the past and the beauty of the present.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ardbeg

2Ardnahoe

3Finlaggan

4Kilchoman Distillery

SIGHTS

5American Monument

6Bowmore Distillery

7Bruichladdich

8Caol Ila

9Carraig Fhada Lighthouse

10Dunyvaig Castle

11Kildalton Cross

12Lagavulin

13Laphroaig

14Mull of Oa

15Museum of Islay Life

16Port Ellen

17Port Wemyss

18Portnahaven

19The Singing Sands

ACTIVITIES

20Islay Outdoors

see 16Islay Sea Adventures

see 16Kayak Wild Islay




TOP TIP

Driving gives you the most freedom to explore Islay, but with a zero-tolerance approach to drink driving in Scotland, you may wish to take advantage of the local buses and taxis. The distilleries offer ‘drivers' drams’ to take away and enjoy later: nightcap on the beach, anyone?




Best Island Shops

Spirited Soaps, Bowmore

Whisky-, gin- and rum-infused soaps, lotions and lip balms: all made with natural ingredients.

The Celtic House, Bowmore

A treasure trove of clothing, books, gifts, crafts and artwork; coffee shop upstairs.

Islay Celtic Craft Shop

Handcrafted gifts, jewellery and souvenirs in a quirky, converted shipping container, just outside Portnahaven.



Drams, Casks & Views

TOUR FAMOUS WHISKY DISTILLERIES

Plan your days around your distillery visits or choose your distilleries based on your location. Prebook your tour times to guarantee a space or simply browse the distillery shops. Beyond Port Ellen, three of Islay’s best-known single malts can be found within 3 miles: Laphroaig (map), Lagavulin (map) and Ardbeg (map). Sitting at the extreme end of the smoky scale, this part of the island is a paradise of peaty drams.

In the island’s main town, tours at Bowmore Distillery (map), home to Scotland’s oldest whisky warehouse, finish in the Tasting Bar overlooking Lochindaal. For drams with more dramatic views, head to Port Askaig; this stretch of coastline faces directly across to the spectacular Paps of Jura. Visit the newly refurbished and reopened Caol Ila Distillery, book a whisky and food pairing at Ardnahoe (map) (Islay’s newest distillery) and sample whisky straight from the cask on the Warehouse 9 tasting experience at Bunnahabhain Distillery.

Back on the shores of Lochindaal, in pretty Port Charlotte, Bruichladdich Distillery is a Victorian distillery and producer of the world’s peatiest whisky, ‘the Octomore’. Then there’s Islay’s only farm distillery, 6 miles from here. From the barley grown in the surrounding fields, to the on-site bottling plant, the full production process takes place at Kilchoman Distillery (map). Combine with a visit to nearby Machir Bay and look out for the shipwreck emerging from the sand at low tide.


Paddle & Pedal

EMBRACE THE ISLAND OUTDOORS

Treat yourself to a healthy dose of fresh island air. Ebikes can be picked up in Port Ellen or delivered to your accommodation by Islay E-Wheels; follow the popular Three Distilleries Path or cycle to Mull of Oa (map). For something a bit different, join a guided fat-biking tour with Dave from Kayak Wild Islay (map); pedalling along the sand on the ‘Big Strand’ is a breeze with the chunky, sturdy wheels. Dave also offers half-/full-day guided sea-kayaking trips around the coast. Islay Outdoors (map) offers fishing, foraging, bird watching and wildlife walks.


Best Island Eateries

Peatzeria

Wood-fired pizzas to sit in or go at a family-run Italian eatery in Bowmore. ££

Islay Hotel

Modern restaurant with atmosphere; local meat, fresh seafood, and pub classics. ££

SeaSalt Bistro

Casual local eatery; takeaway burgers, kebabs and chip-shop suppers. ££



Cliffs, Birds & Monuments

DISCOVER ISLAY'S RUGGED EDGE

Take a walk on Islay’s wild side at the Mull of Oa, an RSPB nature reserve with vast moorland, soaring sea cliffs and a hidden white-sand beach. It’s easily bypassed on the route between Bowmore and Port Ellen, but make it your intention to turn off and explore. Visit the American Monument (map), a striking pinnacle that towers above the cliff edge, commemorating the souls lost at sea in two nearby shipwrecks during WWI. Look out for birdlife: hen harriers, peregrine falcons and golden eagles during the summer months.

An equally prominent landmark in a stunning location on the other side of the peninsula, close to Port Ellen, is the unusually square-shaped Carraig Fhada Lighthouse (map). From here, a path leads to the idyllic Singing Sands, arguably the most beautiful beach on the island.

WHERE TO EAT IN ISLAY

Ardstream Trailer A converted Airstream trailer in Ardbeg Distillery courtyard serving street food and wood-fired pizza. £

Kilchoman Distillery Cafe Soup and sandwiches in the modern visitor centre: the Cullen skink is a must. £

The Illicit Still Café, Ardnahoe Popular lunch spot: prebook a table. Hot drinks, hearty meals and home baking. £


Honesty Box Stops

[image: jpg]

Native islander Emma Clark runs the multi-award-winning Glenegedale House with her husband, Graham. A lover of home baking, Emma recommends her favourite honesty boxes around the island for sweet treats and local crafts. @glenegedalehouseislay

Cakes at the Cross

Tea, coffee and cakes with accompanying blackboard menu on a picnic table at Kildalton Cross.

Shop in a Box

Gifts, cards and crafts in a classic red phone box: a local primary school project.

Cakes Cupboard

Pies, cakes and coffee from the cupboard at Burnside Lodge, Port Wemyss;weekends only.

An Gleann Tablet

A small shop in the entrance porch of a cottage; homemade tablet (confectionary), jams and candles.



Ancient Sites & Artefacts

JOURNEY THROUGH THE CENTURIES

For a fascinating insight into Islay’s history, heritage and way of life, browse the eclectic and extensive displays at Museum of Islay Life (map) in Port Charlotte, housed within an old church.

On a small island in Loch Finlaggan near Ballygrant, a site of scattered ruins bears mind-blowing historical significance. During the rulership of the powerful Lords of the Isles (the chiefs of Clan MacDonald), Finlaggan (map) was the administrative centre, at the heart of it all. Remnants of the clan’s coastal stronghold at Dunyvaig Castle (map) can be found on a rocky outcrop at Lagavulin Bay. The castle was once under constant threat of attack from the rival Clan Campbell, but is now a peaceful place to let your imagination wander.

Travelling further back in time, the elaborately carved Kildalton Cross (map) remains in the same position it did 1200 years ago and has survived the Scottish elements surprisingly well.

Take the bus to Port Charlotte and Lagavulin; Finlaggan and Kildalton Cross are best reached by car.
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Carraig Fhada Lighthouse | Kevin Standage/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN ISLAY

Port Mor Campsite Pitches for tents and motorhomes by Lochindaal; cafe, showers, toilets, internet access and a playground. £

Port Charlotte Youth Hostel Budget, family-friendly accommodation with breakfast in an old distillery warehouse: dorms, private rooms, shared bathrooms. £

Islay Glamping Pods Gorgeous glamping pods in a sheltered bay at Lagavulin;: watch sunset on the decking outside. ££

Whisky & Giant Scallops

A SPECIAL DINNER AT SEA

Set off on a tour of the coast with Islay Sea Adventures (map); learn about the island from a local, photograph the iconic lettering on the distilleries from the water, and look out for seals, red deer and marine life. Book the Special Seafood Trip for an onboard barbecue of fresher-than-fresh seafood; you might even have the opportunity to catch your own fish.


the Islay Festival

Held annually in the last week of May, Fèis Ìle is a 10-day cultural celebration, capturing the true spirit of Islay – and not just the whisky. The whole island comes alive with folk music, ceilidh dancing and distillery open days, bringing in visitors from across the globe to experience Islay at its very best: festival vibes, friendly encounters, island scenery and sunset drams.

This not-for-profit event gives back to the local community, supporting and promoting their way of life. The island’s population triples during festival time, so accommodation should be swiftly arranged when the dates are announced online a year in advance (feisile.co.uk); ferry tickets should also be booked in advance.



Cottages & Curious Seals

COASTAL VILLAGES ON THE RHINNS OF ISLAY

A tiny village with rows of white cottages watching over the sheltered, sandy bay, Portnahaven (map) is one of the prettiest little pockets of coastline on the island. Found at the southern tip of the Rhinns of Islay peninsula, the local bus takes 45 minutes from Bowmore. Aside from the tranquil charm and perfect photo opportunities, the resident grey seals are the main attraction here: sit down for a while and smile at their mesmerising antics. Walk along the coast to neighbouring Port Wemyss (map) for views across to the Rhinns of Islay lighthouse on Orsay.


Getting Around

Islay has two ferry ports, Port Ellen (map) and Port Askaig, which are served by daily CalMac ferry services from Kennacraig on the mainland; there is one crossing between Oban and Port Askaig on Saturdays. Foot passengers and vehicles must be prebooked onto the ferry and visitors travelling without a car can travel by Citylink bus from Glasgow to Kennacraig. Loganair flies to Islay from Glasgow Airport: time saving but more expensive. Car hire is available from Islay Airport; familiarise yourself with the driving etiquette and use of passing places before you arrive. The local bus service stops at the airport, both ferry ports and the main towns/villages; buses stop running in the evenings. Check out Islay Tuk Tuk for tours/transfers. Local taxis should be prebooked; some offer half-/full-day island tours. E-bikes are available from Islay E-Wheels.





Beyond Islay
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From mighty mountain heights to gentle sandy shores, the Hebridean charm of Islay’s island neighbours will hit you with full force.


Less developed than their whisky-famous neighbour, Jura and Colonsay each offer something completely different, and that’s exactly why you should go. Civilisation grasps on to just one edge of Jura’s landscape, where a sparse string of settlements can be found along the island’s only road. The rest is claimed by nature: untouched wilderness, dominating mountains, inaccessible coastline and a population of deer that outnumber the close-knit community by over 20 times. Colonsay by contrast is much smaller, low-lying and further out to sea. Beyond the series of 21 small hills, known as the ‘MacPhies’, Colonsay is characterised by its complete tranquillity and stunning beaches backed by vivid wildflowers, machair and sand dunes.
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Red deer, Jura |Seenicks/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

Due to the CalMac ferry timetable, Colonsay can only be visited as a day trip on Wednesdays.




Deer, Mountains & Superstitions

EXPERIENCE JURA WITH A LOCAL

Jura’s wildness and wildlife are a visual delight, but it is the people who give this island its real sense of place, so let the locals be your guide. For an all-encompassing introduction to the island, book a bespoke tour with Alex at Discover Jura or the classic full-day itinerary featuring a tour of Jura Distillery, lunch at Jura Hotel, a wildlife boat trip to spot seals with Robert at Jura Boat Tours, and a scenic drive along the single road to Lussa Gin. With humour and insight, Alex provides a glimpse into Jura’s history, culture and quirks: the Campbells, the Clearances, the Corryvreckan whirlpool and the remote farmhouse where George Orwell penned his dystopian classic, Nineteen Eighty-Four. As the island is home to no less than 4000 red deer, six pairs of sea eagles, and a pair of otters for every 3 miles of coastline, the odds of spotting wildlife are highly in your favour.

Succumb to the allure of the otherworldly Paps of Jura on a guided day hike with Grant at Jura Guided. A passionate ‘Duirach’ (Jura native), Grant leads the strenuous ascent upon tricky terrain, sharing stories, superstitions and memories of growing up on the island. Summit one, two or all three ‘Paps’ with a choice of different routes. Conclude your experience with the locals at the cultural hub of the island, the pub at Jura Hotel!


Mountains at a Glimpse
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Musician, crofter and owner of Jura Guided, Grant Rozga was raised in the island outdoors and has completed the gruelling Jura Fell Race 10 times. These are his quick facts about the iconic Paps of Jura. @juraguided

Trio of mountains

Beinn an Oir (748m), Beinn Shiantaidh (755m) and Bheinn a'Chaolais (734m).

Technical terrain

The mountains are defined by steep heather banks and loose scree, from small shingle to huge boulders.

Panoramic perspective

In good visibility the views extend to the Hebrides, Ben Nevis, Glen Coe, Arran, the Galloway Hills and Northern Ireland.



Bays, Bikes & a Tidal Island

CYCLING ON THE ISLE OF COLONSAY

On Colonsay, from the main village and ferry port of Scalasaig, hire a bike from Colonsay Bikes and Boards and cycle 3 miles south to the Strand where the Isle of Oronsay is accessible at low tide. First, check the tide times with Keith at the post office; the legendary postmaster was awarded a British Empire Medal in 2021 for his services to the island communities. Walk barefoot across the natural causeway to Oronsay, an RSPB nature reserve. Visit the impressive 14th-century ruins and Celtic cross at Oronsay Priory.

Back on Colonsay, the 3.5-mile cycle from Scalasaig to Kiloran Bay is not be missed. Climb Carnan Eoin, the island’s highest point, for an unrivalled view of the arched white-sand beach and turquoise sea.

WHERE TO STAY

Jura Hotel Welcoming, family-run hotel next to Jura Distillery; sea-view rooms, relaxed dining, the island’s only pub.

Bothan Jura Wellness retreat with sauna, ice bath and hot tubs; bikes, kayak and telescope available for guests.

Colonsay Hotel Charming 18th-century inn with cosy lounges, comfortable rooms and high-quality cuisine.


Best Small Businesses

The Whisky Island Gallery & Studio

Stunning, evocative landscape photography of Jura through the seasons by the award-winning Konrad Borkowski.

Tea on the Beach

A horse box honesty shop on Inverlussa Beach, serving hot drinks and homemade cake.

Island Bakehouse

Sourdough, sausage rolls, Jura venison pies and sweet treats; collect from the pink BreadShed in Craighouse.

The Old Waiting Room Gallery

Beautifully crafted gifts and artwork on the pier in Colonsay: cards, painted shells and soaps.

Colonsay Honey

Rare wildflower honey produced by the native black bee; buy from the Colonsay Pantry.



Barley & Botanicals

RAISING A TOAST TO THE ISLANDS

Jura Distillery was established in 1810, but single malt is no longer the only local tipple your taste buds may encounter on the islands and in their hotel bars. Try the small-batch, spiced Deer Island Rum for an exotic-style spirit with a distinct Jura personality and the Laughing Stag Pale Ale by Jura Brewery. If gin’s your thing, Lussa Gin is infused with botanicals homegrown and gathered from Jura’s wild landscapes; Lussa Gin Bramble Liqueur is pure joy in a bottle. Colonsay has two gin brands: the dry, juniper-led Colonsay Gin by Wild Thyme Spirits and Wild Island Gin, crafted with foraged native botanicals.
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Jura Distillery | Danny Lawson/PA Images via Getty Images ©


Getting Around

The ferry to Colonsay from Port Askaig (Islay) is operated by CalMac; foot passengers and vehicles should book in advance online. Explore by car or hire a bike when you arrive. The ferry to Jura (arriving at Feolin) also leaves from Port Askaig but is operated by Argyll and Bute Council (argyll-bute.gov.uk) and prebooking is not necessary; check the timetable online and just turn up. Garelochhead Coaches offers a bus service from Feolin to Craighouse; you can also self-drive or book a tour with Discover Jura.





LOCH LOMOND & THE TROSSACHS NATIONAL PARK

[image: jpg]

With sprawling lochs, mountain trails, lush glens and precious woodland, Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park captures all the show-stopping scenery you’d expect from the Highlands, and then some. Officially established as a national park in 2002 and now one of the most popular tourist destinations in the country, the area is thoughtfully managed to protect and enhance the natural environment, preserving the wildlife habitats, promoting the cultural heritage and inspiring visitors to travel responsibility and respectfully.

Blending into this wondrous world of nature, you’ll find pretty towns and villages, historic pubs, modern eateries, and activities to suit all. This is where many Scots first developed their love for the outdoors, and the diverse medley of landscapes and experiences will go far beyond your wildest Scottish daydreams.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Duke’s Pass

2Glen Finglas

3Great Trossachs Path

4Three Lochs Forest Drive

SIGHTS

5Balquhidder Old Kirk

6Inchcailloch

7Loch Ard

8Loch Katrine

9Loch Lomond

ACTIVITIES

10Cruise Loch Lomond

11Lake Of Menteith

12Loch Lomond Leisure

13Loch Lubnaig

14Loch Venachar

15Sweeney’s Cruises

SLEEPING

16Duck Bay Hotel

17Inversnaid Bunkhouse

18Loch Achray Campsite

19Loch Chon Campsite

20Sallochy Campsite

21Trossachs Collection

EATING

22Byre Inn

23Clachan Inn

24Drover’s Inn

25Monachyle Mhor

26The Cabin35




TOP TIP

If you'll be passing through Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park while walking the 96-mile West Highland Way, book accommodation well in advance, arrange baggage transfers, and visit in spring or autumn for fewer crowds and midges.




Rob Roy

The wilds of the Trossachs were once stomping ground to Clan MacGregor; most famously, the notorious outlaw and folk hero Rob Roy MacGregor. Born in the village of Glengyle in 1671, his exploits were romanticised in the writings of Sir Walter Scott and played out on the big screen in the 1995 film Rob Roy starring Liam Neeson. Follow in his footsteps with a drink at the Drover’s Inn (map), a reputedly haunted 300-year-old pub, and visit his final resting place in the graveyard at Balquhidder Old Kirk.



Forests, Gardens & Glens

WANDER INTO THE WOODS

The Great Trossachs Forest Nature Reserve, one of the last and largest expanses of native woodland in the country, is undergoing a major regeneration project. Two million trees have already been planted as part of the 200-year plan, which covers 56 sq miles in the heart of the national park. Experience this precious medley of scenery on the 30-mile Great Trossachs Path (map Google map) from Callander to Inversnaid or choose from one of nine waymarked walking trails in Glen Finglas (map); go in early spring for a blanket of bluebells.

Take a leisurely, low-level walk through the woods at Loch Ard (map) near Aberfoyle; the trees put on a particularly stunning performance during autumn, casting reflections in the often glassy-still loch. Six miles away, following part of the iconic Duke’s Pass (map), is the Three Lochs Forest Drive (map) (vehicle access permitted from 9am to 4pm, March to October). This 7-mile driving route takes in Lochan Reòidhte, Loch Drunkie and Loch Achray. Pack a picnic, park the car, and watch for wildlife along the tree-lined shores.

Unbeknown to many, the national park extends across to the remote Cowal Peninsula and the ever-enchanting Puck’s Glen: let the deep, dark gorge, wooden bridges and waterfalls cast their spell upon you. Nearby, Benmore Botanic Garden boasts 49 hectares of rare plants, vibrant rhododendrons and giant trees. A very worthwhile escape from the area’s busy hot spots.
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Kayaking on Loch Lomond | richardjohnson/Shutterstock ©


Lochs, Islands & Boats

FRESHWATER ACTIVITIES AND EXPERIENCES

Drawn by the famous song, swarms of visitors gravitate towards Loch Lomond (map) and its bonnie banks, especially when the sun makes an appearance. Kayaks, stand-up paddleboards, water-skis and wakeboards are available from Loch Lomond Leisure (map) at Luss and Rowardennan. Loch Lomond has the largest surface area of any loch in Scotland, and this vast plain of fresh water is sprinkled with 22 islands and 27 islets. Cruise the loch for a closer look: Sweeney’s Cruises (map) departs from Balloch, while Cruise Loch Lomond (map) offers a range of trips and waterbus services from various locations around the loch. From the picturesque conservation village of Luss, take the waterbus to Inchcailloch (map), a national nature reserve. Ascend the short summit path for incredible views of Ben Lomond and Conic Hill, visit the ancient burial ground, and picnic on the golden-sand beach.

For less footfall and more relaxed vibes, the national park has 21 other lochs to choose from. Take a calming cruise of Loch Katrine (map) and marvel at the surrounding mountains over a whisky or wine on the open deck. Cold-water therapy is a treat amid such sensational scenery: Lake of Menteith (map) and Loch Venacher have safe entry points for wild swimming and Loch Lubnaig (map) is a favourite spot for local wild-swimming groups; take the plunge then warm up with a hot drink from the Cabin.
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Loch Lubnaig | Alex McGregor/Getty Images ©


Best Lesser-Known Walks

Beinn Dubh, Luss

Amazing views of Loch Lomond and the Arrochar Alps from the highest of the Glen Striddle hills.

Cashel Forest, Balmaha

A quiet walk through ancient and restored natural woodland; a good alternative to Conic Hill.

Glenbranter, Argyll Forest Park

Look for red squirrels leaping between the Scots pines from the wildlife hide on the Waterfall Trail.

Cormonachan Woodlands, Loch Goil

Off-the-beaten-track between Lochgoilhead and Carrick Castle: sea loch views, wildlife hide and contemplation shelter.

Doon Hill & Fairy Knowe, Aberfoyle

Mystical circular walk: an ancient pine is said to be the doorway to the Fairy Queen’s Palace.



WHERE TO EAT

Clachan Inn, Drymen Hearty meals and Sunday roast in Scotland’s oldest licensed pub. Try the haggis bon bons. ££

Byre Inn, Brig o'Turk Whisky oak wood-fired pizza, pints and live music; campervan parking and breakfast the next morning. ££

Monachyle Mhor, Balquhidder Award-winning dining spot with beautiful, creative dishes. Bar menu available at lunch time. £££


Make the Most of Your Visit
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Jim Downie, ranger manager for Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park, shares his top tips for planning and making the most of your visit to the area using dedicated online resources at lochlomond-trossachs.org. @lomondtrossachs

Arrive by public transport

Travel by train and/or bus to help ease traffic congestion. Plan your route using the National Park Journey Planner.

Avoid busy car parks

If you are driving, check social media on the day for car park status updates and alter your plans accordingly.

Get inspired

Dodge the crowds during the busy summer months: check out the website’s 'A Different Adventure' pages to discover new experiences and quiet corners of the park.



Tents in the Trees

SLEEP UNDER THE STARS

Drift off into a peaceful slumber and awaken to the sights and sounds of nature with an outdoor sleepover in the national park. In a bid to offer visitors a memorable camping experience, while still carefully managing numbers and reducing any environmental impact, Camping Management Zones have been introduced from March to September. To camp within these popular areas, book into a designated campsite or pay a small fee and apply for a permit online to wild camp; plan well in advance if visiting during peak summer. Responsible wild camping is allowed anywhere outside these months and these zones.

Loch Chon Campsite (map) and Loch Achray Campsite (map) offer basic camping facilities in tranquil shoreside settings; the experience sits somewhere on the spectrum between wild camping and a fully fledged campsite. Managed by Forestry and Land Scotland, Sallochy Campsite (map) benefits from sheltered oak woodland, access to a sandy beach on Loch Lomond’s eastern shores, and views of the Arrochar Alps to enjoy over a morning coffee.


Getting Around

The national park is a road-trip dream come true with incredible drives and ‘Scenic Route Viewpoints’ along the way. Loch Lomond is easily accessed from the Central Belt on public transport. ScotRail services run from Glasgow to Balloch, Arrochar and Tarbet and Ardlui; Citylink operates buses from Glasgow to Balloch, Luss, Arrochar, Tarbet and Inverarnan. Experience highlights of the national park on a guided day tour with Scotland’s Wild.





Beyond Loch Lomond & the Trossachs National Park
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Access a remote peninsula and a series of staggeringly scenic sea lochs from Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park.


Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park claims just one section of the three-pronged peninsula of Cowal. Beyond its boundaries, the resort town of Dunoon acts as gateway to the Clyde and its sea lochs, while a dramatic drive in the other direction leads to Argyll’s Secret Coast, leaving behind the beaten track. Clasped between the Kyles of Bute and Loch Fyne, this slice of coastline gives you space to breathe and reset. At the opposite end of Loch Fyne, Inveraray is a charmer; from castle to coffee shop, shoreside to hilltop.
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Inveraray Castle | Ungvari Attila/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Stop at the Kyles of Bute viewpoint near Tighnabruaich for incredible views and photographs.




Best Secret Spots
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Fiona McPhail, owner of Carry Farm and Tighnabruaich Sailing School, is passionate about the environment and her beautiful natural surroundings. These are her favourite local spots around Argyll’s Secret Coast. @carryfarm

The Ark

Built on the hillside above Tighnabruaich by a local wanting to highlight the issues of global warming and rising sea levels. Enjoy views down the Kyles of Bute.

Kirsty’s Bench

Follow the signs up the hill for ‘Kirsty’s Bench’ near Portavadie Marina. The views from the top are spectacular, from Arran to Kintyre and Loch Fyne.

Ostel Bay

A stunning sandy beach on the Ardlamont peninsula: a 20-minute walk down a rural track between ancient woods and a picturesque valley.



History & Viewpoints

CASTLE, CRIME AND LOCH FYNE

Swap Loch Lomond for Loch Fyne with a day trip or overnight stay in the charming town of Inveraray. Book the Citylink bus or drive the super-scenic A83; a road that climbs 245m above sea level to the Rest and Be Thankful viewpoint. Arriving into Inveraray, with its characteristically pretty black-and-white buildings, stop for a compulsory photo of the Vital Spark: a classic puffer ship docked in the pier. The town’s main attraction is Inveraray Castle, the ancestral seat of Clan Campbell and family home to the current Duke and Duchess of Argyll. Explore the castle’s opulent interior, beautifully manicured gardens and vast grounds.

Climb the hill behind the castle, Dun Na Cuaiche, for an uninterrupted, elevated perspective of the town and Loch Fyne. The walk takes around two hours up and down, passing the picturesque ruins of old lime kilns en route to the decorative hilltop tower, built in 1748. Return to the town for a visit to the 19th-century Inveraray Jail, a surprisingly vast museum, prison and courtroom complex. Take your time reading about the town’s history, brutal justice system, and the real-life stories of its victims. Depending on the Scottish weather, finish with drinks and street food in the colourful Garden Bar at the George Hotel or head inside for a hearty stew near the fire.
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George Hotel, Inveraray | Rodney Hutchinson/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY

Brambles of Inveraray Individually styled, country-chic hotel rooms with monsoon showers, roll-top baths and Campbell Coffee. ££

Kames Hotel Family-run hotel with sea-view rooms; hearty breakfasts and excellent evening meals in the restaurant. ££

Carry Farm, Tighnabruaich Lodges and eco-camping in a wildlife-rich coastal location with on-site gallery and coffee shop. ££

Sea Lochs & Shipwrecks

CRUISE THE CLYDE IN A POWERBOAT

Depart from Dunoon on a private powerboat charter (priced for up to eight people) with Wreckspeditions. The popular Shipwreck Hunters tour blasts across the Clyde to the iconic, partly submerged, sideways shipwreck, the MV Captayannis. It was carrying a cargo of raw sugar when it drifted offshore during a windstorm in 1974 and is known locally as the ‘Sugar Boat’. Beneath the surface of the area’s fjord-like sea lochs, more than 20 shipwrecks lie within a 30-minute radius; live images can be seen on the powerboat’s sonar screens. Look out for battleships and submarines in Gare Loch, home of the HM Naval Base Clyde. Qualified divers can charter the boat to dive the shipwrecks and scenic reefs.


The Best Coffee & Cake

Campbell Coffee

Speciality coffee, roasted in Inveraray. Lunch and cake across the street at sister business, Brambles.

The Tearoom Tighnabruaich

Delicious scones, brownies and cakes. Try the Victoria sponge.

The Coffee Bar at Hayshed Gallery

Argyll Coffee Roasters shop at Carry Farm with locally baked treats.

Five West

Quirky, friendly cafe with outdoor seating in Tighnabruaich serving its own Five West Roast coffee.



Spa, Sauna & Retreat

WELLNESS ON THE SECRET COAST

Stretch, soak and unwind in the close presence of Loch Fyne. West Coast Wellness at Evanachan Farm in Otter Ferry harnesses the power of yoga, nature, heat and cold water for the benefit of holistic wellbeing. Book a day retreat or yoga class in the geodesic dome overlooking Loch Fyne, relax in the lochside sauna then dip into the plunge pool or the sea.

Further south, visit the award-winning spa at Portavadie, a modern marina set on the shores of Loch Fyne. The Spa Experience includes a pampering treatment and two-hour access to the indoor hydro pool, sauna and steam room and the largest outdoor infinity pool in Scotland.


THE NEXT PENINSULA

Take the ferry crossing between Portavadie and Tarbert to extend your road trip into Kintyre, another peninsula with a driving route called the Kintyre 66. From here, day-trip to the Isle of Gigha.




Getting Around

Inveraray is easy to reach by Citylink bus (from Loch Lomond; always prebook your ticket online to guarantee a seat. While there are some bus services on the Cowal peninsula, it is difficult to freely explore without a car so a road trip is recommended for this area.





ISLE OF ARRAN
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Arran is a geological marvel, owing its character and existence to tectonic shifts, volcanic activity, glaciation and flash floods. Scotland’s most dramatic and significant geological divide, the Highland Boundary Fault, travels diagonally through the island, forging Arran’s very own Highlands and Lowlands: a compact, isle-style replica of the mainland. Upon these ancient foundations, an idyllic holiday destination has evolved.

The unique geology has not only shaped a range of landscapes and coastline to keep outdoor enthusiasts ceaselessly entertained, it has created a microclimate that directly influences the highly acclaimed local produce. Prepare for a feast on this foodie island.

Easily accessed from the Central Belt or the west coast, Arran offers visitors the opportunity to experience a little bit of everything scenically and quintessentially Scottish on one small island: mountains, glens, beaches, forests, wildlife, castles, standing stones and distilleries. Arran is ‘Scotland in Miniature’, by nickname and by nature.
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SIGHTS

1Blackwaterfoot Beach

2Brodick

3Brodick Castle

4Glenashdale Falls

5Isle of Arran Brewery

6Isle of Arran Heritage Museum

7King’s Cave

8Lagg Distillery

9Lamlash

10Lochranza Castle

11Machrie Moor Stone Circle

see 2Mogabout Tours

ACTIVITIES

see 2Arran Active

see 2Auchrannie Resort

12Blue Pool - Glen Rosa

13Goatfell

14Kayak Arran

see 9Otter’s Tail

SLEEPING

see 2Douglas

15Ravens Gully

EATING

see 2Douglas

see 9Drift Inn

16Sandwich Station

17Stags Pavilion

see 2The French Fox

see 2Wooley’s of Arran

DRINKING

see 2Cladach Beach House

18Lochranza Distillery

see 9Seagate Brewery

SHOPPING

19Arran Cheese Shop

20Blackwater Bakehouse

21The Arran Butcher

see 2The Coffee Lab

TRANSPORT

see 2Arran Bike Hire




TOP TIP

Download the Geotourist app and search for VisitArran to access a visual tour of the island. The interactive map provides an immersive introduction to the island, featuring 20 points of interest with audio descriptions narrated by locals.




Best Water-based Activities

Wild swimming

Check out Lamlash Beach, Kildonan Bay and Blackwaterfoot Beach (map). Take the plunge into the bright blue pool beneath the waterfall in Glen Rosa; set aside two to three hours for the full walk from Brodick.

Stand-up paddleboarding

Arran Active (map) offers daily hire; it provides everything you need and offers location suggestions based on the wind and weather forecast.

Kayaking

Join a full- or half-day guided sea kayaking trip with Kayak Arran (map) or Otter’s Tail (map).



Castles, Standing Stones & Artefacts

DELVE INTO MYSTERY AND HISTORY

Whether you arrive by ferry into Brodick or Lochranza, a castle view will be there to greet you. Brodick Castle, the historic home of the dukes of Hamilton, peeks out from vast and enchanting gardens, a woodland wonderland with vibrant flora, an adventure playground for kids and an unusual Bavarian summerhouse, its roof adorned with acorns. Wander the opulent interior of this beautifully intact baronial castle, a complete contrast to the 13th-century fortress of Lochranza Castle (map), 12.5 miles up the coast. This inaccessible ruin is still worth stopping by to photograph and admire the exterior, particularly at golden hour.

Travel west, where a 30-minute countryside walk goes back four millennia at Machrie Moor Standing Stones. Evidence of religious and burial ceremonies has been uncovered here but an air of mystery remains. The flat expanse of lonely moorland is scattered with Neolithic stone cists, cairns and six stone circles; the most imposing sight is a circle of three towering sandstone slabs.

Back in Brodick, Arran Heritage Museum brings together various sides of Arran’s story: geology, social history and archaeology. The historic buildings are a time capsule of island life and there is a genealogy section to trace family history. Must-see exhibits include the replica Viking galley ship and the ‘Clachaig Man’, a digitally reconstructed and hand-sculpted face, based on a Neolithic skull discovered on the island.


Favourite Fish Dishes
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Husband and wife duo Kirsty and Gordon Decaestecker make seafood dreams come true at Mara Fish Bar & Deli, using sustainable fish and local catch. These are their favourite dishes to prepare and serve. @mara_fish_arran

Fish tacos

Gram flour tortillas filled with whiting, herbs and garlic sauce; the fish spice rub is a secret, sacred recipe.

Hake en papillote

Kirsty and Gordon’s personal favourite: fillet of hake and switched-up vegetables based on what’s in season; a simple, tasty dish with delicate flavours.

Smoked whiting kedgeree

A curried rice dish using Skipness Smokehouse smoked whiting and poached egg; a breakfast menu staple.



Seafood, Street Food & Local Larder

INDULGE IN THE ISLAND FOOD AND DRINK

If you’re not eating your way around this island, you’re doing it wrong. The local produce and choice of dining options on Arran are unrivalled. Those in search of picnic essentials, elite snacks and self-catering staples should spend their first day on an island-wide food and drink shopping spree.

Begin in Brodick at Wooley’s of Arran (map) bakery for its famous oatcakes; grab a haggis, potato and cheese pie to enjoy hot when you’re there. Social enterprise Woodside Arran CIC has installed the Farm Shop vending machine nearby, stocking fresh fruit, vegetables and eggs. Arran Cheese Shop (map) is heaven for cheese lovers, with chutneys from Arran Fine Foods as the obligatory sidekick. Other dairy delights come from the happy herd of cows at Tigheanfraoch Farm; look out for Bellevue Creamery soft cheeses, Isle of Arran Milk in reusable glass bottles and the award-winning Arran Ice Cream in several outlets across the island.

Take the mountain road, the String, to Blackwaterfoot on the west coast, stopping at the Arran Butcher for quality meat, wild Arran venison and homemade haggis and black pudding. Blackwater Bakehouse (map) beckons you down the lane behind Kinloch Hotel with fresh artisan sourdough, pastries and treats, displayed in the honesty system ‘Bread Shed’ outside; a queue forms ahead of the 11am opening for takeaway coffee and to secure an outstanding almond croissant before they sell out.

There are two whisky distilleries on the island, Lochranza Distillery (map) and Lagg Distillery (map); both have a shop and cafe and offer tours and tastings. Local beers and real ale can be found at the long-established Isle of Arran Brewery (map), while the newer Seagate Brewery (map) focuses on small-batch, Belgian-inspired brewing. Isle of Arran Coffee Company is the island’s resident roaster, using ethically sourced beans from independent farmers; visit the Coffee Lab to shop, sip and see where the magic happens.

Gourmet fast food is an Arran speciality. Mouthwatering hot and cold fillings are served between slices of Blackwater Bakehouse sourdough at the Sandwich Station (map): a rite of passage when lunching or ferrying in Lochranza. French bistro classics are served in cardboard boxes from a classic Peugeot J7 van at the French Fox, while lobster and crab rolls are the catch of the day from seafood trailer The Shack; check social media for the daily-changing locations.

Sit-in at the Drift Inn (map), looking out to Holy Isle from Lamlash, for fresh seafood, grilled meat and pub classics. The Douglas Hotel offers casual Scottish cuisine with views of Brodick Bay and Goatfell, while the Stags Pavilion (map), in the old clubhouse at Lochranza Golf Course, has a strong Italian influence and an excellent reputation; book your table well in advance and look out for grazing stags outside.
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BEST CAFES IN ARRAN

Old Pier Café Epic homemade sausage rolls, quiche, fresh salad and sweet treats by the pier in Lamlash. £

Janie’s Pretty little tearoom serving scones, soup, home baking and freshly ground coffee. £

Cafe Thyme Try the haggis and cheese Turkish pide, baked in a traditional wood-burning oven. ££


Botanicals on the Beach

Holiday vibes, craft beverages and seaside scenes await at Cladach Beach House (map), the dream child and liquid lab of Arran Botanical Drinks. Wild plants and flowers, locally foraged from both land and sea, are infused into the classic Isle of Arran Gin, botanical beers, seasonal cocktail creations and signature crème de cassis. Where better to sample these delectable drinks than on the beach with coastal vistas, uplifting tunes and a crackling fire pit? The temperamental weather and CalMac ferries crossing the Firth of Clyde are the only obvious reminders that you are indeed in Scotland. This cooler-than-cool, tropical-look venue also hosts tasting sessions, cocktail making and private parties. Take the Fisherman’s Walk from Brodick to get there.



WHERE TO STAY IN ARRAN

Seal Shore Campsite Tent pitches and basic camping pods at beautiful Kildonan with seals and Pladda Lighthouse within sight. £

Lochranza Youth Hostel Bright and comfortable budget accommodation with whisky, wildlife and castle ruins on the doorstep. ££

Balmichael Glamping Barrel pods and safari lodges. Wood-fired hot tub and pizza ovens available to hire per night. ££

From Summit to Sea Level

TREAD THE FAMOUS TRAILS

On a clear day, there is no better perspective of Arran’s glorious good looks than from the tip of the island’s crown, the mighty Goatfell (map). Looming over the land at 874m, Goatfell is the highest peak on Arran. The most popular path, beginning in the grounds of Brodick Castle, is easy to follow and well maintained by the Arran Ranger Service. Allow two to four hours to reach the summit and return via the same route; walking boots, suitable clothing and plenty of water are a must.

If dizzying heights don’t appeal, stay by the sea and go the long distance on the Arran Coastal Way. This 65-mile route forms a full loop of the island; choose individual sections or complete it all over several days. Highlights include Lochranza Castle, the King’s Cave (map), Kildonan Bay and Glenashdale Falls (map).
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Glenashdale Falls | Cristian Gusa/Shutterstock ©


Best Animal Encounters

Arran Alpacas

Meet, greet and go trekking with the comical crew of alpacas at Balmichael Glamping.

Bellevue Farm

Get hands-on with a farm tour or experience. Feed alpacas, hens, goats, rabbits and guinea pigs, plus Hettie the Highland cow.

Cairnhouse Stables

Horse hacking and trekking for all levels on the sandy shores of Blackwaterfoot Beach.

North Sannox Pony Trekking

Explore countryside trails between the hills and coast on the back of a horse or pony.




Getting Around

Arran can be accessed via the main CalMac ferry crossing from Ardrossan to Brodick, and a small 'turn up and go' ferry between Claonaig (Kintyre) and Lochranza. There is a direct train link from Glasgow Central Station to Ardrossan Harbour, but Claonaig is not served by public transport. A car affords you the ease and freedom to cover more ground in a short space of time, but it is possible to experience the island without one: use local buses, Arran Bike Hire (map) and Mogabout Tours (map) to explore. Local taxis are available and should be booked in advance.





Beyond Isle of Arran
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Venture into the west coast’s less-trodden territory, from peaceful peninsula to idyllic island, savouring the seascapes around every corner.


Gazing across to the jagged peaks of Arran from the eastern shores of Kintyre is the closest you’ll get to the tourist trail on this long and narrow peninsula. Rugged, far-flung and rich in history, you won’t find congested car parks and busy beaches around these parts. Too good to be true, perhaps? It won’t stay under the radar forever.
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Westport, Kintyre | Shaun Barr/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Take a break from driving and walk part of the Kintyre Way, a long-distance walk on the Atlantic coast.




Where to Find the Best Eats

Niall Macalister Hall, owner of Torrisdale Estate and Kintyre Distillery, shares his favourite eateries around the peninsula. @kintyredistillery

Muneroy Tearoom, Southend

A local favourite for the legendary cakes and mountainous meringues. Hot meals are also available.

Glen Bar & Restaurant, Carradale

Friendly service and freshly prepared hearty meals with local ingredients at this family-run bistro.

Number Forty-Two, Campbeltown

The best in town: choose your cut of grass-fed beef, a shellfish accompaniment, plus sides and sauces.

Glenbarr Cafe, Tarbert

Pancake stacks for breakfast; local produce platters and homemade soup, savoury tarts and burgers for lunch.



On the peninsula’s west coast, a 20-minute ferry crossing leads to the quiet, community-owned Isle of Gigha, the most southerly of the Hebrides. Speckled with shallow, turquoise bays, ancient sites and commanding outlooks, there is much more to this little island than initially meets the eye. Leave your car on the mainland for a full day of fresh air.
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Achamore Gardens | D.G.Farquhar/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Gardens & Viewpoints

EXPLORE GIGHA BY BIKE

Hop off the ferry and straight onto a regular bike or e-bike from Gigha’s waterside Activity Centre to explore the series of new pathways across the island linking the main attractions, beaches and viewpoints. Read the displays in the Visitor Information Hut before setting off towards the island’s only village, Ardminish. Turn left to go south for Achamore Gardens, a colourful and sheltered island oasis, bursting with unusual, tropical plant species. Further uphill from the entrance to the gardens are the 13th-century ruins of Kilchattan Chapel and the inscribed Ogham Stone. Follow the Southern Loop to the south coast for seaside solitude and views of Craro Island.
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Return via Ardminish and follow the path for Creag Bhan hill walk; despite a height of just 100m, the visual rewards are epic. Go north for ice cream and fresh eggs from ‘Mark’s Stand’ at Wee Isle Dairy, an honesty system run by an 11-year-old. Look out for the nearby Giant’s Tooth standing stone at the side of the path en route to the dreamy Twin Beaches (Eilean Garbh). From the northern tip, Càrn na Faire, the panorama extends from Gigha’s sandy shores to neighbouring Islay and Jura. Satisfy your post-cycle hunger with takeaway fish and chips from the Nook at Ardminish Stores, fresh seafood at Michelin-recommended the Boathouse or local produce at Gigha Hotel.


Best Local Businesses

Gigha Natural Skincare

Affordable, ethical and sustainable: no parabens, animal testing or animal products. Handmade on the island.

Gigha Gallery Gifts

A variety of locally crafted gifts and goods, including knitted items and wood carvings.

Ardminish Stores

The village shop, stocked with local produce, groceries, books, souvenirs and Isle of Gigha Coastal Gin.



WHERE TO STAY

Carradales Luxury Guest House Boutique, Victorian property serving breakfast and evening meals; Kintyre’s only five-star VisitScotland guesthouse. £££

Isle of Gigha Camp and Motorhome Site A new addition to the island with tent and motorhome pitches amid natural surroundings. £

Yurt Experience A traditional Mongolian yurt set in the gardens behind Ardminish Stores – complete with resident chickens. ££


Getting Around

Take the ‘turn up and go’ CalMac ferry service from Lochranza (Arran) to Claonaig (Kintyre peninsula); a car is essential for this route unless you are a keen cyclist. Isle of Gigha is accessed by CalMac ferry from Tayinloan on the west side of the peninsula; this is also a ‘turn up and go’ service. Bike hire is available on arrival.








INVERNESS & THE CENTRAL HIGHLANDS
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THE WILD HEART OF SCOTLAND

A countryside of dreams, with heart-in-mouth mountains, mirrored sea lochs and mythic legends galore.
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Everywhere you look in this region there is a story to tell.

For outright drama, this is the historical landscape of Bonnie Prince Charlie and the Jacobite uprising and the bloody massacre of Glencoe. For fantasists, this is also the backdrop for believe-it-or-not cryptid monster hunts on Loch Ness and striped-scarf-wearing Harry Potter tours along the West Highland Line to Glenfinnan. Then there are the stories that leach out from the soil into the geology and glacial-sculpted geography, from the subarctic tundra plateau of Cairngorms National Park to the mighty, 430-million-year-old Great Glen Fault that scythes the country from the Moray Firth to base camp Fort William at the tip of Loch Linnhe. And it is this true heartland of rugged hills, rock and heather, plunging glens and snow-hazed summits that draws in visitors by boot, bike and boat.

Then, as you head further west, to remote Ardnamurchan, the most westerly point of the British mainland, or along the Road to the Isles to Arisaig, Mallaig, the Small Isles and Knoydart, one of Europe’s wildest nooks, you’ll see signatures of past lives from clan times and the Highland Clearances, and of the crofters, fisherfolk and Highlanders who still live here today.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Inverness

Highland capital.

CAIRNGORMS NATIONAL PARK

Adventures and outdoors galore.

GLEN COE

Bloody history and bracing hikes.

Ben Nevis

The top of Scotland.

THE ROAD TO THE ISLES

Wilderness and community-run islands.





Find Your Way

The Central Highlands covers a vast belt of diagonal land across the country and is a rewarding destination between the west and east coasts. We’ve picked outdoor thrills, culture and stunning scenery where you can step into your own adventure.
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Plan Your Time

There is no time for hanging around in such a life-affirming landscape and to road trip in the Central Highlands is to see rampant mountains, sea lochs and glens that lead to addictive bliss.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Glen Coe is the bucket-list destination to top your list, so head straight along the A82 to savour Buachaille Etive Mòr and the mountain flanks that swell above the narrow valley. Veer off the main road into 007 territory in Glen Etive, then learn the backstory to the Glencoe Massacre. Afterwards, it’s pub lunch time at storied boozer Clachaig Inn and onwards to Kinlochleven for one of the country’s most nerve-jangling adventures: either tackle the world’s largest indoor ice-climbing wall, or clip onto the cables of Scotland’s only via ferrata.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Begin with a day of greatest hits in Inverness, strolling the River Ness below Inverness Castle, before heading south to Aviemore to explore the bounds of Cairngorms National Park. There’s a lifetime of outdoor adventures here, but highlights include walks through tracts of ancient Caledonian pine forest on the Rothiemurchus Estate, meeting osprey and Britain’s only reindeer herd on the heathery slopes below Cairngorm Mountain and sampling a dram from the highest distillery in Scotland. This wouldn’t be the Highlands without a castle, so bookend your tour with a stop near Pitlochry at majestic Blair Castle.




If You Have More Time

• Tackling the Road to the Isles is the easy bit: exploring the Small Isles and the Knoydart peninsula that wait at the end of the ferry rides from harbour town Mallaig is the real challenge.

• If you have up to a week, then dedicate two days to discovering the nation-defining history of Glenfinnan and the postcard-perfect beaches of the Silver Sands of Morar that string along the coast north of Arisaig.

• Following this, you’ll have enough time to stay on both community-run Eigg and nature refuge Rùm, before a peaceful pint in the remotest pub in Britain.



Seasonal Highlights

Winter is for snowy peaks, swathed glens and sports, while in summer the wilderness swells with tents, road trippers and voracious midges. For golden days to yourself, travel in late spring or autumn.

FEBRUARY

Five of Scotland’s six winter resorts are within the Central Highlands – hit the Nevis Range (map), Glencoe or Cairngorm Mountain for off-piste thrills.
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MAY

Fort William is recast as a bikers’ Xanadu for the annual UCI Mountain Bike Downhill World Cup event, attracting thousands of riders.

[image: jpg]

ESCOCIA/Shutterstock ©

APRIL

The return of the Highlands’ iconic osprey to their nests at Loch Garten Nature Centre signals the arrival of spring.
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JUNE

The West Highland Way season gets under way, with long-distance backpackers heading north from Milngavie to Fort William.
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JULY

The Belladrum Tartan Heart Festival, the Highlands’ largest music festival, brings a slice of Glastonbury to Inverness-shire.
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SEPTEMBER

Lace up: Skyline Scotland is the UK’s biggest trail-running weekend – races tackle Ben Nevis and Glen Coe’s highest summits.
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OCTOBER

The stag rutting season hits its peak in Cairngorms National Park, with Europe’s largest population of male deer going antler to antler.
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INVERNESS
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Once a stronghold of the Picts, north and eastern Scotland’s earliest peoples, Inverness wears its history lightly. One of Britain’s fastest-growing cities, it is a dynamic, fashion-forward city that draws the best culture and gastronomy in the Highlands to its doorstep, yet the prospect of wilder journeys is always there – storied glens, moors and mountains abound beyond the city limits.

Located where the River Ness meets the Moray Firth, Inverness long held strategic importance and its bulwarked harbour and closeness to the North Sea saw it become a medieval shipbuilding hub – a story relived at Inverness Castle, built by King David I to oversee the rise of the royal burgh’s 12th-century trade.

Since those days the city has flourished, playing witness to the royal, political and military dreams and dramas of Mary, Queen of Scots, Oliver Cromwell and Bonnie Prince Charlie. Nearby, Culloden Moor was the site of the last ever battle on British soil.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Inverness Cathedral

2Inverness Museum & Art Gallery

SIGHTS

3Inverness Castle

SLEEPING

4Black Isle Hostel

5Pentahotel Inverness

EATING

6Leakey’s Bookshop and Cafe

7Mustard Seed

8Scotch & Rye

9Velocity Cafe

DRINKING

10Black Isle Bar

11Castle Tavern

12Gellions

13MacGregor’s




TOP TIP

To see the city as if through the eyes of a local, visit midweek – the city is a honeypot for shoppers from the surrounding Highlands at the weekend.




The Mystery of the Clava Cairns

The prospect of the afterlife seems to linger at the Clava Cairns, the mystical remains of an ancient cemetery above the River Nairn.

Only 1 mile west of Culloden, the ‘houses of the dead’ are one of Scotland’s most evocative prehistoric sites, dating to 4000 years ago.

To appreciate such distant history, take a walk around the free-to-visit complex’s standing stones, passage graves and ring cairns. Speculating on the mysteries is part of the fun – no one knows who was buried here, or the significance of the rituals that might have taken place here.



Inverness by Boot or Bike

DISCOVERING THE CITY'S SPIRIT

The easiest way to explore the city centre is to hit the streets on a self-guided walking tour. Start on the River Ness’ east bank at Inverness Castle (map Google map), an intact bastion that principally served as a civic building, courthouse and prison. Unlike the atmospheric castles in Edinburgh or Stirling, the red-sandstone castle here isn’t open to the public, and it is in the midst of an era-defining regeneration project that will finally transform the castle for visitors. Until then, marvel at its castellated tower and parapets from its panoramic grounds.

In the shadow of its ramparts on Castle Wynd is Inverness Museum & Art Gallery (map Google map). Inside are historical artefacts and memorabilia from the times of the Picts, Vikings and Jacobites, as well as arguably the oddest celebrity taxidermy in Scotland – namely, Felicity the Puma, a ‘wild’ big cat captured in Glen Affric, but believed to have escaped from its owner.

If churches are a must-do, then Inverness Cathedral (map Google map) is a siren’s call, with twin towers and stained-glass windows. Otherwise, continue your trip south along the banks to the Ness Islands, a mini archipelago of Scots pine and sycamore and pockets of peace linked by Victorian footbridges in the river’s centre. In summer months, bring a rod and reel and you might catch an Atlantic salmon.

WHERE TO STAY IN INVERNESS

Rocpool Reserve Hotel The swishest place in town is a Georgian manor with River Ness panoramas, sunken baths, hot tubs and private balconies. £££

Pentahotel Inverness (map Google map) Aimed at a younger crowd and designed for living 'like a local’ – cue a comfy lounge, 24-hour bar and bric-a-brac furniture. ££

Black Isle Hostel (map Google map) Close to both bus and train stations, with mixed dorms, kitchen and the Black Isle Bar around the corner. £


Comprehending Culloden

The Jacobites’ last stand

Wind your mind way back to 19 August 1745, a year when Catherine the Great married Peter III of Russia and the War of the Austrian Succession saw Central Europe fighting.

In Scotland, Bonnie Prince Charlie, the exiled grandson of King James VII of Scotland and II of England, sought to regain the British throne and raised his family’s standard at Glenfinnan, then marched southwards to London to begin his military campaign. A year later, on 16 April 1746, the prince and his fervent supporters – the Jacobites – made their last stand against the English redcoat army on Culloden Moor. It was the last pitched battle on British soil, lasting only an hour, but leaving 1600 Jacobites killed or injured.

Today, the riveting Culloden Visitor Centre, 6 miles east of Inverness, brings the battle and its aftermath viscerally to life. To begin, there is a rousing 360-degree immersive theatre that puts you right in the bloody fight, then there are galleries of weapons and unique artefacts. Alongside are letters handwritten by Bonnie Prince Charles that unpick the lock to the conflict’s history.

The highlight for many, though, is the battlefield site itself – a swathe of windswept open ground bereft of the steep-sloped glens that the Jacobites excelled at fighting in.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN INVERNESS

Castle Tavern (map Google map) City-centre real ale pub lauded by locals, with malts of the month and a riverfront beer garden.

Black Isle Bar & Rooms Inverness satellite of the well-loved Black Isle Brewery serving own-label organic craft beers and wood-fired pizzas.

Gellions (map Google map) The oldest pub in the city, dating to 1841, and with lively traditional music sessions every night.


Best Places to Eat in INverness

Mustard Seed (map Google map)

Popular all-day restaurant on the River Ness serving seafood, venison and Highland rump steaks.

Velocity Cafe (map Google map)

A social enterprise with heart, this vegan cafe has a dog-friendly, zero-waste vibe and a bike workshop to boot.

Scotch & Rye (map Google map)

Scottish pork and beef burgers and single malt whisky, served up in a 1920s-style Chicago speakeasy.

Leakey’s Bookshop and Cafe (map Google map)

A ginormous second-hand bookshop with cafe serving soups, sandwiches and coffee.

MacGregor’s (map Google map)

A cut-above gastro-pub serving breakfast and Scottish fare, from Cullen skink to Morayshire haddock and venison.



Inverness’ Other ‘Castles’

Road trip through castle country

Take to the tarmac skirting the Highland capital to follow the road through history, beginning at hulking Fort George. While the defence garrison and army barracks is a world apart from the Scots’ castles of most people’s imagination, its Hanoverian design and story are bound to that of the Jacobite rising. First built in 1727, it was occupied and blown up by Bonnie Prince Charlie’s forces in 1746, then rebuilt as the mightiest artillery fortification in Britain.

From here, continue southeast to fairy-tale Cawdor Castle, another storied edifice that was made famous by its appearance in William Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth (the three witches hail the titular character as ‘Thane of Cawdor’ and ‘King hereafter’). Unlike Fort George, the 600-year-old keep is a textbook tower house, with moat and drawbridge, turrets, turnpike stairs and tapestry-hung bedrooms. And while the castle’s association with Shakespeare is ultimately the work of fiction, other literary associations linger: Dr Samuel Johnson and James Boswell were awed by the castle grounds and Robert Burns visited on his tour of the Highlands. In any case, Lady Macbeth would certainly approve of the macabre dungeon.

Finally, the closest you’ll get to owning your own Inverness bastion is by staying at Aldourie Castle. A private estate with 13 luxury bedrooms, it’s the only bastion on Loch Ness able to accommodate overnight guests.
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Best Dolphin Watching

The Moray Firth north of Inverness supports a resident population of bottlenose dolphins. Here’s how best to spot them.

Dolphin Spirit Inverness

Family-friendly boat and RIB tours of Moray Firth right from Inverness Marina.

Dolphin Trips Avoch

Private hire sea safaris from Avoch Harbour on the nearby Black Isle.

Phoenix Sea Adventures

Two-hour wildlife trips operating out of Nairn on jet-powered cabin RIBs.

Ecoventures

Cromarty-based tour operator leading wildlife-watching tours for dolphins, pilot and minke whales and basking sharks.

Chanonry Point

For cetacean spotting on shore, watch the coast’s residents from this spit of land on the Black Isle.




Getting Around

Easily navigable and a joy to explore by foot, most of Inverness’s main attractions are dotted along the River Ness and a short stroll from the adjacent bus and train stations. To visit Culloden, 4 miles east of Inverness, take bus 27 (30 minutes).





Beyond Inverness
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The scenery is spellbinding and the land is populated by pine-skirted glens, crumpled hills and the world’s most famous loch, where – perhaps – an elusive monster awaits.


Unfathomably deep at 230m, 22 miles long, and the largest lake by volume in the British Isles, Loch Ness dominates life south of Inverness and its banks are jumping-off points for soul-soaring road and boat trips, as well as hiking and biking adventures into the surrounding topography of twisting glens.

This is also the home of Scotland’s most famous long-necked cryptid, Nessie, and whether you believe in the mythology of the multi-humped creature or not, it’s an atmospheric backdrop to the Highlands’ more fantastical side. With empty and echoing Glens Affric, Urquhart and Moriston meandering to the west, and the Black Isle to the north, this is a world of both natural and – if you let your mind stretch – haunting supernatural encounters.
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TOP TIP

The west bank is where the bulk of towns and tourist services are located. For quieter, more meditative moments, visit the loch’s lesser-known east side.




Touring the Black Isle

Discovering the Moray Firth peninsula

When Scots talk up the North Coast 500, they’re just trying to keep you from visiting the feel-good Black Isle, the peninsula of land a 10-minute drive across the Kessock Bridge north of Inverness.

Here the talk is often about the pods of bottlenose dolphins that have just been spotted off quaint fishing towns Cromarty or Rosemarkie in the morning, then the latest buzzard sightings at Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Fairy Glen.

Another reliable birdwatching spot is Udale Bay, for waders and geese. But this low-lying peninsula offers more than binocular moments. It’s also home to photogenic Fortrose Cathedral and Groam House Museum, a historical centre celebrating Pictish and Celtic art. The highlight is the 15 beautifully carved Pictish stones, many of which were first found in Rosemarkie’s medieval church some 1250 years ago.

As well as the prehistoric sites and chambered cairns scattered over the isthmus, the Black Isle is covered by a patchwork of fields and farms that are a joy to cycle around. Indeed, the 'black' in the isle’s name refers not to any dark mystery, but to the rich and frost-free soil, which gives the fields a black colour all winter.


Where to Eat & Drink on the Black Isle

The Anderson

American barbecue and burgers in this lively Fortrose hotel, with an extraordinary craft beer and whisky collection.

Black Isle Brewery

The Highlands’ favourite organic brewery, with an admirable sustainable life cycle on its farm and vegetable garden. Tours (Monday to Saturday), a brew shop and Airbnb-style stays.

Glen Ord Distillery

Located in Muir of Ord and founded in 1838, the distillery is one of the oldest in Scotland. The Singleton Warehouse offers various cask-to-glass tasting tours and experiences.



Scotland’s Wildest Glen

By boot, bike and backpack

Welcome to Scotland at its wildest: Glen Affric, 21 miles west of Loch Ness, is away from the crowds of day trippers and monster hunters and presents the Central Highlands as almost a new world.

Through the Caledonian pines, you pass into a brilliant realm of adventure for walkers, climbers, mountain bikers, paddlers, wild campers and fishers. This is also the territory of more than 25 miles of ancient Caledonian pinewoods – one of the largest tracts in the country – and the woodlands are stalked by stags, nested by ospreys and eyed by otters that live in the freshwater ribbon of Glen Affric curving along the valley floor.

The car park at the end of the single-track road is where your backcountry experience begins. Take the long five-hour walk around the loch, tackle one of the glen’s cradle of 12 Munros (or backpack the lot over two long days), or dip into the water for a swim, canoe or kayak.

The Affric Highlands is also home to a pioneering Trees for Life rewilding project that’s successfully revitalising native forest in the glen. Volunteers are welcome; for opportunities, visit treesforlife.org.uk. And while the glen can be explored all year-round, wildlife watchers congregate in autumn to hear the echoing stag rut in October and early November.


Glen Affric’s Best Walks

Plodda Falls

This 40m-high cascade is reached through magnificent Douglas fir forest along a 1.5-mile path from Tomich.

Tom a' Choinich and Toll Creagach

A six- to eight-hour walk over the two finest Munros in the glen, starting at the Tomich car park.

Loch Affric Circuit

An 11-mile yomp around the waters of the glen, starting at the Cannich car park.

Glen Affric to Shiel Bridge

A two-day, 25-mile trip through uninhabited, wild terrain speckled with summits and rarely seen moorland.

The Affric Kintail Way

One of Scotland’s newest long-distance hikes – a waymarked 43-mile route from Drumnadrochit to Morvich by Loch Duich.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE BLACK ISLE

Newhall Mains Luxury two-bed cottages and suites on a renovated farm, now with breakfast, dinner and picnic hampers, plus its own private airfield. £££

The Allangrange Cosy five-bed hotel in Munlochy, with restaurant, pub and takeaway. Just off the North Coast 500 route, close to all the Black Isle’s attractions. ££

Wildwoodz Activity centre with paintball and archery, plus off-grid cabins with wood-burning stoves and fire pits for families and groups. £

Monster Hunting

Loch Ness myths and madness

'Look!' 'Over there!' 'Did you see that?'

Mock screams and utterances like this are a dime a dozen on Loch Ness, the world’s most famous monster-hunting ground, where sightseeing boats from gateway village Drumnadrochit (25 minutes from Inverness) cast shadows across the water’s murky surface.

The kitsch Loch Ness Centre & Exhibition provides some background to the far-fetched Loch Ness monster story – according to legend, St Columba first discovered Nessie in 564 – but it’s primarily the jumping-off point for informative, if tongue-in-cheek, cryptid cruises.

Out on the water, the monster-hunting gimmick is cranked-up by the possibility – no matter how remote – of spying the world’s most famous humpbacked creature as the depths of the loch fade to black. To enjoy it fully, park your suspicions. As locals say, there’s magic in the water if you only know where to look.

Three recommended tour companies are Castle Cruises, Cruise Loch Ness and Loch Ness by Jacobite, all of which offer regular hourly, half-day and full-day loch tours.
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WHERE TO STAY ON LOCH NESS

Eagle Brae Ten luxury log cabins tucked away on a hillside above Carnoch. Half an hour west of Loch Ness. £££

Foyers Lodge Gorgeous Victorian-era retreat cradled by woodland and waterfalls on the loch’s eastern shores. ££

Morag’s Lodge Sustainably minded youth hostel with lounge, bar and meals in the heart of Fort Augustus. £

Urquhart Castle Up Close

Time travel 1000 years

Besides its titular monster, Loch Ness has another star turn: ruined Urquhart Castle.

Located on a knuckle of land south of Drumnadrochit, the 16th-century keep is the ultimate tumbledown bastion, with collapsed towers, prison cells and great hall. Were it not for a garrison of goons trying to blow the castle to kingdom come before fleeing during the Jacobite rising, it might still be complete today.


How to Enjoy Loch Ness
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Freda Newton, managing director of Loch Ness by Jacobite, shares her tips for experiencing the loch.

I love Loch Ness and that is reinforced every time I cruise out from Dochgarroch. The vista that unfolds as you pass Bona Lighthouse is still enough to make me say 'Wow' every time.

But Loch Ness is more than a monster and the scenery is majestic, from the sheer beauty of the landscape to Urquhart Castle, which dates back to the 13th century. What many people don't realise is how the loch almost centres the West Highlands – consider the geological details, the formation of the Great Glen and the history of the Highlands, including the Jacobite rising.



Ride, Run or Ramble Loch Ness

The loch from every angle

Stretch your legs on the Loch Ness 360° Trail, a looping, 80-mile activity circuit for hikers, bikers, runners and horse riders made up of two separate trails: the Great Glen Way and South Loch Ness Trail. You can begin in Inverness, or join the trail at any point, with six day-long stages (or three for bikers) mapped out from Glenmoriston to Fort Augustus to Foyers to Dores.

Begin by following the Great Glen Way towards Dunain Community Woodland and into the beautiful Abriachan Woodlands, with panoramas east across to the Monadhliath Mountains – scramble up Meall Fuar-mhonaidh, the lochside’s highest hill at 699m. Here there are 9 miles of bike trails and gnarlier sections to tackle. Continue through moorland to Drumnadrochit, with Urquhart Castle playing peekaboo through the pine thickets. From here, the path to Invermoriston splits into a high and low road – the high route, above ancient Caledonian forest, steals it for the views.

The trail curves around Fort Augustus, hemmed in by the Caledonian Canal, returning north to the magnificent Suidhe viewpoint before descending to Foyers. Afterwards, the next day is for tackling the zigzag bends and woodland paths of serene Farigaig Forest in the march to delightful Dores Inn, where pub grub and real ales await.

The final 10 miles back to Inverness can be rugged and boggy, but the rewards are your final views of Loch Ness and a cityscape in waiting.


Getting Around

Loch Ness has one major road, which runs for 34 miles along its western bank from Inverness to Fort Augustus. The west is also home to the northernmost section of the Great Glen Way, the 78-mile long-distance hikers’ path. With no train stations and few bus services, you’re best coming by car or bike.





CAIRNGORMS NATIONAL PARK
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Central to the Cairngorms experience is getting outside, no matter the weather. This is the UK’s largest national park, a mountain plateau serrated by deep glens and mountain passes such as the Lairig Ghru and populated by five of the country’s six loftiest summits. Stretching from Aviemore in the north to the Angus Glens in the south, the area is crowded with some of the country’s wildest adventures – snow holing, whisky marathon running, backcountry ski touring, for instance – as well as batches of anglers, grouse hunters, canoeists and climbers. But while the subarctic landscape of granite, heather, rock and ice lends itself to getting off-road and onto activity trails, there’s also a spectrum of more relaxed reasons to linger, with wildlife watching, stargazing and whisky tasting to top your wish list. You'll also fall in love with its sacred woodlands, for here are stockades of ancient Caledonian pine forests rarely seen elsewhere in Scotland.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Alvie & Dalraddy Estates

2Strathspey Steam Railway

SIGHTS

3Aviemore

4Ben Macdui

5Braeriach

6Bynack More

see 3Craigellachie National Nature Reserve

7Glenmore Forest Park

8Highland Folk Museum

9Highland Wildlife Park

10Rothiemurchus Estate

11RSPB Loch Garten Osprey Centre

ACTIVITIES

12Cairngorm Mountain Ski Area

13Loch Insh Outdoor Centre

14Lynbreck Croft

15Scot Mountain Holidays

EATING

16Alvie Forest Food

17The Cross




TOP TIP

Travel midweek for lower rates and stick to May or September for the best marriage of weather and smaller crowds.




Best Places to Eat in Aviemore

Winking Owl

Craft beers, open-armed service and feel-good food (burgers, steaks and puddings) from the team behind the fantastic Cairngorm Brewery.

Cairngorm Hotel

Family-friendly, all-day all-rounder, serving hearty meals, coffees, puds and whiskies.

Cheese and Tomatin

Wood-fired sourdough pizzas served up in a laid-back cafe above Cairngorm Mountain Sports.



Discovering Aviemore

Tracing the mountain town’s roots

(map Google map)

From the train station, the easiest way to explore this ski and tourism resort is on foot.

Stand overlooking the River Spey, with the Cairngorm massif in the middle distance, and you can understand why it’s a playground for outdoor pursuits. From here you also see the town’s heritage brought to life, as this is the terminus for the Strathspey Steam Railway (map Google map), which chugs along the tracks for 9 miles to Boat of Garten and Broomhill, transporting you back to the age of blowing steam whistles, slamming carriage doors and click-clack rails. On board, the train commands views across the whole Cairngorms National Park and is the ideal warm-up for the peak and park adventures that lie ahead.

Around the station, Aviemore spreads out as a sprawl of outdoor clothing retailers, coffee and cake shops and service hotels that sprang up in the 1960s to take advantage of the rise in tourism. More impressive than this is Craigellachie National Nature Reserve (map Google map), an easy stroll to the village’s west. Among the tree-ringed lochs and open glades are a number of trails that take you deep into birch woodlands and onto the rock-ragged summit for pinch-yourself views. During summer, listen for the high-pitched screech of buzzards and keep an eye out for peregrines.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE CAIRNGORMS

Boat Country Inn Across from Strathspey Steam Railway, with cosy rooms, tartan decor and a restaurant serving local farm produce. ££

Aviemore Bunkhouse Next to the popular Old Bridge Inn, with dorms and private rooms close to the train station. £

Aviemore Youth Hostel No-frills affair with dorms, bike storage and drying room, plus on-site Scottish Natural Heritage visitor centre. £


On a Highland Safari

Ospreys, stags, wildcats and more

Alive with red squirrels, roe deer, raptors and rutting reindeer, the Cairngorms is the unofficial wildlife capital of the north of Scotland, and a day spent on a Highland safari is enough to see all manner of feathery friends and elusive critters. There are nine national nature reserves across the park and each one protects one-quarter of the UK’s endangered species, from pine martens and plump ptarmigans to rarely seen wildcats and black grouses.

Begin on an osprey watch north of Aviemore at RSPB Loch Garten Nature Centre (map) within Abernethy National Nature Reserve, the ancestral home of the UK’s population of white-and-brown feathered raptors. More than 50 years ago, ospreys had vanished from the British Isles, but now thanks to habitat protection there are around 400 breeding pairs that return from West Africa every year. The best time for sightings is between April and August.

East of the town centre, Rothiemurchus Estate (map) is home to Loch an Eilein and around 10 million Caledonian pine trees – the perfect refuge for squirrels, capercaillies, deer and fishing ospreys. Then, further along the forest road past silvery Loch Morlich in Glenmore Forest Park (map) (watch for water fowl and ducks), you’ll be met by the wild ungulates of the Cairngorm Reindeer Herd – the only ones in Britain. Guided mountainside visits with the wardens let you walk with them on the heathery hillside.
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Best Wildlife Tours

Alvie & Dalraddy Estates (map)

See the Cairngorms from the saddle at this estate near Kincraig, which offers pony trekking, as well as squirrel and red deer photography trips.

Highland Wildlife and Birdwatch Safaris (map)

Visit remote areas in the national park on a 4WD safari, with only red deer and eagles for company.

Speyside Wildlife

Grantown-on-Spey operator offering bespoke trips and evening badger and pine marten watching from its custom-built hides.

Instinct Guides

Birdwatching specialists with exclusive access to black grouse ‘lekking’, when blackcock males battle for territory and mating rights.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE CAIRNGORMS

Glenmore Lodge The UK’s leading outdoor training and activity centre, with rooms and chalets, plus mountain, biking and paddle sports courses. ££

Culdearn House Hotel Victorian-era villa in Grantown-on-Spey, with four-course tasting menus and 60 curated single malt whiskies. ££

Tigh na Sgiath Country House The closest Aviemore has to a Downton Abbey–style manor, with sumptuous suites and aristocratic ambience. £££


Mountain Highs

Up into the Cairngorms

Chief among the landscapes to explore from Aviemore are the summits of the Cairngorms, the largest mountain-scape in Britain.

Cairn Gorm mountain resort, home to waymarked trails, a near-summit cafe and ranger’s station offering daily guided walks, is a beacon in all seasons, from Alpine-style trekking when the snow falls hard to Munro bagging, backcountry wild camping and swimming when the sun warms the glens. Come from December to April to ski or snowboard the White Lady and Coire Cas, or take a summer or autumn ride up the controversial funicular railway (under repair at time of writing) for views high above Loch Morlich.

A night sleeping on ice may be a bit much for many, but the prospect of reaching a snow-packed gully with views of the wider Grampian Mountains, where you’ll dig a snow hole, then shelter overnight with a sleeping bag, stove and, perhaps, bottle of Speyside malt, is one of the country’s most awe-inspiring micro-adventures. Scot Mountain Holidays (map) runs snow-hole expeditions, as well as multiday winter skills courses.


Best Munros to Bag

Braeriach (1296m) (map)

Britain’s third-highest summit; safeguarded from the crowds because of a long walk or bike in.

Ben MacDui (1309m) (map)

Second only to Ben Nevis, this ben is the highest in the Cairngorms and yet all the wilder because of its location. Often a bald beacon of snow in winter.

Bynack More (1090m) (map)

The Cairngorms’ most fantastical summit, passing green-coloured Lochan Uaine, where legend states fairies wash their dirty clothes.



Swim Loch Insh

The Cairngorm’s watersports wonderland

To get wet, head to the national park’s standout watersports spot, located at the lower end of Glen Feshie near Kincraig. As well as a dedicated outdoor centre offering hire and tuition in sailing, windsurfing, kayaking, canoeing, stand-up paddleboarding and fishing, it’s a glorious place for a freshwater dip.


DARK SKIES GALORE

Tomintoul, northeast of the Cairngorms, is a memorable place to see the stars and – if you're lucky – the northern lights. For more fine stargazing visit the Isle of Coll and Galloway Forest Park.



Forage a Highland Feast

Discover the Cairngorms' wild larder

The old ways of hunter-gatherers living off the land and with the seasons are alive and well in the Cairngorms, and the area’s dense Caledonian pine forests, pristine riverbanks and thriving lochsides make late summer and early autumn wild-food foraging heaven.

At the Highland Folk Museum (map) in Newtonmore, you can follow the self-guided Highland Herb Trail to learn about the landscape’s wild plants, herbal foods and medicines, from ribwort plantain to reduce inflammation to pignuts, edible roots eaten by locals in the 18th century.

The bulk of the goodies – chanterelle mushrooms, wild raspberries, blaeberries, rose hips, brambles, nettles, wild sloes and garlic – can be found along rivers and on woodland floors, while guided tours are available with park rangers, as well as with Lynbreck Croft and Scot Mountain Holidays. Just remember, it’s illegal to collect wild plants or fungi on any of the Cairngorms’ national nature reserves.

To taste this wild larder without the effort, seek out local chef Chris McCall, whose Alvie Forest Food (map) truck on Alvie Estate serves up dishes foraged from the surrounding forests. Or book a table at The Cross (map) at Kingussie, with raved-about tasting menus using wild-foraged edibles.
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Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore | AJB/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Where to Catch Fish

Rothiemurchus Fishery

Three trout-stocked lochs for catch-and-release fishing, plus guided pike fishing sessions.

Loch Vaa

Spring-fed loch with a healthy population of rainbow, brown and blue trout. Boat fishing only.

Alvie & Dalraddy Estates

South of Aviemore and home to Loch Alvie and Loch Beag, both of which are prime grounds for brown trout and pike bank fishing.



WHERE TO GET A PINT IN THE CAIRNGORMS

Old Bridge Inn Crackling log fire, music sessions, local ales and pub fare such as ox tongue and seafood risotto.

Flying Stag City-slicker smart pub with its own house lager and ensconced within the Fife Arms in Braemar.

Glen Hotel Lively pub in a historic Edwardian-era hotel in the centre of Kingussie.


Getting Around

To explore the Cairngorms National Park at its fullest, you'll need a car or bike to get around. Otherwise, stick to the Highland Main Line railway stops Newtonmore, Kingussie, Aviemore and Carrbridge.





Beyond Cairngorms National Park
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The north of the Cairngorms mellows out into whisky country. The south is for extravagant castles and woodlands. Make time for both.


The same mountains, woodlands and rivers that form the Cairngorms dip into the areas north and south of the national park, and many of the most interesting places to visit are enfolded in this pine-meets-peak landscape. This is an area dominated by development sprung up alongside the A9 highway artery, but also by historical footnotes that would make any region in Scotland proud. From the storied distilleries around Tomintoul and Dalwhinnie to the 19th-century castles and Jacobite associations of Highland Perthshire – namely Pitlochry and Blair Atholl – this part of the Central Highlands is a dream map of Scotland.
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Blair Castle | Michael Hoffman/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Summer is the peak time to visit Highland Perthshire. Come in autumn for leaf-peeping, leaping salmon and lazing with a whisky dram in hand.




Best Places to Stay & Eat in the Northern Cairngorms

Smugglers Hostel

Community-run backpackers in picturesque Tomintoul, with private rooms, dorms, and storage and washing facilities for bike tourers. £

Glenlivet House

Both single-use cottage and bunkhouse, this self-catering accommodation is temptingly within walking distance of the distillery on the same estate. ££

The Croft Inn

An unlikely if memorable hybrid of Scots and Thai cuisine in a traditional Highland pub. Think dishes like Highland crispy beef and scallops, but with spice levels ratcheted up. £



Road Trip the Whisky High Road

Seeking single malts and stars

North of the Cairngorm massif, Speyside is awash with distilleries, but there are just as many places to toast uisge beatha (the water of life) on its borders. One standout road into whisky country leads to stone-built Tomintoul, the highest village in the Highlands, from where you can tour its eponymous distillery.

Next drive northeast for 5 miles to the Glenlivet Distillery, a world-class whisky house on the go since 1822 and in a glen once better known for smugglers and excisemen, lawlessness and illicit distilling. After a few drams while walking back to your accommodation, ogle the night sky in the most northerly Dark Sky Park in the world.

Cross the Cairngorms again and head south on the A9 to visit Dalwhinnie Distillery, the roadside smokestack of which can’t be missed. Founded in 1898, it’s the highest distillery in Scotland and abundant peat in the surrounding bogs adds punch to this flavoursome dram.
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Glenlivet Distillery | Simon Dawson/Bloomberg via Getty Images ©

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN HIGHLAND PERTHSHIRE

Old Manse Dating to 1828, a refined luxury pad with mansion house suites, walled garden rooms and stable snugs. £££

Moor of Rannoch In remote Rannoch Station village, but with service and restaurant worth the trek to get here. ££

House of Bruar An upscale department store turned mini mall of shops, restaurants and food hall selling Highland produce. £


Run the Dramathon

When sport and whisky mix

Bordeaux has the Marathon du Médoc, a wine-drinking race through the vineyards of the Médoc in the Gironde. Likewise, the Cairngorms has the Dramathon, a 26-mile race through Speyside from distillery to distillery, with whisky miniatures doubling as trophies at the finish line. The route begins at Glenfarclas and ends at Glenfiddich, but also absorbs magnificent Ballindalloch Castle and Gardens, the Cairngorms' finest surviving example of a Scottish baronial keep.

Tour Blair Castle

from victoria to outlander

Justifiably one of Scotland’s most popular attractions, this castle at Blair Atholl (one hour from Aviemore) above the River Garry is a tour de force of historical detail, with medieval, Georgian and Victorian architecture and design stories to discover – the original tower was built as far back as 1269. It’s been home to the Duke of Atholl and his family for more than 700 years, the ancestral home of the Clan Murray, and it shows in the paintings, furniture and fittings of the 30 rooms that you can tour. The entrance hall, with broadswords, stag taxidermy and muskets used at the Battle of Culloden, is one of the finest rooms in all of Scotland. To do the interiors and the gardens justice, you’ll need at least half a day.


Scotland’s Private Army

Every May, Blair Castle plays host to a truly unique event – when the Atholl Gathering and Highland Games takes place and the officers of the Atholl Highlanders gather.

But the regiment is no ordinary infantry unit – the battalion is the only private regiment in Europe recognised by law.

The story goes that after the Jacobite Rebellion in 1745, the London government drafted draconian laws, banning tartan, kilts, bagpipes and the right of Highland chiefs to raise private armies. It took until 1844, the year in which Queen Victoria visited Blair Castle, for any change to the law; when she visited, the Duke of Atholl provided her with a 200-man guard. And, as queen, she revoked the law and elevated the Atholl Highlanders to a private armed regiment.



Roaming Kinloch Rannoch

Roaming Kinloch Rannoch

To road trip, hike or bike the scenic route east to west along Lochs Tummel and Rannoch is a way to join events up into stories.

Magnificent Queen’s View at the end of Loch Tummel marks where Victoria visited the area in 1866. Past the pine and larch meadows of Tay Forest Park, then across Dunalastair Water, is mythic Craigh na Dun, the location of the ancient stone circle in TV hit Outlander.

Further west of Kinloch Rannoch, the road ends at splendidly remote Rannoch Station on the West Highland Line, opened in August 1894. And above it all looms the almost symmetrical peak of Schiehallion, the location of an epoch-defining, 18th-century experiment to determine the mean density of Earth.

WHERE TO STAY IN PITLOCHRY

Pitlochry Backpackers Hotel Town centre spot for the sociable backpacking set with movie lounge and drying room for outdoors clothes. £

Saorsa 1875 A hotel for vegans and the plant curious with the creative bent of a design studio – and a star turn restaurant. ££

The Old Mill Inn Deluxe rooms, locally sourced bar meals, pub and live music. Family-friendly and as welcoming as they come. ££


Experience the Enchanted Forest
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Nela Popovic, executive director of the Enchanted Forest, shares her quick facts about Highland Perthshire’s annual must-do event.

The Experience

Our aim is to transform the forest into an awe-inspiring playground, using dazzling visuals and innovative design, all choreographed against an original music score. It’s one big spectacle, with Faskally Woods as a natural backdrop.

The Location

Faskally Woods used to welcome around 80,000 visitors annually; that’s now more than 160,000. And we help encourage more and more people to embrace Scotland’s woodlands.

Behind the Scenes

In order for the show to run smoothly, it requires a team of more than 100 people, including 80 event staff who work the duration of the show.



Peaceful & Pleasant Pitlochry

The gateway to Highland Perthshire

Pitlochry (just over an hour from Aviemore) is Highland Perthshire’s tourism powerhouse, with a succession of castle hotels, boutiques selling woollens, a distillery and day trips for scenic hikes to rivers, lochs and summits.

If you can avoid the coach tours, the main attraction is its riverside setting, with the Pitlochry Dam Visitor Centre perched above the River Tummel and an easy stroll from the town’s main street. Rainbow-skinned fish can be spotted leaping up the salmon ladder here and you’re also just a short walk to either witch’s-hat-turreted Fonab Castle, for a posh lunch or afternoon tea, or the Blair Atholl Distillery for an early dram.

The valley of the River Tummell winds from north to south to flow into the River Tay, with both banks a riot of Scots pine forests and 200-year-old tall trees. Among them is Faskally Wood, which hosts the Enchanted Forest, a magicked-up, month-long sound-and-light spectacle held every October. Surrounded by a blaze of gold-, purple- and red-leafed trees in autumn, Loch Dunmore is a landscape photographer’s paradise.
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The Old Mill Inn, Pitlochry | pio3/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Highland Perthshire is well served by trains, with stations in Blair Atholl, Pitlochry and on Rannoch Moor. To really see the best of the area, however, you’ll need a car or bike to get away from the town centres and explore sights further afield.





GLEN COE

[image: jpg]

Consider the quintessential Scottish Highland landscape and your brain will automatically add heather-popped moorlands, steeply pitched peaks and lonely glens populated by bellowing stags. Glen Coe delivers on all these fronts and is Scotland’s most famous glen, serving up some of the most dramatic scenery in the world. It is anything but a well-kept Scottish secret, of course, and even with the rain coming down and clouds settling on the hills, it’s one of the most popular places to visit in the country. Gushing waterfalls, stag-filled moors, ridge walks, historic pubs and macabre history are the reasons why. It was here, after all, that the haunting Massacre of Glencoe took place in 1692. One of the worst atrocities in Scottish history, it saw the MacDonald clan butchered while sleeping in their beds by the rival Campbells. Eerie.
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SIGHTS

1Buachaille Etive Mòr

2Glencoe Folk Museum

3Glencoe National Nature Reserve

4Glencoe Visitor Centre

5Meeting of the Three Waters

ACTIVITIES

6Aonach Eagach

7Glencoe Mountain Resort

8Pap of Glencoe

SLEEPING

9Clachaig Inn

10Glencoe House

11Glencoe Youth Hostel

12Kingshouse Hotel

EATING

13Glencoe Inn

14Lochleven Seafood Cafe




TOP TIP

To experience Glen Coe – and its namesake village Glencoe – the right way, you need to travel at your own pace. Either by car, bike or, if you’re walking the West Highland Way, on foot.




The Glencoe Massacre

On 13 February 1692, Glen Coe was the site of one of the country’s most tragic and poignant acts of violence – the macabre Glencoe Massacre, when the loyalist Campbells, who were house guests of Clan MacDonald at the time, were ordered by William III of England to kill their hosts as punishment for their loyalty to the Jacobite cause.

'You are hereby ordered to fall upon the Rebells, the MacDonalds of Glenco, and putt all to the sword under Seventy,' was the message received by Captain Robert Campbell of Glen Lyon. As the MacDonalds slept, the house guests gathered and systematically butchered everyone in their beds – a death toll of 38 men, women and children.

Echoes of the atrocity are clearly evident in Game of Thrones, as author George RR Martin cites the massacre as an influence on the infamous Red Wedding scene.



Wilderness & Wildlife

The haunting ‘Weeping Glen’

The gateway to Glencoe National Nature Reserve (map) and its spirit-soaring hikes, climbs, photo stops and wildlife rambles is the Glencoe Visitor Centre (map), a National Trust for Scotland information centre that delves deep into the geological, environmental and cultural histories of the glen and its pine-clad surroundings. Inside, the cinema takes you on a journey through millions of years that have shaped the glaciated valleys, but more visceral is the story of the rock star mountaineers that have made Glen Coe their stage for the past century.

For hikers, there are eight Munros to scramble up and 37 miles of footpaths throughout the glen, with easy waymarked and woodland trails leaving right from the visit centre car park.

For extra guidance, rangers lead 4WD wildlife safaris that can bebooked on-site to see ptarmigans, mountain hares and red stags on estate tracks not open to the public, including a historic military road from the 1780s.

[image: jpg]
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WHERE TO STAY IN GLEN COE

Glencoe Youth Hostel (map) Family-friendly affair with bunkhouse and glamping pod with an Alpine chalet feel. £

Kingshouse Hotel (map) A haven for muddy-booted hill walkers and coach tours with the finest views in the whole glen. ££

Glencoe House (map) A Highland loch view and hot tubs are the sell of this storied mansion house with self-catering lodges. £££


Glencoe Folk Museum

Of broadswords and bloodshed

(map)

In the hush of this heather-thatched croft, collections are given over to Jacobite relics, costumes, paintings, classic toys and photographs, but it is the shocking reminders of the infamous Glencoe Massacre that are the most evocative.

There are hands-on activities and games for younger children, as well as a small gift shop selling locally made crafts and novelties. Despite Glencoe’s popularity, the museum is only open from April to October.


Where to Ski in Glen Coe

Andy Murdoch, owner of Glencoe Mountain Resort, shares the best skiing spots.

Turn right at the top of Main Basin T-bar and access some beautifully pisted blue terrain with myriad lines. Turn left and follow the path along to the Spring Run and Flypaper for a backcountry paradise. This track often rewards with complete solitude and terrain steep enough to cause the heart to race.

While the lower mountain provides great terrain for beginners and intermediates with defined runs, the upper mountain is loosely marked, and viable lines are available wherever your imagination takes you.



A Cinematic Road Trip

Where Hollywood comes to life

Glen Coe is a star turn in its own right and from every angle offers a feast of uniquely Scottish storytelling.

On approach along the A82, the glen’s pyramid-shaped guardian Buachaille Etive Mòr (map) is the unforgettable entry point. It’s the archetypal Scottish mountain and the location – overlooking Loch Etive and Glencoe Mountain Resort (map) – is classic movie fodder. You may recognise it from the James Bond film Skyfall, or from the Harry Potter saga, both of which were extensively shot around the glen.

To see a different angle through your car windscreen, turn off the road and veer down Glen Etive, where Daniel Craig and Judi Dench escaped in 007’s Aston Martin DB5. In the craggy hills above, a face-painted Mel Gibson once frolicked while playing William Wallace in Braveheart, and Christopher Lambert and Sean Connery were also filmed brandishing claymores in Highlander.

Back on Rannoch Moor, the vast expanses have been used for scenes in such divergent films as Rob Roy, Trainspotting, Monty Python and the Holy Grail and Mary, Queen of Scots. In fact, the latter film’s notoriously silly Bridge of Death scene was shot near the Meeting of the Three Waters (map) near Ballachulish. Near here, on a single-track road above Glencoe village, an entire set of buildings, including Hagrid’s Hut, was built for the third Harry Potter film, the Prisoner of Azkaban.

WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK IN GLEN COE

Clachaig Inn (map) Storied Glencoe pub with three bars, including the outdoorsy Boots Bar, 400-odd whiskies and live music. ££

Glencoe Inn (map) Several restaurants, including the Steak and Lobster bistro for Highland beef and Loch Leven mussels. ££

Lochleven Seafood Cafe (map) Shellfish Shangri-La between Onich and Kinlochleven with iced platters and hot crab, lobster and langoustines. ££

Glorious Walks

Test yourself in Scotland’s finest hills

Sculpted from some of the world’s oldest sedimentary and volcanic strata 380 million years ago, Glen Coe’s hills bind the narrow valley to the north and south, creating a complex assemblage of peaks, buttresses and gorges that begs to be explored further.

The northern side is shackled by the challenging Aonach Eagach (map) (6 miles; seven to nine hours), a narrow and serrated ridge linking three distinct peaks across one of the most vertiginous scrambles in Britain. If you don’t have a head for heights, leave it for those who do.

For a more leisurely if no less impressive hike, ascend Glen Coe’s great ‘herdsman’, Buachaille Etive Mòr (8 miles; seven to eight hours). It’s a popular hike, with a clearly marked assault up its southern flank; go in late spring to see the skyline smudged with snowy summits.

Unbeknown to many is the Lost Valley (2.5 miles; three hours), an intensely dramatic hike with a riveting backstory in keeping with the glen’s melancholy. Your reward at the top is a secret valley where clansmen once hid their rustled cattle. Local legend also says it remains haunted by the ghosts of several MacDonalds who died while fleeing the Glencoe Massacre.

Another magnificent day hike is up the Pap of Glencoe (map) (4 miles; 3½ to five hours). The iconic sugarloaf above Glencoe village is reached by a rugged path, but journey’s end is a view of a deep blue sea loch and cradle of mesmerising summits.
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LOVE MONTY PYTHON?

Travel to Doune Castle outside Stirling to see more film locations from Monty Python and the Holy Grail.




Why I Love Glen Coe
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Mike MacEacheran, writer

Four decades have passed since I first travelled over the Black Mount and along the much-photographed, roller-coasting A82 road beneath the opposing flanks of Meall a’Bhùiridh and the Aonach Eagach, and yet I still have so much more to learn.

Adventures converge here, from skiing and ice climbing to hiking, swimming, fishing and kayaking, and there is a sense that Glen Coe specialises in awakening parts of us that are unknown.

It is resoundingly beautiful and romantic, yes, but Glen Coe also always asks questions of me.




Getting Around

Glencoe village is on the Glasgow-to-Skye Scottish Citylink service. Other bus routes also reach the village from Fort William and Oban. Come by car and you'll have far more flexibility to get around.





Beyond Glen Coe

[image: jpg]

Glen Coe is your base camp from which to discover fjord-like Loch Leven and the remote wilderness of silver-ribboned Rannoch Moor.


Surrounded on all sides by the Mamore mountains and hemmed in by stretching sea lochs, Kinlochleven is only 6 miles east of Glencoe, yet feels a world apart. Most of the coach tours and summer day trippers don’t make the short detour, preferring the direct route to Fort William instead, crossing the narrows between Loch Leven and Loch Linnhe on the Ballachulish Bridge.

As much as anything, they bypass a once industrial town turned outdoors hot spot favoured by in-the-know rock and ice climbers and hikers. That it’s the penultimate stop on the West Highland Way means its a turnstile for tired and weary backpackers all summer long, but outside such times you’ll have the village and its mountain and moorland trails to yourself.
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Rannoch Moor | theasis/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

More than 30,000 people walk the West Highland Way each summer, with the majority staying in Kinlochleven between June and September. Visit outside of the summer season.




Scotland’s Remotest Train Station

Corrour Station, Britain’s highest mainline railway station, is where civilisation all but fades away. This is where the Glasgow-to-Fort William train tracks cross the largest area of moorland in Britain, stretching west across a plateau of blanket bog and isolated lochs, ponds and peat hags that are the vestiges of an ice cap from Scotland’s last glaciation.

All this wilderness lends itself to backcountry adventure and a popular cross-country hiking route is along Rannoch Moor’s northern periphery to the Kingshouse Hotel at the eastern end of Glen Coe (9 miles; four hours).

Otherwise, a number of day hikes are recommended from Loch Ossian Youth Hostel, itself a 20-minute walk from the station into the beginning of a landscape of imagination.



Climb Kinlochleven

Reach for the skies

For a touching-the-void experience with no rival — and only 15 minutes drive from Glencoe — wrap up in your best woollens for a guided session at Ice Factor: The National Ice Climbing Centre.

The proud home of the biggest indoor ice climbing wall in the world – a striking, 12m-high ice face made of 500 tonnes of real snow and ice – it is graded with routes for both timid beginners and hairy-chested axe-swingers. Leave your fears at the door and, as local pros say, step into the big fridge and start swinging your ice tools.

An equally hair-raising addition to Kinlochleven’s hills is the country’s only via ferrata, an airy obstacle course of steel ladders, cables, zip lines and tightrope wires that run up the side of and across the foaming white horses of the Grey Mare’s Tail waterfall. It’s an activity exclusively operated by Vertical Descents and – despite the fear factor – is open to everyone aged eight and above.
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Ice Factor: The National Ice Climbing Centre | Ashley Cooper/Getty Images ©

On the Devil’s Staircase

West Highland Way’s bucket-list section

Zigzagging from the Kingshouse Hotel to Kinlochleven (or vice versa), the Devil’s Staircase (5.5 miles; three hours one way) is a knee-jangling, off-road classic trail that’s the pinnacle of the long-distance West Highland Way.

But don’t let the name put you off: it’s not as bad as it sounds. Its name was given by British government soldiers who complained while constructing the rudimentary military road to help bring order to this part of the Highlands after the Jacobite uprising in the 18th century.

To get there from Glencoe, drive 20 minutes east along the A82.

WHERE TO STAY AND EAT IN KINLOCHLEVEN

Blackwater Hostel Switched-on place with lodge accommodation, as well as private rooms, glamping pods and a campsite. £

MacDonald Hotel & Cabins Another West Highland Way stalwart, with rooms, cabins and a campsite and popular restaurant and bar. £

Tailrace Inn Typical Highland boozer, with roaring fire and drams, all-day menu and plenty of room to mingle. £



BEN NEVIS
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As introductions go, it’s hard to find better than the breathtaking scenery on offer around the collapsed volcanic dome of Ben Nevis (1345m), Britain’s highest mountain and an emblem of high adventure, with a whisky, beer and fish-and-chip shop cashing in on its fame. It’s the standard bearer for Scottish mountains, famed for its tough-as-boots paths, rock walls, steep-sided ridges, gullies and buttresses. Enthusiasts run it, hike it, ice-climb it and ski it, while stories are legion of lost property left en route to the summit – such oddities include a piano, a church organ, toilet seats and – strangest of all – a fireplace hearth. In 1911 the son of an Edinburgh car dealer drove a Ford Model T car up and down the pony track to promote the Scottish launch of the US-made automobile.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ben Nevis

SIGHTS

2Aonach Mòr

3Ben Nevis Distillery

4Carn Mor Dearg

5Jacobite Steam Train

6Lochan Meall an t-Suidhe

7Neptune’s Staircase

8Nevis Range Mountain Gondola

9Steall Waterfall

10West Highland Museum

ACTIVITIES

11Nevis Range

INFORMATION

12Ben Nevis Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

13Cruise Loch Linnhe




TOP TIP

Ben Nevis is one of Scotland’s longest Munros to hike – don’t underestimate it. June to September is the peak season and, if tackling the snow-clogged route in winter, bring an ice axe and crampons and be confident in your own mountain skills and abilities.



Ben Nevis: The Easy Way

The tourist route to the top

(map)

Of the two main hikes to the top, the most straightforward begins over the River Nevis bridge from the Ben Nevis Visitor Centre (map), before heading up steep terrain to Meall an t-Suidhe (map) with epic views of the nearby Mamores, an east–west ridge of mountains forming a natural barrier between Glen Nevis and Kinlochleven.

Further on, with a buzzard’s view of a mirror-clear lochan, the path zigzags up a rocky, if well-worn slope through boulders and scree onto the mountain’s shoulder. Expect to take around three to 4½ hours to reach the summit (5 miles), which is crowned by cairns and the ruins of a 19th-century weather station. This route attracts around 125,000 hikers a year, so skip the weekend. Yes, London has its Big Ben, but Scotland has one, too.


Steall Falls

A more family-friendly excursion is to explore Glen Nevis on an easy two-hour (2 miles) hike to Scotland’s second-largest waterfall, the thunderous Steall Falls (map).

A 120m-high cascade down a rock face, it casts a fine mist across the wire bridge crossing below, with the River Nevis then slicing through the gorge on its way past shepherd huts to Fort William at the head of Loch Linnhe.

For maps, info and weather forecasts, pop into the Ben Nevis Visitor Centre.



Ben Nevis: The Hard Way

The dragon-scale ridge

Known as the connoisseur’s route, this longer path via the Carn Mor Dearg arete is a thrilling, if ruthless, scramble along a slender ridge beneath a horseshoe of crags and gullies favoured by the country’s most experienced rock climbers.

Start by following the main Ben Nevis path, then veer north then southeast before crossing the Allt a’ Mhuilinn stream. From here, it’s a climb up a bouldery slope scattered with granite onto the knife-edged ridge, which stretches for 1.2 miles to Carn Mor Dearg (map) summit. It’s then a roller-coaster ascent onto the bulk of Ben Nevis – a five- to 6½-hour (6 miles) expedition worthy of any alpinist.

Don’t forget a map and compass, and think twice about attempting the route in bad weather.

Fort William, the Lochaber Capital

The 'Outdoor Capital of the UK'

Sandwiched between a dramatic sea loch and a U-shaped glacial valley, the Lochaber capital of Fort William is an unrivalled base for exploring the criss-cross of glens and mountains that cast long shadows on it. The pity is the town centre itself suffers from poor infrastructure planning, with the attractive waterfront blighted by a busy dual carriageway. But these initial misgivings are offset by what else is on offer.

On a rainy day, there’s the West Highland Museum (map Google map), a history lesson brought to life and crammed with a hodgepodge of exhibits from Celtic stonework to Rob Roy’s sporran and Bonnie Prince Charlie’s waistcoat. Better yet, it’s free.

The scene now set, it’s time to learn more about the treasures of the land. Join Cruise Loch Linnhe (map Google map) for a scoot down the sea loch to see the whiskered residents of Seal Island, or venture north to Neptune’s Staircase (map), a feat of sublime engineering at the Caledonian Canal’s terminus as it enters Loch Eil at Banavie. Nearby, hop into Ben Nevis Distillery (map) for a dram at one of Britain’s oldest licensed scotch houses.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR BEN NEVIS

Glen Nevis Youth Hostel An enviable location, with a large deck terrace for relaxing after your mountain workout. £

Ben Nevis Inn A mountain-lover’s refuge with comfy dorms, all-day pub grub, plus live music sessions. ££

Glen Nevis Caravan & Camping Park Base camp for mountain assaults, with lodges, tent pitches, caravans and restaurant. £


West Highland Flyers

Aonach Mòr excels with gnarly trails and a surplus of savvy bike outfitters and schools, guided sessions and coaching all-year round.

But it’s Fort William’s annual UCI Downhill MTB World Championships that really quickens the pulse for spectators.

Every May, the marquee event on the mountain-biking calendar welcomes pros from more than 120 countries, pitting riders against each other and the technical corners, jumps and drops of black-graded trails. And all at high speed.



Up Aonach Mòr

Mountain adventures galore

(map)

In all seasons, the Aonach Mòr massif brims with activity. After taking the gondola cable car – the only one in Scotland – skiers, snowboarders, ice climbers and avalanche-awareness guides congregate at Nevis Range (map) ski area to tackle Britain’s most accessible high-altitude scenery. There’s a chance of reliable snow from December to April, but late January and February are the most reliable. And when the season’s snow cover is deep and plentiful, this is Alpine terrain in all but name.

For ski tour itineraries on a par with the hardest in Europe, test yourself on the Back Corries and glassy chutes of the West Face – Summit Gully and Coire Dubh require cornice drop-offs. For the ultimate bragging rights, attempt Bold Rush, a pitched Jacob’s Ladder gully as hard as any French couloir.

In summer, the pace doesn’t stop. The 1221m mountain delivers on its promise as the Highlands’ mountain-biking Xanadu, with 14 marked downhill biking routes like a snakes and ladders course across the forested slopes. There are three trails accessible from the top of the gondola station, from family-friendly Blue Doon to the UK’s only World Cup Downhill track. It’s tight, twisty, packed with berms and rollers amid all-consuming scenery and not for those who’re easily rattled.
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PILGRIM'S PROGRESS

Traditionally, the West Highland Way finishes in Fort William. Go against the flow by walking the 97-mile long-distance route north to south.



WHERE TO STAY IN FORT WILLIAM

Fort William Backpackers Old-school hostel in a Victorian house, with open-fire lounge and cracking views of the town below. £

Lime Tree A characterful hotel with sea-view gardens, art gallery and on-site restaurant. ££

Inverlochy Castle Hotel This sumptuous grand country house has service worthy of a Highland laird. £££


Best Lochaber Events

Fort William Mountain Festival

Films, outdoor activities, events and celebrations of mountain culture spread over five days. (February)

Scottish Six Day Trial

First launched in 1911, this motorcycle endurance event sees riders complete 100 miles a day over rough moorland and steep, rocky tracks. (May)

The Ben Nevis Race

Watch as gazelle-like fell runners race up and down Britain’s highest peak – with winners crossing the finish line within an incredible 90 minutes. (September)




Getting Around

The ScotRail train shuttles to Fort William from Glasgow and Mallaig, but to explore Glen Nevis in full, you'll need to bring a car or bike.





Beyond Ben Nevis
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Beneath the ancient peak, the Highland region of Lochaber and the North Atlantic Ocean collide to deliver some truly bewitching scenery.


Seen on a map, the area around Ben Nevis and Fort William is an ill-fitting jigsaw puzzle of snaking sea lochs, mountain barriers and cove-nibbled islands. Scattered across this surface are some of Scotland’s hardest-to-reach places, but the journey there often reveals gorgeous bone-white-sand beaches, time-stopped peninsulas and nature reserves where walking into the wild is not just a pastime but a human right.

Chief among the places to visit are wild Morvern and undisturbed Ardnamurchan, two ferry-accessible peninsulas that are home to only a few thousand people, yet both have all the space for moorland, forests, lochs and beaches.
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Sanna Bay | John A Cameron/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The best things in life in Lochaber are free – prime yourself for adventure and take to the hills, forests and sea loch shores to experience the destination on your own terms.




Bucket-List Beaches

Ardnamurchan comes into its own thanks to its west coast shoreline. Here are four of the most memorable beaches to discover.

Sanna Bay

Shell sands against a turquoise-fringed sea. A short drive from Kilchoan and with views of the Small Isles.

Kentra Bay

Home to the Singing Sands, or Camas an Lighe, a gorgeous swathe of beach near Gortenfern.

Ardtoe Beach

A sheltered, off-the-beaten track spot particularly good for families, rock pooling and shallow swimming. It’s a long journey there on a winding road and the car park takes coins only.

Shoe Bay

Kayak- or canoe-accessible beach with stunning views of the Small Isles and Skye. To get there, leave your vehicle at Tioram Castle car park on tidal Loch Moidart.



Marvellous Morvern

Moorland, mountains and watery wonders

After taking the five-minute boat from Corran Ferry to Ardgour, the so-close, yet far-flung peninsula of Morvern, bound on three sides by sea lochs, spreads out before you along lonely, lovely roads. Since prehistoric times this area has been a crossroads for West Highland history, with the Lordship of the Isles and St Columba passing through and villages today populated by descendants of the Highland Clearances and those evacuated from St Kilda in 1930.

The main village in Morvern is Lochaline, about one hour from Fort William, in an area ripe for kayaking, stand-up paddleboarding and cold-water wreck diving in the Sound of Mull. Among the scuttled ships are SS Rondo, an 80m-long WWI steam cargo ship, and SS Breda, a 123m-long Dutch cargo-passenger ship sunk during WWII. Shallow and shore dives are on offer too.

Five miles north of Lochaline is Rahoy Hills Nature Reserve, a wildlife sanctuary that extends onto the nearby Ardtornish Estate. Ascend in sturdy boots onto the rugged upland terrain for plenty of atmosphere, while you ready your binoculars for sightings of otters and golden eagles, red deer, pine martens and skylarks. There is a mix of wildlife habitats here, from windswept grasslands and heaths to lochans and ancient oak woodlands. The higher ground affords wonderful views of Loch Arienas, Loch Aline and Mull.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MORVERN & ARDNAMURCHAN

Highland Basecamp Lochaline’s backpackers par excellence, with private rooms, dorms and outdoor terrace. Also wreck-dive boat charters. £

Eilean Shona This car-free, private island has a series of upcycled self-catering cottages hidden along the shoreline. ££

The Whitehouse Restaurant Lochaline’s finest restaurant, with multicourse tasting menus of local shellfish, game and just-landed seafood. ££


Best Boat Tours

Ardnamurchan Sea Charters

Private wildlife tours to see seal colonies and porpoises, plus self-drive hires from Acharacle, north of Salen.

MW Guiding

Kayak trips from Lochailort, with tours of Ardnamurchan and the Arisaig skerries a speciality.

Rockhoppers Sea Kayaking

Half-, full- or multiday trips to Loch Moidart, the Sound of Arisaig and Glencoe from Corpach near Fort William.

Staffa Tours

The wonders of the Treshnish Isles, including Staffa and Fingal’s Cave, with regular departures from Kilchoan on Ardnamurchan.

Loch Shiel Cruises

History and geology, plus a boatload of wildlife (golden eagles, hen harriers and red deer) on tours of the 19-mile-long freshwater loch.




The Road to Ardnamurchan

Serene lochs and cetaceans await

Britain’s most westerly point is as far-flung as it is fabulous. It’s a 47-mile or hour and 40-minute drive along a single-track road to the peninsula’s furthest point, but along the way you can see a land shaped by the forces of geology and time.

There are Neolithic chambered cairns, Bronze Age standing stones and evidence of Viking ship burials here, as well as ruined crofting townships showing that though this is a land long lived in, it is one that remains hard to tame: today, its population remains no higher than 2000 people.

It’s a scenic drive from Strontian, the peninsula’s gateway, to the main sights, most of which lie further west of Loch Sunart, which at 19 miles is the Highlands' longest sea loch. With the right kit (wetsuit, rubber shoes, tow float), wild swimmers can float above rainbow-coloured sea kelp forests.

The end of the road brings you to Ardnamurchan Lighthouse, the most westerly point of mainland Britain and a hot spot for humpback whale and orca spotting on the Hebridean Whale Trail. Sightings peak from May to September, when summer nights and cloudless skies encourage citizen scientists to stay out late longer.


Getting Around

Getting around here is slow and a car is essential. To get to the West Highland Peninsulas, take the regular five-minute Corran Ferry to Ardgour on the western shore of Loch Linnhe. There is little public transport here, so coming by car is the only viable option.





THE ROAD TO THE ISLES
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Straddling 46 miles from Fort William to the end of the tarmac in the ferry port of Mallaig, the Road to the Isles is the true heart of Jacobite Scotland. This is the land of Bonnie Prince Charlie, where he raised his standard in 1745 on the shores of Loch Shiel and from where he fled back to France after his defeat at the Battle of Culloden. While this lingers in the memory at Glenfinnan, the Road to the Isles is a scenic driving or cycling coastal route, marrying time-honoured fishing villages and cove-nibbled inlets with indented skerries, silver-sand beaches, brilliant blue bays and the ‘Rough Bounds’ of Knoyvart, Scotland’s last true wilderness. Then, at road’s end, you’ll see a smudge of peaks and shadow on the horizon: the dramatic Small Isles of Eigg, Rùm and their Hebridean cousins.
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SIGHTS

1Camusdarach Beach

2Clan Cameron Museum

3Commando Memorial

4Glenfinnan Monument

5Glenfinnan Viaduct

6High Bridge

7Morar Bay

8Traigh Beaches

ACTIVITIES

9Arisaig Marine

10Arisaig Sea Kayak Centre

SLEEPING

11Glenfinnan House Hotel

12Prince’s House Hotel

13Sleeping Car Bunkhouse

TRANSPORT

14Minch Adventures

15Western Isles Cruises




TOP TIP

For the majority of this scenic west coast route, there’s only the A830. But between Arisaig and Mallaig, the final section has been upgraded, giving you a choice of two options. For the more memorable journey, follow signs for the ‘Alternative Coastal Route’, the B8008.




On the Jacobite Trail

The wild west in all its glory

Buckle up on the road northeast out of Fort William, then pull over for your first stop at the ridgetop Commando Memorial (map), a large, three-figure bronze shrine dedicated to the British Commando Forces who once trained at Achnacarry Castle nearby. From here, a 3-mile-long circular memorial path with epic views of Ben Nevis winds to the ruins of High Bridge (map) on the River Spean, where the first shots of the Jacobite rising were fired in 1745. Nearby, the Clan Cameron Museum (map) in Spean Bridge chronicles the role played during the rebellion by one of Lochaber’s most important clan dynasties.

Backtrack, then drive a further 20 minutes (15 miles) along the A830 to the Glenfinnan Monument (map), an 18m-tall monolith on the spot where Jacobite ringleader Bonnie Prince Charlie raised his royal standard at the loch’s tip, calling the Highlands’ mustered clans to bear arms against the king in London. Take the guided tour to the top for one of the most scenic views in Scotland, with the memorial cast against an equally sculptural sea loch and glen.

Finally, as the road veers northwest through Arisaig and Mallaig, your route echoes that of Scotland’s ‘Young Pretender’ to the British throne, who fled to the Isle of Skye following the failure of his military campaign.


For Harry Potter Fans

Another cinematic attraction overlooking Loch Shiel is the skeletal Glenfinnan Viaduct (map), a 21-arch railway bridge on the West Highland Line. From 2001 to 2011, the viaduct was famously cast in the Harry Potter films as the railway bridge crossed by pupils on their way to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

And ever since, the Jacobite Steam Train (map Google map), which makes seasonal return day trips along the tracks from Fort William to Mallaig, has soared in popularity. So much so, in fact, that even locals nickname it the Harry Potter train.

To experience the viaduct without the crowds of trainspotters and film fans, take the cheaper, year-round Scotrail service along the same line to Lochailort, Morar, Arisaig and Mallaig.



The Silver Sands of Morar

Explore the unspoiled coast

The Alternative Coastal Route from Arisaig to Morar offers a medley of glinting beaches, which transform from shining white to blond to dark brown depending on the west coast weather. Beach hop from south to north beginning at Traigh Beaches (map), a succession of mini sheltered bays cleft by machair-topped dunes, with views of skerries and the silhouettes of the Small Isles. This is prime beachcombing and bucket-and-spade territory, even if the onshore winds and water temperature can be devilishly cold.

Half a mile or so further north is Arisaig’s bejewelled Camusdarach Beach (map), a star turn strand that featured in both of the movies Highlander and Local Hero. In summer, its beautifully located shorefront campsite packs out with Scottish sun chasers.

Finally, one last epic stretch of sand curls right into Morar Bay (map) alongside the River Morar.

WHERE TO STAY IN GLENFINNAN

Sleeping Car Bunkhouse (map) A railway carriage turned bunkhouse, part of the collection from next door’s Glenfinnan Station Museum. £

Prince’s House Hotel (map) A 17th-century coaching inn with bistro, bar and views of the brooding lochside. ££

Glenfinnan House Hotel (map) Baronial stone pile with four-poster beds, stately dining room, art-filled hall and rolling lawns. £££


Best West Coast Tours

Arisaig Sea Kayak Centre (map)

Guided trips along the wild west coast of beaches, hidden bays and sheltered sea lochs.

Arisaig Marine (map)

Skippered charters and wildlife cruises from March to October. Three-hour cruises on MV Sheerwater go as far as Ardnamurchan, Eigg or Skye.

Minch Adventures (map Google map)

Mallaig-based family operator with fascinating tours to the Small Isles, Skye and Knoydart.

Western Isles Cruises (map Google map)

Popular one-hour wildlife trips to Knoydart, timed to leave with Mallaig train arrivals. Has a whisky bar on board too.



Monsters & Vikings

Lochaber legends

East of Morar village, Loch Morar is the deepest freshwater body in Britain. For some, it is a portal to fantasy like Loch Ness and is said to be home to Nessie’s monster cousin Morag. While ’sightings' are as rare as hen’s teeth, you might see ripples in the water while hiking along the gorgeous shoreline to Tarbet (5.5 miles; three hours one way). To catch the boat back to bustling Mallaig, reserve a pick-up in advance with Western Isles Cruises.

Viking longboats once anchored to pillage this nook of the west coast – the name Mallaig is derived from the old Norse ‘Mel Vik’, meaning sand dune bay. But today, the town is little more than a pit stop for cafe eats and fish and chips before an onward boat trip to Knoydart, the Small Isle, or the Isle of Skye.
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Getting Around

The West Highland Line stations serve Glenfinnan, Arisaig and Mallaig, making it a great stretch of coastline to explore by train. Otherwise, come by car or pedal power.





Beyond the Road to the Isles
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Hear the siren call of the Small Isles and Knoydart, and stay for community spirit, seascapes, heritage, beaches and birdwatching.


Castaways and those fleeing the crowds of the other more popular Hebrides fall in love with the Small Isles – Eigg, Rùm, Canna and Muck. These arable islands are either community run, powered by ideas and green renewables, or run as conservation reserves that ring-fence world-class colonies of seabirds and shearwaters. Oyster-shaped Eigg, in particular, has been in the hands of a community trust since 1997 and has inspired similar land buyouts across Scotland ever since.

Against this backdrop, history echoes. The islands – and the Knoydart peninsula to the east – have clung on for survival for centuries, through fierce Atlantic storms, Spanish mercenary attacks, clan massacres, and the social and economic devastation of the Highland Clearances, which saw tenant farmers forced from their homes by landowners and onto ships bound for North America. Today, these histories have almost been reset and the future is brighter than ever.
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An Sgurr, Eigg | 4 season backpacking/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Don’t come on a day trip, as so many people do. For greater rewards and memories – and to invest in the communities better – stay at least a couple of days in each place.




THE Best Things to Do on Eigg
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Stu McCarthy, head brewer at Isle of Eigg Brewery, on his favourite things to do:



Explore from the land or sea with outdoor specialist Eigg Adventures, which hires bikes, e-bikes and kayaks.

Visit Scotland’s first cooperative brewery (and probably its greenest), Isle of Eigg Brewery, for a tour and tastings before relaxing in the tap room.

For fabulous home-cooked, local food set in stunning scenery, eat at Galmisdale Bay Café and Bar.

Visit the gorgeous beach of Laig Bay, with the photogenic Isle of Rùm as a backdrop.



Cycling Eigg

Britain’s most ecofriendly island

After arriving at the pier in Galmisdale, plan a day-long cycling trip to the Singing Sands at the northern tip of the island – bring your own bike on the ferry, as no visitor cars are allowed.

The volcanic origins and basalt plateaus are the star attraction and the road loops north via many of the island’s must-sees, including An Sgurr, the largest pitchstone ridge of its kind in Europe. Save the 5-mile, four-hour return hike and rocky scramble up An Sgurr for another day and make do with the glorious view of the rock face from Kildonan Bay. Keep an eye out here for seals, otters and minke whales.

As Eigg unfurls to the north, say hello to some of the artists and entrepreneurs who make up the island’s 100-strong community in their eco crofts and workshops – among them AnNead Hand Knitwear and Isle of Eigg Brewery, one of the greenest microbreweries in Britain.

The end of the road brings you to Cleadale, just south of the Singing Sands and its fine quartz grains that rasp underfoot. Here, you’re in the company of more than 200 species of birds, including golden eagles, buzzards and long-eared owls. Come in May and early June for the best birdwatching.
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WHERE TO STAY ON EIGG

Glebe Barn Gloriously located farmhouse turned hostel beneath An Sgurr, with dorms and a lovely apartment. £

Lageorna A self-catering and B&B gem close to the beaches of Laig Bay and the Singing Sands. ££

Eigg Organics Cleadale’s organically run croft with a yurt, bothy and the only designated campsite on the island. £

Discover the Forbidden Isle

Seabirds, sands, scrambling and serenity

The Small Isle of Rùm, population 40, has come a long way since it was the domain of estate owners who privatised the island for country sports. The largest of the Small Isles, it was bought in 1957 and is now run as the Rum National Nature Reserve, a haven for peace, relaxation and nature, as well as one of the world’s largest breeding colonies of Manx shearwaters on the pockmarked cliffs near the Harris Mausoleum.

Looming above the island’s heart is the Rùm Cuillin, and the traverse (13 miles; 12 to 14 hours) of its five jaggy summits is one of the star attractions of the Small Isles. It’s a challenging scramble – akin to the more famous Black Cuillin circuit of the Isle of Skye – but the rewards are some of the most memorable views of the West Highland coast. To extend the walk, overnight in Dibidil Bothy.

If you’ve brought a bike, make time to cycle to the soft sands and volcanic outcrops of Kilmory Beach, the island’s most beautiful bay.
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Isle of Rùm, seen from Eigg | Gwyneth Bell/Shutterstock ©


CHEERS FOR THE BEERS

Craft breweries are so 1990s, right? Not in the nooks of Scotland’s wild west coast. As well as Isle of Eigg Brewery, the newfangled Knoydart Brewery is brewing up a storm.



WHERE TO STAY AND EAT IN KNOYDART

Knoydart Bunkhouse A ramshackle old farmstead with rooms, dorms and a kitchen. Ten minutes’ walk to the pier. £

Knoydart Pottery and Tearoom Grab a brew with a view on the outdoor terrace and settle down for ace local produce. £

The Gathering Wonderful B&B, self-catering rooms and farm-to-fork bistro by the pier, with a discreet hot tub. ££


Kinloch Castle

In a parallel universe, Rùm’s red Arran sandstone bastion would be one of Scotland’s most visited national sights. The castellated, Tudor-style treasure was first erected as a luxurious sporting retreat in 1900 by the island’s former landlord, George Bullough, the son of a wealthy Lancashire textile mill owner.

But after WWI, the castle and surrounding estate were neglected, and its interiors fell into a perilous condition. Repairs are estimated to cost £20 million and recently the pile has been valued at only £1.

At the time of writing, NatureScot, the gatekeeper of the property, is hoping to sell the castle to a new owner for its ongoing conservation. Hopes also run high that the sublime building will one day be open to the public to enjoy.



The Garden of the Hebrides

A castaway nature reserve

Unlike Eigg and Rùm, the island of Canna is foremost a bird sanctuary and owned by the National Trust for Scotland. There are few residents here (15 at the last census), no roads and only open moorland from which to scrutinise the real residents – some 20,000 breeding seabirds, including crucial populations of guillemots and kittiwakes.

The ultimate introduction is to walk to Prison Rock and Black Beach, then finish with a Canna lobster and crab platter at Cafe Canna (June to September only, preorder in advance).
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Britain’s Remotest Pub

Every town and village has a soap opera, but the story of Knoydart’s Old Forge pub – the most remote in Britain, yet with a history of welcoming a regular trickle of patrons – is hard to beat.

Locals were frustrated by the reduced winter opening hours and staffing, which affected the tourist trade but also their own access to the area’s only pub.

What followed was a consultation on a community buyout and, in April 2022, a successful but lengthy takeover was ratified with help from a crowdfunder that went truly global. Today, the pub is run by the happier-than-ever villagers and its clientele is more international than ever.



Go Off-Grid in Knoydart

Rewarding remote adventures

Not for nothing is Knoydart called Britain’s last great wilderness – the world feels more alive here, wilder and vast. What’s kept the area so secret is there are no roads in, with visitors relying on the ferry ride from Mallaig, or a knee-crunching 16-mile overnight hike across rarely visited moorland.

The village of Inverie is your base camp for adventure and, with a location at the base of some of Scotland’s remotest Munros, it’s unsurprising that this is hiker heaven. Luinne Bheinn (939m) and Meall Buidhe (946m) combine for one of the West Highlands' greatest ridge walks, while Ladhar Bheinn (1020m), with views overlooking spectacular corries and Loch Hourn, is one of Britain’s finest peaks. Both require long nine- to 12-day trips from Inverie.

For an easier excursion, you can join a guided walk with a Knoydart Ranger to tackle the Knoydart in a Knutshell circular route (3 miles; 1½ hours), which delves into local history, ecology and foraging. Otherwise, bring a rod and reel for fishing, or hire an e-bike from the ranger service for the return trip to sublime Loch an Dubh Lochain.

Afterwards, all activities seem to end at the Old Forge, a destination pub now owned by the community. Stocking Knoydart Brewery craft beers made almost next door, the boozer is the life and soul of the 110-strong village.
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Getting Around

The Small Isles are only accessible by CalMac ferry from Mallaig. Summer is the easiest time to visit, with the inter-island schedule cut back during the winter months. For Knoydart, ferries run by Western Isles Cruises operate two to three times a day from Mallaig.








NORTHERN HIGHLANDS & ISLANDS
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A WILD, WINDSWEPT BEAUTY

Jagged mountain peaks, dune-fringed beaches and brooding castle ruins reveal an untamed side to Scotland.
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It all began with the Highland Clearances. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, rich landowners concluded that sheep could be more profitable than agriculture, so they evicted the tens of thousands of farmers who lived on their land. In the blink of an eye, the northern Highlands and islands became some of Europe’s least populated places. But while the wild empty spaces remain, the number of tourists continues to rise, drawn to the area’s melancholic mountains, stormy seas and languid lochs.

By far the most popular route around Scotland’s northern Highlands is the coast-hugging NC500, a 500-mile loop that starts and ends in Inverness. It’s great for seeing the seaside highlights, from its rugged and rowdy peaks to its perfectly manicured golf courses, but those seeking true wilderness should venture further inland to the empty landscapes where the farmers once lived, now evidenced only by the crumbling walls of deserted crofts. When it comes to islands, Skye is by far the biggest draw, with its craggy coastlines, ethereally green hills and top-notch whisky distilleries giving it a Scotland-in-miniature feel. But again, those looking for island adventures with fewer camper vans for company should explore the remote Outer Hebrides: all prehistoric stone circles, Caribbean-like beaches and seabird-studded cliffs. Wherever your journey takes you, end each day with a warming whisky in front of a crackling pub fire.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PORTREE

Skye’s seaside capital.

ULLAPOOL

Hiking and Highland culture.

STORNOWAY

Gateway to the Hebrides.

DURNESS

Mountains and coastline.

Wick

Whisky and golf.





Find Your Way

The northern Highlands spread north and west from Inverness, comprising the uppermost quarter of mainland Scotland, while the islands sit off the west coast. We’ve picked the places that embody this region’s unique character.
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Plan Your Time

The northern Highlands and islands is a large and spread-out region, requiring hours to traverse by car and ferry. Short on time? Instead of rushing, stick to one area and see it properly.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Spend one (very busy) day on Skye. Get up early to avoid the crowds on a two-hour hike up the Quiraing, then drive down to Portree – via the sea cliff at Kilt Rock – for breakfast at Café Arriba. Spend the rest of the morning exploring the lochside Dunvegan Castle & Gardens and the clifftop Neist Point Lighthouse, before skirting down the coast to Talisker Distillery.

• Spend the afternoon swimming in the Fairy Pools before driving east (over the picture-perfect Sligachan Bridge and through Broadford) for a slap-up dinner at Kinloch Lodge.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Short on time? Stick to the west coast for the best of the northern Highlands’ landscapes. Start with a night in the cultural hub of Ullapool, then spend your first day hiking Stac Pollaidh and visiting the Summer Isles.

• Day two is all about the photogenic Drumbeg Loop, with regular stops at its stunning beaches and waterfalls, before dinner at Kylesku Hotel.

• Day three leads you up through some of Scotland’s most jaw-dropping scenery – consider a half-day detour to either Handa Island, Sandwood Bay or Cape Wrath – on the way up to Durness.




A Week-Long Adventure

• Explore the Outer Hebrides from top to bottom in seven days. Start with a ferry to Stornoway and spend a few days exploring Lewis and Harris, from the prehistoric Callanish Standing Stones to the pristine white-sand beaches.

• Consider a day trip to the remote island of St Kilda before taking the ferry down to North Uist. Spend two days travelling down through Benbecula to South Uist – don’t miss the towering Our Lady of the Isles sculpture – before spending a last day wandering the beaches of Barra. A ferry to Oban on the mainland ends an amazing week.



Seasonal Highlights

Late spring to early autumn is the best time to visit the northern Highlands and islands, though good weather is never guaranteed. Many attractions, restaurants and hotels close in the colder months.

FEBRUARY

Winter calls for a glass of Drambuie, a whisky and honey liqueur invented at Skye’s Broadford Hotel.
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APRIL

Visit Dunrobin Castle as it opens for the season with extraordinary falconry displays in the garden.
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MAY

Stay in Ullapool for its May Book Festival and nip up to Handa Island to see cute nesting puffins.
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JULY

Celebrate traditional island music at the Hebridean Celtic Festival on Lewis and the Fèis an Eilein on Skye.
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AUGUST

Scotland’s hottest month is an ideal time to go hiking up Stac Pollaidh. Of course, it still might rain…
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OCTOBER

Take a 20-minute boat trip through Smoo Cave (map) before guide Fraser Eadie packs up for the winter.
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NOVEMBER

Brave the chill to see Lewis’ year-round attractions, including Callanish Standing Stones, Dun Carloway Broch and the Blackhouse at Arnol.
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PORTREE
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It may be a small town by mainland standards, but Portree is the undisputed cultural capital of Skye. What’s more, this pretty harbourside settlement, with its colourful houses overlooking a sheltered bay, has something for travellers on every budget: from no-frills hostels to high-end hotels, crafty thrift markets to chic fashion boutiques, fish and chip shops to fancy seafood restaurants. It’s also home to some of the island’s most charming traditional pubs. In fact, the only thing Portree doesn’t have is any major sights of its own – but that’s no biggie, as it sits right at the base of the attraction-packed Trotternish Peninsula, with good access to the rest of the island. As such, it can get overrun with tourists in the summer, who swell the population far beyond its 2300 permanent residents – and yet it never loses its small-town charm. There’s no better base for an Isle of Skye adventure.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Portree Harbour

SIGHTS

2Somerled Square

3The Lump

SLEEPING

4Cuillin Hills Hotel

EATING

5Café Arriba

6Dulse & Brose

7Scorrybreac

8Sea Breezes

9The Chippy Portree

SHOPPING

10Isle of Skye Soap Company

11Skye Gathering Hall




TOP TIP

Portree is flat and compact enough to be explored on foot, though boots are best if venturing down to the harbour or up to the Lump. There are plenty of public car parks around town, and many hotels offer private parking. Bus services pick up and drop off in the central Somerled Square.




Best Restaurants in Portree

Café Arriba (map Google map)

Climb the steep stairs to this laid-back cafe for a hearty Scottish breakfast or seafood-filled lunch. £

Isle of Skye Baking Company

Out of the way but worth the walk, this bakery-cafe (plus art gallery) specialises in filled breads. £

Sea Breezes (map Google map)

This place is all about seafood: opt for the platter with salmon, mussels and langoustines. ££

Dulse & Brose (map Google map)

Try modern Scottish cuisine with an Asian twist, featuring fresh Skye seafood, venison and cheese. £££




Shopping, Shellfish & Seaside Walks

EXPLORING SKYE'S CAPITAL

Not many capitals are small enough to walk around in an afternoon, but this one is. Grab a takeaway lunch from the Chippy on Quay Brae, then eat it as you stroll past the row of pretty, pastel-shaded houses lining Portree Harbour (map Google map). When you’re finished, walk up to the Skye Gathering Hall (map Google map), home to a popular little thrift market (closed on Mondays), then follow the unpaved footpath leading up to the Lump (map Google map). It’s a short but steep climb, but you’ll be rewarded with panoramic views of the surrounding hills. Take the path down the opposite side of the hill to Bayfield Rd and follow it past the visitor centre and across the road to Somerled Square (map Google map). This is the heart of the town, enclosed by charming little cafes and boutique shops; spend an hour or two indulging in some retail therapy at places such as the Isle of Skye Soap Company (map Google map). From here, walk northeast to the Cuillin Hills Hotel (map Google map), where signposts mark the start of the Scorrybreac Circuit. This pleasant and relatively gentle 45-minute coastal loop offers striking views back over Portree Bay. It also helps build an appetite before leading you back to the excellent, upscale Scorrybreac (map Google map) restaurant for a delicious dinner of Scottish food; book ahead as there are only 20 seats and it’s packed every night. Finish the day in one of Portree’s excellent pubs.
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Portree Harbour | benedek/Getty Images ©


HIKING THE COAST

Has Scorrybreac given you a taste for seaside walks? Luckily, this region is full of them. Stroll down to the Neist Point Lighthouse on nearby Glendale, walk to Sandwood Bay near Durness or hike to Castle Sinclair Girnigoe from Wick.




Getting Around

Portree is the transport hub of the island – you can get here without a car and get around without one too. Buses radiate out from here in all directions: north up to Uig, west to Dunvegan and south to Broadford and the mainland. Looking to head east? You’ll need a boat.





Beyond Portree

[image: jpg]

Discover walks, wildlife and whisky galore among some of the UK’s most sublime island scenery.


For all its charms, Portree is not the reason people come to Skye. They come for the big landscapes: the sharp-toothed mountain peaks, the emerald-green river valleys and the crashing cliff-edge waterfalls. So strap on your hiking boots and get out there to explore it.

Climb up the land-slipped cliffs and jagged peaks of the Quiraing, hike out to the steep sea cliffs of Neist Point, skirt along the ridge of the Black Cuillin mountains and climb up beside the impossibly pretty Fairy Pools. No boots? No problem: Skye also has world-famous whisky, fine coral beaches and playful seals and seabirds all waiting to be discovered – and all within easy reach of Portree.
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The Quiraing | Helen Hotson/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Head north for challenging hikes, west and south for superb scenery, and across the Skye Bridge for castles and gardens.




Best Sights on Trotternish

Old Man of Storr

This eye-catching, 50m-high shard of rock is a 45-minute hike from the main-road car park.

Kilt Rock

Stop to admire this high cliff face of vertical basalt columns (which look like pleats on a kilt).

Skye Museum of Island Life

Learn about traditional island crofting life at this preserved village of thatched cottages.

Fairy Glen

Explore a Hobbiton-esque landscape of impossibly green hillocks, enchantingly placid pools and castle-like rock formations.




From Sea to Skye

HIKING THE QUIRAING

Looming high above Skye’s Trotternish Peninsula, the Quiraing is one of the island’s most hauntingly attractive landscapes. The difficult-to-spell name comes from the Old Norse Kví Rand (Round Fold), a small victory for Vikings who were otherwise thwarted during raids on this area. But we’ll get to that.

Start early with a winding, 40-minute drive up from Portree to the Quiraing car park; the sooner you arrive, the better your chances of finding a parking space. From here, switch to two feet as you follow a well-trodden trail up into this unique landslip landscape. You are heading for the jagged rocks up ahead, known as the Prison because of the resemblance to a medieval fortress (at least from some angles). Beware slippery rocks as you cross the stream and climb the scree slope up to the pinnacle. Look across to the Needle, a 37m-high column of basalt rock that sticks out of the landscape like a sore thumb, then follow the cliff-hugging path as it winds down and back up to the Table. This grassy plateau was the place local farmers came to hide their cattle during frequent Viking raids. Take time to soak up the panoramic views of Trotternish and the nearby islands of Rona and Raasay before beginning your descent: a steep and usually muddy path leads back to the main car park.
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Kilt Rock | Alexey Fedorenko/Shutterstock ©


SIGHT-SEAING

In this part of Scotland, sometimes the only way to see things is by boat. Take a rocky ride to visit the remote island of St Kilda and a ferry across to the wild peninsula of Cape Wrath.



WHERE TO STAY ACROSS SKYE

Glenbrittle Campsite Sleep beneath the stars with mountains on one side and a sandy beach below. £

Skye Basecamp This mountaineer-run bunkhouse offers great views across the sea towards the Crowlin Islands. £

Portree Youth Hostel A budget town-centre hostel with brightly coloured dorm rooms and bay-view outdoor seating. £


Skye’s Best Seafood Restaurants

Dunvegan Prawn & Mussel Bar

This unassuming snack van serves great seafood to go; try the langoustine tails with garlic butter. £

Elgol Bistro

Enjoy unfussy seafood dishes like hot-smoked salmon salad at this lovely out-of-the-way bistro. ££

Claymore

A cosy place for good-quality pub seafood, from Cullen skink to haddock and chips. ££

Loch Bay Restaurant

Renowned chef Michael Smith serves up fresh Skye seafood dishes with a subtle French twist. £££



Take to the Water

DISCOVERING THE SEAS AROUND SKYE

Basking idly on the rocks, their silver fur shimmering with seawater, the resident seals of Rona seem unconcerned by the boats gliding past. This is one of the largest grey seal colonies in Britain, and an all-but-guaranteed sighting for passengers on wildlife boat trips from Portree – though most will also be hoping to spot the fins of dolphins and minke whales, as well as swooping white-tailed sea eagles.

The staggering landscapes of Skye can make it tempting to keep your feet planted on terra firma, but those who head out to sea get to experience the island from a whole new perspective. As well as the Rona boat trips offered by the likes of Seaflower Skye, visitors can get closer to the water (and the wildlife) on a sea kayak; Sea to Skye Xperience offers one-day taster courses departing from Broadford. Prefer to be in the water rather than on it? Then join a snorkelling tour with Dive & Sea the Hebrides to explore some of the incredible marine life, reefs and wrecks that surround the island. However you choose to take to the water, just remember to look back regularly at the Skye shoreline for stunning views of the Old Man of Storr and the Cuillin Hills.
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Sea kayaking off Skye | elgol/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO STAY ACROSS SKYE

Skye Picture House With across-the-water views to Scalpay, this welcoming B&B is a brilliant budget option. ££

Shulista Croft Treat yourself to a luxury timber camping pod, including en suite shower, kitchenette and TV. ££

Carters Rest This Neist Point–adjacent B&B offers large bedrooms, great food and wonderful coastal views. ££

Skeabost House Hotel Once a hunting lodge, this luxury lochside hotel has one of Skye’s best restaurants. £££

Kinloch Lodge This antique-filled hotel overlooking the tidal Loch na Da dates back to the 1600s. £££

House Over-By The six minimalist bedrooms here sit next door to the fine-dining restaurant Three Chimneys. £££


SPOTLIGHT ON SLEAT

Skye’s southernmost peninsula is often overlooked by visitors to Skye, but it’s well worth a visit. The headline attraction here is Armadale Castle, Gardens & Museum, a three-in-one sight comprising the romantic ruins of a 17th-century castle, a 16-hectare estate full of colourful flowers and knockout views, and an excellent museum about the Clan Donald, known as the Lords of the Isles. However, there’s plenty more to see as well, from the sandy beach at Rubha Shlèite to the peaty whiskies of Torabhaig Distillery. And if you’re looking for a decadent stay on Skye, Sleat has some of the island’s most luxurious hotels, from the lavish lochside Kinloch Lodge to the beautiful boutique Duisdale House Hotel.



An Island Whisky Trail

VISIT THREE INCREDIBLE DISTILLERIES

For the better part of two centuries, Talisker was Skye’s only legal whisky distillery. Founded in 1830 on the island’s west coast, it gradually grew to become one of the world’s most popular single malt Scotches. But today, Talisker can no longer claim this corner of Scotland to itself, following the 2021 release of the first whiskies by two new local producers. While the competition may be bad news for Talisker, it’s great news for whisky lovers, who can now visit all three distilleries on a single-day tour.

Start where it all began at Talisker Distillery, a complex of pretty, white-walled buildings around 30 minutes' drive southwest of Portree. The distillery tour and tasting here allows you to sample a mix of smoky, salty classic whiskies and rare, sweet expressions matured in sherry and port casks. After a brief walk along the sands of Talisker Bay (for some sobering sea air), head east to catch the Sconser–Raasay ferry. Sitting across the water from Skye, the glass-fronted Isle of Raasay Distillery building looks back towards the moody Cuillin Hills. Enjoy the views with a dram of the first-release whisky, which combines a soft peatiness with a sweet fruit underbelly. Finally, ferry back to Skye to visit Torabhaig Distillery on Sleat. Sit in the courtyard, flanked by old stone farmhouses, to savour its lightly peated, vanilla-sweetened single malt.
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Seal colony near Dunvegan Castle & Gardens | Marek Kania/Shutterstock ©


Best Walks in Northwest Skye
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Simone and Jonathan Parkin, owners of Carters Rest (cartersrestskye.co.uk), share their favourite walks in northwest Skye.

Coral Beach

Beyond Dunvegan Castle, this beach is a 2.5-mile flat walk. See wonderful colours in the water and enjoy walking barefoot on the coral (actually sun-bleached algae).

Ramasaig

From the ruins of Lorgill homestead, follow the path upstream to the cascading falls, then down to the river mouth and back along The Hoe. Continue to Waterstein Head for great views of Neist Point Lighthouse.

MacLeod’s Maidens

A long walk from Varasaig Beach in Orbost brings you to these striking pinnacle rocks. Follow the path through Rebel Wood (in spring the flowers are fantastic) for the best views.



Cycling the Wild Northwest

A LIGHTHOUSE-TO-LIGHTHOUSE TOUR

Stretching out of Skye’s northwest coast like the warped claws of a giant crab, the twin peninsulas of Waternish and Duirnish offer a mix of the well trodden and the out-of-the-way. Some of the sights here are often overrun with cars and camper vans, while in other places you can be the only person within miles. Nothing demonstrates this contrast more than the region’s two Stevenson lighthouses.

Start your one-day bike tour at Neist Point, roughly an hour’s drive west of Portree. One of Skye’s most famous sights, the elegant lighthouse here sits on a rugged cliff jutting out into the sea. From here, hop on your bike and follow the road through Glendale, before skirting along Loch Dunvegan. If your budget allows, stop for a fine-dining lunch at the superb Three Chimneys; otherwise, soothe your saddle sores with a stroll around Dunvegan Castle & Gardens. From here, continue east to the Fairy Bridge, guarding the gateway to Waternish. As you cycle northwards into Stein, you may find a smattering of tourists enjoying the town’s great restaurants and pubs, but beyond here things get very remote very quickly. At the medieval Trumpan Church, park your bike and continue on foot: a muddy, 90-minute hike brings you to Waternish Point and the handsome Vaternish Lighthouse. Some days, you won’t see another soul here, with just a bay full of whales and dolphins for company.

WHERE TO DRINK IN A TRADITIONAL INN ON SKYE

Stein Inn One of Skye’s oldest inns, this stone-walled, beam-ceilinged inn offers good beer, whisky and seafood.

Ferry Inn An Uig institution, known for its colourful gin cocktails and regular live music.

Old Inn This Carbost inn guarantees a warm welcome with a variety of local beers and spirits.

Swimming with the Fairies

A BRACING OUTDOOR DIP

If wild swimming in Scotland is only for the brave, it follows that wild swimming on the Isle of Skye is only for the stupid. After all, this is one of the wettest and windiest corners of the country. Yet every day, visitors to the Fairy Pools set eyes on its crystal-clear pools, cascading mini waterfalls and lush green vegetation and can’t resist the urge to strip down and plunge in. There’s probably nowhere in Scotland that inspires quite so many spontaneous dips. But serious wild swimmers (and keen non-exhibitionists) know that just a little patience will lead to a much more rewarding pool experience.

Follow the throngs from the car park (40 minutes' drive from Portree) through the fields to the Fairy Pools. On seeing the temptingly luminescent blue-green water, you will immediately want to jump in – but hold your nerve. Continue to climb, past the brave but impatient swimmers enjoying a dip (and the many more watching from the edges and shivering at the thought of it) and the crowds slowly begin to thin out, either turning back or following trails west and into the hills. It looks like the pools have come to an end but carry on just a little further and you’ll discover a welcome reawakening of swimming opportunities: a smattering of clear, deep and (almost certainly) unoccupied pools just waiting for you to dive in.
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Best Wild Swimming on Skye

Sligachan River

Near Sligachan Old Bridge, with lovely views of the Cuillin Hills, this is river swimming at its wildest.

Glenbrittle Beach

Close to the Fairy Pools, this sandy beach is ideal for a bracing dip in the sea.

Loch Sheanta

This secluded little (but deceptively deep) lake is incredibly clear but with a distinctive greenish hue.



WHERE TO BUY CRAFTS ON SKYE

Edinbane Pottery Quirky ceramics representing local landscapes are sold at this out-of-the-way pottery studio.

Ragamuffin Discover designer knitwear and other natural fibre clothing at this long-standing Armadale store.

Skye Silver The distinctive Celtic-themed gold and silver jewellery sold here makes for a unique souvenir.


The Home of Drambuie

The world’s most famous whisky liqueur traces its origins to the Broadford Hotel. The story begins in the mid-1700s, when Bonnie Prince Charlie is said to have given Clan Mackinnon the secret recipe to his personal liqueur as a thank you for their help during his period of exile. A century later, hotel owner John Ross persuaded the family to let him make a batch of the liqueur to sell in the bar. The locals named it Drambuie (from an dram buidheach; ‘the drink that satisfies') and the rest, as they say, is history. The recipe remains a secret to this day, though it’s believed to include honey and lavender.



The Drive of Your Life

A ROAD TRIP TO ELGOL

As you turn out of Broadford (30 minutes' drive south of Portree) and onto the B8083, it doesn’t feel like you are about to embark on one of the most dazzling drives in Scotland. In fact, the whitewashed buildings suggest the beginning of a residential cul-de-sac, rather than a scenic smorgasbord. But within 20 seconds, you will notice the round-topped Beinn na Caillich mountain rising up behind the Broadford Hotel, and feel the road narrowing from two-way tarmac to single-track lane, and you’ll know your adventure has begun.

The next 30 minutes of driving is a blur of barely believable vistas. First, there’s the picturesque valley of Strath Suardal. Then there’s the Insta-worthy roofless ruins of a church overlooking Loch Cill Chriosd. And then, most impressive of all, are the views of the solemn Bla Bheinn mountain across Loch Slapin (stop at Amy’s Place for a cup of tea to soak them in). As you approach Elgol, traditional crofts lead the way down to the town’s pier, which has perhaps the best vista of all: the Cuillin Hills jutting skywards across the water. Strong hikers may fancy going for a closer look, with a challenging two-hour hike along the shore to Loch Coruisk at the foot of the mountains. Less capable walkers can visit the loch on a landing trip run by Misty Isles Boat Trips (mistyisleboattrips.co.uk).
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Loch Slapin and Bla Bheinn mountain | Hadrian Frankland/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN BROADFORD

Deli Gusta This old mill turned rustic deli-cafe serves superb coffee, toasted sandwiches and homemade cakes.

Café Sia The artisan coffee here is drum-roasted in-house. Order yours with a side of Tuscan-style pizza.

Coffee Bothy As well as good-quality coffee, vegans flock here for the huge range of dairy-free cakes.


Best Restaurants & Hotels in Plockton

The Shores

Enjoy freshly caught langoustines, lobster, mussels and scallops at this popular Harbour St seafood restaurant. ££

Plockton Tasting Room

Serves the town’s crumbliest homemade cakes, alongside artisan coffee, whiskies, gins and cocktails. £

Duncraig Castle

B&Bs don’t get any more luxurious than this magnificent Highland castle overlooking Loch Carron. £££



Castles, Gardens & Villages

A DETOUR TO THE MAINLAND

A visit to Skye isn’t only about what’s on the island itself, but what’s within easy reach. The mainland near here has some spectacular sights, from seal-filled bays to picture-perfect castles, which can be enjoyed on a one-day excursion from the island.

Start by crossing the Skye Bridge (around 45 minutes' drive from Portree) onto the mainland, then turn left out of Kyle of Lochalsh to follow the coastal road up to Plockton. A pretty fishing town set around a natural bay, Plockton’s unusually warm microclimate means you will find palm trees growing all along the main Harbour St. There are also seals out in the bay – and boat trips out to see them. From here, drive for about half an hour northeast to visit Attadale Gardens, an 8-hectare estate with an appealing blend of themed gardens, historic woodland and expansive coastal views, as well as a fun sculpture trail for kids. Finish your day with its highlight: one of the country’s most-photographed castles. Perched on a little island across a stone bridge, the 14th-century fortification Eilean Donan has adorned the cover of a million travel brochures. From here, it’s a short drive west to return to the Isle of Skye – or, if you’re done with the island, head east on the same road for Loch Ness, Fort William and the cities in the south.


MORE FAIRY FUN

Fairies are a big part of Skye culture. Check out the Fairy Glen on Trotternish, the Fairy Flag at Dunvegan Castle & Gardens and the Fairy Bridge on the road up to Stein.




Getting Around

The Isle of Skye is best explored by car – or, for the physically fit, by bike. Public buses exist, but they are limited to the main roads, so they won’t help you explore those handsome, hard-to-reach corners of Skye that make it so special. Note that many roads are single-track, so if you see someone coming the other way, pull into a ‘passing place’, even if that means reversing 20m back up the road.





ULLAPOOL
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It all began with herring. In 1788 a small fishing station was set up on the banks of Loch Broom, with the aim of exploiting its generous herring stocks. As the industry grew, so did the village, with rows of residential cottages appearing along the shore. While the herring population crashed in the mid-1800s, fishing for lobster and mackerel continued, and the town continued to grow. Today, it’s far and away the largest settlement in Wester Ross, and one of the prettiest towns in the Highlands.

The small-fry fishing vessels remain, but they’re dwarfed by the jumbo-sized ferries shuttling to and from Stornoway. As a gateway to both the Outer Hebrides and the far northwest of the mainland, Ullapool has become a hub of tourism, home to some of the region’s best hotels, restaurants and shops. Spend a day or two relaxing here (or hiking the nearby hills) before continuing your journey.
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SIGHTS

1Ullapool Museum

2West Argyle St

3West Shore St

EATING

4Arch Inn

5Ceilidh Place

6Cult Cafe

7Seafood Shack

8Seefresh

9West Coast Delicatessen

SHOPPING

10Dipping Lugger

11Highland Liquor Co

12Westlea House




TOP TIP

If you’re heading north on the NC500, Ullapool is the last major town until you get to Thurso (around 165 miles away). So if you need to fill the tank of your car, stock up on supermarket supplies or get some clothes washed and laundered, do it now!




Best Hotels in Ullapool

Westlea House (map Google map)

A cosy, comfy and quirky B&B with colourful decor, unusual artworks and themed bedrooms. ££

Tanglewood House

This half-moon-shaped B&B just south of Ullapool offers sweeping loch views in three directions. ££

Dipping Lugger (map Google map)

This cute white house with very spacious rooms is Ullapool’s most luxurious boutique hotel. £££



Shopping & Seashore Walks

A LAZY DAY IN ULLAPOOL

If you have made it to Ullapool, it means you’ve already travelled a long way – and you still have a long way to go. So take a break from your travels with a lovely, lazy day in this Highland town.

Start by orienting yourself: the Ullapool Museum (map Google map) explores the history of the area from the Ice Age to the modern day, with a focus on the ‘klondyking’ period of the 1970s and ’80s, when Eastern Bloc boats came here to fish mackerel. Stroll eastwards along West Argyll Street, home to souvenir shops, ice-cream parlours and hiking supply stores, as well as the shop of popular local distiller Highland Liquor Co (map Google map). Cross the road for a sandwich or light lunch at West Coast Delicatessen (map Google map), then wander down to West Shore Street and head back the direction you came, this time past the harbour and along the waterfront. At the end, continue along the well-trodden grass trail to find a lochside bench, where you can sit and admire the dramatic scenery. Ready for dinner? Head back into town to enjoy the town’s fresh seafood, either in a swanky restaurant like the Dipping Lugger or from a no-frills fish-and-chip shop like Seefresh (map Google map). Once the sun has set, head to the Arch Inn (map Google map) for a drink or (if you’ve timed it right) the Ceilidh Place (map Google map) for live music.


SHOPPING CENTRAL

The Highlands isn’t known as a shopping hub, but there are a few places where you can pick up some interesting things. As well as Ullapool, visit Portree on Skye, Balnakeil Craft Village near Durness and Tarbert on Harris.




Hill Walking & Big Views

AN ACTIVE DAY IN ULLAPOOL

Not a fan of rest days? Then embark on a 10-mile, five-hour hike to Meall Mòr and Loch Achall.

Start in the centre of Ullapool, heading north on the A835 until you see signs for Ullapool Hill Paths. Enter the wooden gate and join the trail heading steeply upwards; in autumn, it’s ablaze with purple heather. A short climb brings you to the first viewpoint at Cnoc na Croiche, but things only get more scenic from here, with regular benches offering opportunities to catch your breath and enjoy the vistas on the way up to Meall Mòr. From the cairn at the 270m summit, you can see the shores of both Loch Broom and Loch Achall, your next destination.

Walk down the way you came until, at the first bench, taking the right-hand track leading northeast. You’ll pass through muddy, heather-dotted moorland until you reach the bridge over the river at the pretty Eas Dubh waterfall. Continue along the north bank of the loch – all the way to the estate at Rhidorroch – before pivoting back to Ullapool. At the turning to Meall Mòr, follow the white marker to join a different, forested route that heads south to the Braes, with lovely Loch Broom views along the way. From here, you’ll loop back on the main road to Ullapool, where a well-earned drink awaits.
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Best Snack Spots in Ullapool
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Robert Hicks, co-owner of luxury boutique hotel the Dipping Lugger (thedippinglugger.co.uk), shares his favourite Ullapool snack spots.

Coffee and breakfast at Cult Cafe

The only way to start the day! Cult is where New Zealand cafe culture (courtesy of Kiwi co-owner Zoe) meets real Highland hospitality.

Tea and scones at the Ceilidh Place

There’s no better way to spend a wet afternoon than with a pot of tea, a homemade scone and a book from the well-stocked bookshop here.

A pint and prawns at the Arch Inn

A west coast institution, this popular pub offers the chance to sup a pint of local Cromarty lager whilst feasting on fresh prawns from Loch Broom.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN ULLAPOOL

Seafood Shack (map Google map) Enjoy freshly caught and simply prepared seafood dishes, like the popular haddock wrap. £

Seefresh (Deli-Ca-Sea) This harbourside takeaway serves crispy battered haddock and other chip shop staples. £

Dipping Lugger Inventive tasting menus make this high-end restaurant a cut above everything else in Ullapool. £££


Getting Around

Drivers can get three hours’ free parking in the Tesco car park in the city centre, though most hotels and B&Bs offer private/street parking of their own. Once in town, leave the car and walk around the small and flat town centre. You’re going to want sturdy hiking boots to venture into the hills around.





Beyond Ullapool
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Incredible scenery awaits around every turn on magnificent hikes, unforgettable drives and challenging cycle rides around Ullapool.


Ullapool is at the heart of some of Scotland’s most striking scenery. To the south (in the direction of Loch Carron) lies a series of glorious drives and cycle rides, including Destitution Rd, Glen Torridon and Applecross. To the north (in the direction of Loch Assynt) is a hiker’s haven of a landscape, all jagged mountain peaks, gorse-covered hills and craggy sandstone cliffs. And to the east (in the direction of Lairg) lies the beautifully barren and barely visited inland of the northern Highlands, including one of the country’s largest and loveliest lochs. So lace up your hiking boots, load your bikes onto the car roof, and go out there to explore it all.
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TOP TIP

Renting a vehicle? Pay a little extra for full insurance, as the roads can be bumpy with loose stones and potholes.




Best Beaches along Destitution Road

Firemore Beach

The red-tinged sands and warm waters (Gulf Stream again!) make this a popular local beach.

Slaggan Bay

A short drive and walk off Destitution Rd brings you to this remote, picnic-perfect beach.

Gairloch Beach

The soft sands of this family-friendly village beach are sheltered from the elements by dunes and moorland.

Big Sand Beach

This sand-and-shingle beach comes with a spectacular backdrop: the mountains of Skye and Torridon.



Views from the Car Seat

DRIVING DESTITUTION RoaD

The name may be bleak – named for the desperate men who built it during the potato famines of the 1840s – but Destitution Rd is one of the world’s great drives. This 85-mile stretch of coastal road (which starts a 20-minute drive south of Ullapool) only takes around two hours to drive without stops… but trust us, you will want to stop.

The awe-inspiring scenery starts the moment you turn off the A835 and start skirting along the edge of Corrieshalloch Gorge. Park the car and walk down through the wooded valley to the suspension bridge for views of the tumbling Falls of Measach. From here, the road twists and turns through wild moorland, with memorable vistas of the toothlike tips of An Teallach mountain, before following the banks of Little Loch Broom. Stop to admire Gruinard Bay, with its pink-hued beaches and life-filled rock pools, before continuing to Inverewe Garden, where the exotic plants are testament to the climatic effects of the Gulf Stream. Further down the east coast, you will swing around to the southern shore of Loch Maree, a scenic lake that’s lined with Scots pines and, very often, red deer. As you drive east, there are plenty of opportunities to park the car and stretch your legs – including an epic all-day hike up to the dominating peak of Beinn Eighe – before you reach the end of Destitution Rd and rejoin the A835.
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Destitution Rd | Joe Dunckley/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY NORTH OF ULLAPOOL

Acheniver Hostel This off-the-beaten-path hostel with sleeping pods is a five-minute hike from the nearest road. £

Port Beag Chalets These self-catering chalets offer an amazing away-from-everything escape for family and groups. ££

Summer Isles Hotel Once frequented by Charlie Chaplin, this luxurious hotel has an exceptional seafood restaurant. £££


The Summer Isles

Scattered off the coast of Coigach, where Loch Broom meets the Minch (the strait separating the mainland from Lewis and Harris), the Summer Isles are a wonderfully remote collection of uninhabited islands. The largest of these, Tanera Mòr, was once home to a small fishing community; today, its main inhabitants are seabirds, as well as abundant marine life in the water around. There are boat trips here from Achnahaird and Ullapool, and five self-catering cottages available for weekly hire.



Pretty Polly

SCALING THE ICONIC STAC POLLAIDH

The name tells you everything. Stac (which is Gaelic for ‘pinnacle’) and Pollaidh (from the Old Norse pollå, meaning ‘pool river’) not only reveals the twin Celtic and Viking influences in this corner of Scotland, but also tells you exactly what to expect: a mountain peak overlooking water. Stac Pollaidh (pronounced ‘stack polly’) isn’t the highest pinnacle around, but the fact hikers can get up and down in less than three hours, while enjoying incredible views from the summit, makes it a popular choice.

Begin at the car park located just over halfway along the northern shore of glittering Loch Lurgainn; around 30 minutes' drive north of Ullapool. A well-trodden footpath leads across the road from here and up through shrubland. As you climb, look back to enjoy ever-improving views across the loch to the sleek slopes of Sgùrr Tuath. The path arcs around to the other side of Stac Pollaidh, before rising steeply towards its rocky crest. Make it up to the lower reaches of the ridge and you’ll be rewarded with magnificent panoramic views of the wild landscape around: all moody mountain peaks, languid silvery lochs and undulating islands. Serious climbers can continue all the way up to the summit (rock towers, boulders and scree slopes mean that scrambling skills are required), while less experienced hikers can descend back the same way towards Loch Lurgainn.
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Hiking Beinn Eighe | Duncan Andison/Shutterstock ©


MORE DRIVING ADVENTURES

The northern Highlands and islands are full of great drives. There’s the dramatic Drumbeg Loop further up the coast, the epic ROAD TO ELGOL on the Isle of Skye, and the otherworldly Golden Road on South Harris.



WHERE TO STAY SOUTH OF ULLAPOOL

Gairloch Sands Youth Hostel Great for walkers and beach lovers, this hostel has magnificent mountain and sea views. £

Rua Readh Lighthouse Get a taste of the lighthouse-keeper life with this very remote, back-to-basics stay. £££

Shieldaig Lodge This handsome hunting lodge–turned-luxury hotel on the bay has the best restaurant for miles. £££


Best food & Stays in Glen Torridon

Wee Whistle Stop Café

Enjoy everything from a quick coffee to enticing bistro fare with views over Loch Torridon. £

Torridon Youth Hostel

Popular with backpackers, hill walkers and climbers, this great-value hostel is one of the area’s best. £

Torridon

This Gothic castle-style hotel is the region’s most luxurious stay – and great for afternoon tea. £££



Top of the World

CYCLING THE APPLECROSS PENINSULA

If there’s one piece of advice to follow when exploring Scotland’s northwest coast, it’s this: don’t cut corners. When taking the coastal route from Skye to Ullapool, it’s tempting to stick to ‘main’ roads – after all, these are still rural routes with remarkable scenery. But those who just follow the A896 up from Lochcarron to Shieldaig miss out on a formidable landscape: the Applecross Peninsula.

While the entire route is driveable, seasoned cyclists will enjoy it best on two wheels; vehicles can be left in the car park on Applecross Pass. It’s a baptism of fire, with the incline starting almost instantly and rarely letting up for an hour, as it zigzags up the mountain valley to Bealach na Ba. But the early effort is rewarded with monumental views stretching all the way to Raasay and Skye, as well as the knowledge that you have just climbed Scotland’s highest road. A long and luxurious descent brings you down into Applecross, where you can stop for a beach stroll or a bite to eat, before continuing north along the coastal road. Three hours of (mostly) gentle cycling brings you back to the A896, where it’s a short ride south to retrieve your car – though not before rewarding your efforts with coffee and cake in the excellent Bealach Café (sit by the window for mountain vistas).

WHERE TO EAT IN LOCHCARRON

Café Ceàrdach This community-owned cafe serves paninis, baked potatoes and homemade cakes – and sometimes whole meals. £

Kishorn Seafood Bar On the road from Shieldaig, this blue log cabin serves freshly caught fish and shellfish. ££

Lochcarron Bistro Watch the chefs at work from one of the five tables in this excellent restaurant. ££

Forget Nessie

EXPLORING A LESSER-VISITED LOCH

Since it launched in 2015, the NC500 route has been a huge success, introducing millions of people to the gorgeous coastal scenery throughout the northern Highlands. But it has also meant that the interior of the region has been wildly overlooked, despite serious scenic highlights such as Loch Shin.

Slicing through the heart of the northern Highlands, Loch Shin is one of Scotland’s largest freshwater lakes – and yet one of its least visited. Start your exploration in Lairg, a pretty Highland village at the lake’s southeastern edge, just over an hour’s drive east from Ullapool. The village is home to some of the inland’s best cafes and restaurants, as well as the Wee Hoose, a tiny dwelling on a lake island that’s playfully known as ‘Nessie’s summer home’. Take a mini detour down to the Falls of Shin, an outlet of the loch where salmon can be seen leaping upstream during the summer months, before heading back north to drive the full 17-mile length of Loch Shin’s northern shore. You’ll want to stop regularly to soak up the scenery, with the tranquil, deep-blue water backed by memorable mountain vistas, including the near-1000m-high peaks of Ben Kilbrech (to the south) and Ben More Assynt (to the north). Reach the end and you’ll find yourself approaching the far northwest of Scotland – and ready to continue your adventure.
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Salmon, Falls of Shin | KAppleyard/Shutterstock ©


Best food & Stays in the Interior

Pier

This Lairg cafe-restaurant serves simple but tasty meals accompanied by divine views of Loch Shin. ££

Crask Inn

A shining beacon in an empty landscape, this out-of-the-way pub serves good beer and light meals. ££

Garvault House

Proudly claiming to be Britain’s most remote hotel, this charmingly rustic hotel is miles from anywhere. ££




Getting Around

The roads north and south of Ullapool are narrow and twisty, so make sure you’re well rested before tackling them. Try not to get too distracted by the views either: there are regular stopping places to drink it all in.





STORNOWAY
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Founded by Vikings, traded between medieval clans and overtaken by the military during WWII, Stornoway has seen a lot during its 1200-year history. With a population of almost 7000, it is by far the largest settlement in the Outer Hebrides, home to many of the island chain’s finest museums, restaurants and live music venues. It is also the proud birthplace of Stornoway black pudding, the ‘best sausage made in the UK’ according to celebrity chef Jeremy Lee and a staple of breakfasts nationwide; sample it in a local cafe or take one home from Macleod & Macleod butchers. Non-meat-eaters may be more interested in the town’s other significant claim to fame: the Lewis chess pieces. Discovered about 20 miles west of Stornoway, this set of exquisite walrus-ivory chess pieces is one of Britain’s great medieval artefacts, with half a dozen on display at the town’s Museum nan Eilean.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Museum nan Eilean

SIGHTS

2Lews Castle

EATING

3An Lanntair Cafe Bar

4Artizan Cafe

5Harbour Kitchen

6Kopi Java




TOP TIP

Stornoway is generally flat, with only gentle slopes up to Lews Castle, so there’s no need for hiking boots here (though avoid open-toed sandals as the rain can come in a flash). It’s only an hour’s walk from the airport into town, if you really want to stretch your legs.




Why I Love Stornoway
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Joseph Reaney, writer

Stornoway is the promise of adventure. It’s the gateway to mysterious standing stones, mountain hikes and coastal scenery, from bleach-blond beaches to sea-smashed cliffs. It’s the start of a Hebridean adventure that can stretch from the Butt of Lewis to Barra Head, via otherworldly St Kilda. It’s also the place you return to after these far-flung adventures: a welcoming town of good food, warming whisky and creature comforts.




Island History & Culture

VISITING THE MUSEUM NAN EILEAN

In 1831, a Lewis crofter called Malcolm ‘Sprot’ Macleod was walking along a sandbank on the west coast of the island when he made a startling discovery: four sets of medieval chess pieces, carved from whale and walrus ivory in the 12th century in Trondheim, Norway. Considered one of Britain’s greatest-ever archaeological finds, the wonderfully expressive Lewis chess pieces are now exhibited in three places: the British Museum in London, the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh and the Museum nan Eilean in Stornoway.

Opened in 2016, the purpose-built Museum nan Eilean (map Google map) (closed Sundays and Mondays) displays the Lewis chess pieces and hundreds of other artefacts to tell the story of the Outer Hebrides, from its history and geology to its traditions and culture. It’s a great first stop on any Hebridean adventure, offering colour and context before venturing further into the island chain. It’s also a lovely setting: the museum is connected to Lews Castle (map Google map), a beautiful 19th-century Baronial mansion set in wooded parkland criss-crossed with walking trails that look out over the harbour. Visit the castle grounds during the second half of July to enjoy traditional music and dancing at the Hebridean Celtic Festival.
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Best Dining & Drinking in Stornoway

An Lanntair Café Bar (map Google map)

This family-friendly arts centre cafe is a great stop for soup, salads and sandwiches. £

Kopi Java (map Google map)

Good coffee and superb sweet treats (from local producer Baiba’s Bakes) make this a popular stop. £

Artizan Cafe (map Google map)

Stornoway’s hippest hang-out, this is a cafe-gallery by day and cocktail bar by (weekend) night. ££

Harbour Kitchen (map Google map)

Locally caught fish and seafood are on the menu of this open-kitchen restaurant. Book ahead! £££




Getting Around

With twice-daily CalMac car ferries from Ullapool during summer, as well as regular Loganair flights from Edinburgh, Glasgow and Inverness, Stornoway is well connected to the mainland. Once on the island, there are buses running from Stornoway bus station (by the ferry terminal) to most of the big towns, from Ness in the north to Tarbert on Harris, though the regularity changes by the season; visit cne-siar.gov.uk for timetables.





Beyond Stornoway
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Venture beyond Stornoway to uncover ancient history, sandy beaches and superb art galleries – as well as other Hebridean islands.


The greatest charms of Lewis and Harris lie beyond Stornoway’s compact borders. The area to the north and east of the town – that’s the ‘Lewis’ part of Lewis and Harris – is all about history, from Neolithic standing stones to 19th-century whitewashed lighthouses (and everything in between). The area south of the town – that’s the ‘Harris’ part – is all about wide-open landscapes, from Alpine-like mountains to Caribbean-like beaches, as well as island handicrafts from Harris Tweed to award-winning gin. But Lewis and Harris is only the start of the story: venture to the other islands of the Outer Hebrides to discover soaring cliffs, sandy bays, vibrant seabirds, fascinating museums and eye-catching works of outdoor art.
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Gearrannan Blackhouse Village | Marion Carniel/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

If you have your eye on a particular B&B then get it booked, as accommodation can fill up fast here.




Best Snack Stops on the Loop

Hebridean Bakehouse

Freshly baked treats are served from an honesty box in the tiny village of Brue. £

Mollans Fish & Chips

Billing itself as Scotland’s smallest chip shop, this shed-turned-takeaway outlet is a local favourite. £

Callanish Visitor Centre Café

This cafe below the standing stones offers good coffee and cake, plus lovely Loch Roag views. £

Crust

Enjoy excellent Neapolitan-style pizza at the side of the road from this converted shipping container. ££




History on a Loop

A LEWIS-THROUGH-TIME BIKE TOUR

Five thousand years of history in just four hours on the saddle: there are few cycling itineraries in Scotland that pack in quite so much. Start your 40-mile odyssey in Stornoway, heading northwest to Arnol and your first historical stop: the Blackhouse. This example of a traditional Hebridean home, where families and their animals lived under the same roof, may look like a relic from a long bygone era, but these were still in widespread use in the early 20th century. Continue west towards Carloway and you’ll pass by the Gearrannan Blackhouse Village, before hurtling back another 2000 years to Iron Age Lewis at Dun Carloway. Dating from around 200 BCE, this broch (defensive tower) was built to protect the inhabitants from seaborne raiders, and it was built well: some of its drystone walls still stand at 9m high, close to their original height. From here, a short cycle down the west coast brings you to one of Europe’s most important prehistoric sights: the Callanish Standing Stones. Comprising a central monolith with 13 large stones and 40 smaller ones radiating out from it, this stone circle is believed to date back to between 2500 and 3000 BCE – making it older than Stonehenge. Enjoy the views over Loch Roag before cycling back to the beginning; you’ll be sipping beer in a Stornoway pub within 90 minutes.
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WHERE TO EAT IN LEWIS

Wobbly Dog of Lewis This pooch-friendly cafe near the Butt of Lewis Lighthouse serves good coffee and snacks. £

Borve House Hotel The fresh seafood in this hotel restaurant is often paired with Stornoway black pudding. ££

Uig Sands Restaurant Local fish, shellfish, beef and lamb feature heavily on the superb set course menus here. £££


a Perfect Day on Lewis
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Mhairi Law, artist photographer and owner of Island Darkroom gallery (islanddarkroom.com), gets her inspiration from the island. Here’s her advice for ‘a wee day out’ on Lewis. @island_darkroom

Start at the Hub with an amazing cooked breakfast (veggie options available) then head to the coast: get a lesson from Surf Lewis, swim in the sea with Immerse Hebrides, or explore uninhabited isles off the west coast with Seatrek. In the afternoon, head to the ancient village of Mealasta and the hills of Uig. The jaw-dropping views of the Flannan Isles and the stacks of St Kilda inspired many of my photographs. For tea, the Fank in Stornoway has innovative food and a fantastic beer selection!



Top to Bottom

A DRIVING TOUR OF HARRIS

It may be small, but Harris – the southern third of Lewis and Harris – is incredibly varied. In fact, over the course of just 300 sq miles, there are three very different landscapes: northern Harris, with its imposing mountain peaks; southern Harris’ west coast, with its extraordinarily attractive beaches; and southern Harris’ east coast, with its stark moonlike landscape.

Start your driving adventure at the western tip of the T-shaped Loch Shiphoirt, 30 minutes' drive southwest of Stornoway. The A859 cuts down through the increasingly mountainous landscape of North Harris – stretch your legs on a hiking trail, such as the steep ascent up to Clisham, or go golden eagle–spotting at the North Harris Eagle Observatory. Once you hit Tarbert, stop for lunch or (for nondrivers) a gin tasting.

From here, continue down to South Harris along the west coast. It’s a spectacularly scenic route, lined with fine sandy beaches (such as Seilebost and Sgarasta Mhòr) and flower-covered machair. Take a mini detour to see Luskentyre; the best beach of the bunch.

From the charming St Clement’s Church in Rodel, head back up the east coast along the Golden Road. Twisting and turning through an almost otherworldly landscape of grey rock and tiny lochans, it’s the antithesis of the west coast – and yet just as beautiful. Dive off onto even smaller roads to explore more alien landscapes, before rejoining the A859 just south of Tarbert.
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Seilebost | Helen Hotson/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN LEWIS

Otter Bunkhouse Looking for a budget stay with expansive loch views? This bunkhouse is the answer. £

Hebridean Bothy Pods Located in the village of Achmore, these four-person wooden chalets offer good-value stays. ££

Broad Bay House This luxurious place, just a short drive north of Stornoway, has marvellous sea views. £££


Best Places to Stay in Harris

Lickisto Blackhouse

The glamping tents on this campsite off the Golden Road are the ultimate out-of-the-way stay. £

Scarista House

Once a Georgian manse, this luxurious B&B has great food and fine coastal views. ££

Sorrel Cottage

A cosy and characterful B&B near Leverburgh set within an old crofting house. ££

Hotel Hebrides

This Tarbert hotel offers a comfortable, stylish stay – particularly in the standalone luxury suites. £££



Crafty Island

ART SHOPPING ON LEWIS and HARRIS

Without doubt, Harris Tweed is the Outer Hebrides’ most famous export. This handwoven cloth of dyed virgin wool is produced exclusively here and shipped all over the world for use in fashion and soft furnishings. But the crafty output here isn’t limited to tweed: Lewis and Harris is a hub of creative talent, home to craft workshops, art studios and independent galleries.

Visitors to the island can easily support these local makers by incorporating arts-and-craft shopping into their sightseeing routines. Heading north to the Butt of Lewis lighthouse? Stop along the way at Borgh Pottery for vases, bowls and other ceramic creations by resident potter Sue Blair, or visit Harbour View Gallery to see the colourful acrylic paintings of Anthony J Barber. Planning a trip to Dun Carloway? Pop into Blue Pig Studio to see Jane Harlington’s evocative graphic artworks. Those driving from Stornoway to Harris can visit both Island Darkroom, which exhibits the works of award-winning photographer Mhairi Law, and Hebridean Art Studio, showcasing Fiona Simes’ unforgettable black-and-white lino prints of local landmarks. And once you’re down on Harris, venture into Skoon Gallery for its seascapes by oil painter Andrew John Craig, and into Holmasaig Gallery for the watercolour wildflowers of Margarita Williams. With so many different artists working on Lewis and Harris, you’re sure to find the perfect souvenir for you.


FEEL THE SAND BETWEEN YOUR TOES

It’s not only the west coast of South Harris that has pristine beaches. Hike to Sandwood Bay near Durness, sunbathe on the red-sand Firemore Beach near Ullapool or walk your dog along Glenbrittle Beach on Skye.



WHERE TO EAT IN TARBERT

Distillery Canteen Communal seating and great food lend this Isle of Harris Distillery cafe a convivial atmosphere. £

Hebscape Just outside Tarbert, this stylish art gallery cafe has home-baked scones and extraordinary views. £

Flavour Enjoy artfully presented eight-course menus of local produce at this fine dining restaurant. £££


Fly to the Beach

For a unique Hebridean exper-ience, take a short-hop flight to Barra. You’ll board the Viking DHC-6 plane in Glasgow Airport and then fly for just over an hour to the Outer Hebrides, where you will descend and land on the stunning 2-mile-long tidal beach Traigh Mhòr. As the only scheduled beach landing anywhere on earth, and with the views of gorgeous golden sands regularly voted the world’s top airport approach, this is the definition of a bucket-list experience.



The Quiet Islands

EXPLORING THE OUTER HEBRIDES

With ancient ruins, modern artworks and lovely, loch-dotted landscapes, the Uists should be on everyone’s travel radar. If you’ve made it as far as Lewis and Harris, just one more short ferry trip reveals a whole other side to the Outer Hebrides.

You get off the Harris ferry at Berneray, a tiny island known for its idyllic beaches and basking seals. Drive across the causeway to North Uist and the roadside remains of its last inhabited Iron Age broch. Veer right for the Balranald Nature Reserve, where wardens offer guided walks to see the abundant birdlife (listen out for the rasping cry of the corncrake) or go left for Taigh Chearsabhagh, a museum and arts centre that explores the history and culture of the Uists. Whichever route you take, don’t miss the 5000-year-old chambered cairn (Neolithic burial monument) of Burpa Langais. Cross the small island of Benbecula – famed for its links to Bonnie Prince Charlie – to reach South Uist and its unmissable Our Lady of the Isles, a towering sculpture of the Madonna and Child. The Kildonan Museum is also worth a visit for some insight into island culture. At Lochboisdale, it’s time to choose your next destination: east to Skye, south to Barra or southeast to Oban on the mainland. Or, of course, you can drive back up to Berneray to return to Harris.


ANOTHER ARTY HUB

Heading to the northern Highlands? Balnakeil Craft Village near Durness is a must-see for art lovers; it’s home to dozens of artisans selling everything from paintings and pottery to clothes and chocolate.



Wild & Remote

VISITING ST KILDA

The boat lurches violently from left to right. Giant waves smash into the hull, gale-force winds whip overhead and cups of tea slide off tables. It’s such a rocky ride, you might find yourself questioning whether St Kilda is really worth the journey. But then the skyscraper-sized cliffs come into view over the horizon, and screeching clouds of yellow-headed gannets and orange-beaked puffins fill the air. As you pull into the pretty harbour of Hirta, St Kilda’s main island, all your doubts suddenly disappear.

St Kilda was home to a tiny community for the best part of 2000 years, sustained only by seabirds. As you follow the steep, two-hour trail out of the village towards Hirta’s highest point, Conachair, the way is strewn with stone storage huts known as cleitean, built to cure seabird meat using the island’s reliably strong winds. Tiptoe around the sleeping Soay sheep and territorial great skuas, native species that have long since claimed the structures for themselves, as you continue to climb to the summit. The panoramic views from the top are magnificent: Hirta is a mass of grey volcanic crags and verdant green grass, while beyond this you can see St Kilda’s other islands, as well as the colossal sea stacks sitting off the coast. And then, nothing but ocean for miles. So worth the journey? Of course it was.
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How to Get to St Kilda

Go to St Kilda

Departing from Stein on Skye, this 7am-to-8pm day trip includes around four hours on Hirta.

Kilda Cruises

Leaving from Leverburgh, this modern, 16.5m motor cruiser accommodates 12 passengers, sitting inside or out.

Sea Harris

The purpose-built Redbay Stormforce offers a comfier (but still rocky) ride from Leverburgh to St Kilda.

Hebridean Sea Tours

Visit St Kilda from tiny Barra (south of the Uists) with this company’s spacious boat.



WHERE TO SNACK IN THE UISTS

Wee Cottage Kitchen Coffee and hot snacks overlooking the bay. Try the scallop and black pudding roll. £

Croft & Cuan This popular Lochboisdale food van offers tasty takeaway food, from burritos to smoothies. £

Taigh Chearsabhagh Café The cafe in this arts centre serves fine French-press coffee, cakes and snacks. ££


Getting Around

While the islands are best explored by car, taking four wheels with you on every ferry crossing can quickly rack up your holiday costs. Instead, consider hiring a car from Stornoway after you arrive. Or, better yet, switch four wheels for two and explore the Outer Hebrides by bike – after all, Lewis and Harris is only 78 miles end to end, which is equivalent to around seven hours of cycling. You can bring bikes with you on the ferry or rent them from Bike Hebrides (bikehebrides.com) in Stornoway.





DURNESS
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With a population of fewer than 350 people, the village of Durness is not a major Highlands settlement in the mould of Wick, Ullapool or Portree. However, its namesake parish, which covers a flat, fertile corner of the northern Highlands stretching from Loch Eriboll in the east to Rhiconich in the south, is home to some of the most unusual landscapes in Scotland. It is a place where you can promenade along soft sandy beaches, venture deep into natural limestone caves, submerge yourself in crystal-clear sea lochs, play a round of golf on a blustery links course, and explore real wilderness in cut-off Cape Wrath. With so many outdoor adventures on its doorstep, it’s no wonder that Durness has belied its small size to become a major hub for bed and breakfast accommodation. There’s nowhere better to base yourself when exploring Scotland’s far northwest.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Balnakiel Craft Village

2Cape Wrath

SIGHTS

3Balnakeil Beach

4Ceannabeine Beach

5Keoldale

6Loch Eriboll

7Smoo Cave

EATING

8Cheese N Toasted

9Choraidh Croft Tearoom

see 1Cocoa Mountain

see 1Meet & Eat - Cafe & Restaurant

10Ozone Cafe

SHOPPING

11Lotte Glob




TOP TIP

Planning to pick up some supplies in Durness? Don’t arrive too late: the town’s main shop closes at 6pm every day, and the cafes in nearby Balnakeil Craft Village close even earlier. The only place that is open 24 hours a day here is the pay-by-card petrol pump.




Best Quick Eats near Durness

Meet & Eat (map)

This little artisan cafe in Balnakeil Craft Village serves filled ciabattas, warming soups and homemade cakes. £

Cheese ‘N’ Toasted (map)

Simple but sublime: pick up a gourmet cheese toastie from this takeaway van near Smoo Cave. £

Choraidh Croft Tearoom (map)

This tiny tearoom near Lotte Glob serves good coffee and cake with stunning Loch Eriboll views. £

Ozone Cafe (map)

Right at the tip of Cape Wrath, this welcoming cafe serves hot food and drinks. £




Cliffs, Crafts & Caves

EXPLORING DURNESS AND AROUND

Spend the morning on the remote Cape Wrath (map), home to mainland Britain’s highest cliffs. Regular ferries depart from tiny Keoldale, 2 miles south of Durness: it’s a 10-minute trip, followed by a bumpy, one-hour minibus drive through barren landscape. But it’s more than worth it as you stand at Scotland’s northwestern tip, looking across to the sheer Clo Mor Cliffs and the swooping seabirds around the lighthouse. Return the same way and you’ll be back in Durness for lunch: head to Cocoa Mountain (map) for a croissant and a hot chocolate. This popular little chocolatier-cafe is part of Balnakeil Craft Village (map), where old military buildings are now home to live-in artists selling paintings, pottery, glassware and other handicrafts. Before you leave, take a stroll along the beautiful Balnakeil Beach (map).

In the afternoon, head a little east of Durness to visit Smoo Cave. With its chambers formed both by the sea and by rainwater, it’s unique in the UK. In high season, guided boat trips allow you to explore deeper into the cave, including its 20m-high waterfall. Continue further east to visit the idyllic Ceannabeinne Beach and the scenic western shore of Loch Eriboll (map) (pop into Danish artist Lotte Glob (map)’s outdoor sculpture croft), before returning to Durness before everything closes.
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Getting Around

You can reach many of the sights near Durness without a car. Balnakeil and Smoo Cave are both 20 minutes’ walk from the village, and the Keoldale ferry (for Cape Wrath) is walkable in 45 minutes. But you’ll want a bike or car if venturing further east to Loch Eriboll.





Beyond Durness
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Secluded beaches, decaying castles, cascading waterfalls and memorable drives await on the coasts around Durness.


With its position in the far northwest of Scotland, Durness is a great base for exploring easy-on-the-eye coastlines in two directions. Head east on the north coast towards Bettyhill for shimmering sea lochs, splendid golden beaches and ancient stone ruins like Ard Neackie Lime Kilns and Castle Varrich. Even better, head south down the west coast towards Lochinver to see some of Britain’s most absurdly attractive scenery: an extraordinary patchwork of grass, rock, sand, heather and water. The vistas change at every turn, so travel at a leisurely pace and stop whenever you get the chance, including for highlights such as the remote Sandwood Bay, the cascading Eas a’Chual Aluinn waterfall and the puffin-covered Handa Island.
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TOP TIP

There’s breathtaking scenery around every twist and turn in the road, so factor regular photo stops into your daily schedule.




An Alternative Beach – Without the Walk

Like the idea of a remote beach but don’t fancy a half-day hike to get there? Lucky there’s another appealing option just a few miles down the road. Like Sandwood Bay, Oldshoremore Beach is a gorgeous stretch of golden sand backed by grassy sand dunes. Unlike Sandwood Bay, it’s a breeze to get here: follow the same road from the A838 via Kinlochbervie but hang a left when you see the red postbox on the edge of Oldshoremore. After leaving your vehicle in the large car park (which even has toilet blocks), it’s just a short walk over the hump of the hill towards the sand dunes, where steps lead you down onto the beach.




Distant Sands

A HIKE TO SANDWOOD BAY

The first thing that comes into view is the windswept water of the sprawling loch. Next, it’s the ruined walls of an old cottage, followed by the distant, moody cliffs of Cape Wrath. And then, finally, your destination appears: a blanket of graceful golden sand backed by grassy dunes. After a 4-mile hike from the nearest road, you have made it to one of Britain’s most remote beaches: Sandwood Bay.

Your journey begins at Blairmore car park, a 45-minute drive southwest of Durness (turn off the A838 at Rhiconich). From here, the trail passes through sheep fields and emerges onto open peat moorland, a bleakly desolate yet graceful landscape punctuated only by grass-lined lochans. As the path continues, it gets narrower and rockier as it crosses streams and climbs upwards. Eventually, about an hour and a half into the walk, the path peaks and then slopes down through fields towards the bay. Clamber over the sand dunes and you’ll suddenly emerge onto the isolated Sandwood Bay, guarded at one end by the looming rock pinnacle Am Buachaille. Take time to stroll along the sand and soak up the solitude – even if there are other hikers and wild campers around, a short walk north should give you plenty of beach to yourself – before heading back up the path (the hardest climb of the day) to return the same way.
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Sandwood Bay | Bill Ward/robertharding/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO STAY IN THE FAR NORTHWEST

Clachtoll Beach Campsite A lovely camping spot set on a white-sand beach along the Drumbeg Loop. £

Tongue Hotel This north coast hotel is pure cosiness: open fires, tartan rugs and breakfast porridge. ££

Mackay’s Rooms Spoil yourself with a comfortable stay at this luxurious (but still family-run) boutique B&B. £££


The Best Beaches near Durness
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Fraser Eadie, runs Smoo Cave Tours (smoocavetours.com) and loves the Maldives-like beaches around Durness. Here atre his favourites.

Ceannabeinne Beach (map)

The beautiful sands here are ideal for swimming and surfing – but beware the rip-tide where the stream enters the sea. Have fun trying to squeeze through the small caves.

Sango Sands

On these beaches (split by a rocky outcrop) I’ve seen whales, dolphins and a basking shark all feeding in the bay! The ocean glows with bioluminescence in late summer.

Balnakeil Beach

A favourite with locals (and local cattle), this beach is great for surfing when the swell is big. Walk out to the cliffs to spot puffins… and sometimes even the northern lights!



A Drive to Remember

THE UNFORGETTABLE DRUMBEG LOOP

The quick way is attractive enough: the 15-minute drive from Kylesku to Inchnadamph on the A894 passes tumbling waterfalls and crumbling castle ruins. But the slow way is truly something else: the 90-minute detour along the Drumbeg Loop is one of Europe’s most unforgettable driving experiences.

The loop begins on the B869, less than 2 miles south of Kylesku and around an hour’s drive south of Durness (turn at the ‘An Druim Beag’ sign). It’s the start of a well-maintained, single-track road that squeezes its way between the soaring peaks of Quinag and the rugged shores of Loch a’ Chuarn Bhain. As the route snakes through miles of rocky moorland – a dizzying spectacle of challenging hairpin bends and jaw-slackening scenery – there are ample opportunities to stop and soak it all in, whether at the crashing water of Clashnessie Falls or the idyllic sands of Achmelvich Bay. Got a few hours to spare? Head off-loop to see lovely Stoer Lighthouse and hike up the coast to the towering Old Man of Stoer sea stack. Rejoin the road as it sweeps around into Lochinver, a pretty town of whitewashed cottages – and a great stop for food. From here, there are two ways back to A894: either complete the Drumbeg Loop by driving for 20 minutes east along the north bank of Loch Assynt to Inchnadamph, or else drive for about an hour south down the coast to Drumrunie.
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Clashnessie Falls | Jonathan W. Cohen/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO EAT IN THE FAR NORTHWEST

An Cala Café This Lochinver cafe serves good soups, sandwiches and salads, as well as home bakes. £

Shorehouse Restaurant Enjoy wonderfully fresh shellfish (caught by the owners) served right by the Handa ferry jetty. ££

Whale Tale Fresh Scottish produce, from venison to crab, is well utilised in this fine bunkhouse-restaurant. ££


A Stop at Kylesku

The tiny fishing hamlet of Kylesku, once the site of a free ferry before the bridge was built, makes for a pleasant break on any journey between Ullapool and Durness. Park the car and wander along the harbourside to enjoy the dramatic mountain scenery. The excellent Kylesku Hotel has the region’s best restaurant, so pop in for a meal of freshly caught seafood, from oysters to lobster. There’s also an opportunity to get out on the water with Northwest Sea Tours (northwestseatours.co.uk). Skipper Stephen takes guests out to see Britain’s tallest waterfall, the 200m-high Eas a’Chual Aluinn, as well as sailing around the sea lochs of Glencoul and Glendhu, complete with resident seals and seabirds.



Puffins & Skuas

THE BIRDS OF HANDA ISLAND

Located roughly halfway between Ullapool and Durness, the tiny village of Scourie sits at the heart of a remote and rugged landscape, including hundreds of freshwater lochs that attract fly-fishers from far and wide. But its greatest treasure lies just off its west coast: the nature reserve of Handa Island.

You can catch the ferry – a small and open boat – from Tarbet, a few miles north of Scourie. It drops you off on the sandy southern shore of Handa, which marks the start of a 2½-hour walking loop around the island. The first section scythes through the open, muddy moorland at the heart of the island (bring good hiking boots, even if the boggiest sections are covered with wooden walkways) on its way up to the north coast. This is where you will find the highlights of any Handa tour: the island’s 100m-high sandstone cliffs, covered in hundreds of thousands of nesting seabirds. Pick a spot to sit and watch the fulmars, guillemots, great skuas, razorbills and kittiwakes swooping overhead – come in May and June and you’ll also see crowd-pleasing puffins. From here, the path continues west, with views of the towering Great Stack and the craggy peaks of Sutherland (back on the mainland), before looping back to the beaches of the south for the ferry back to Tarbet.


Getting Around

Forget public transport: a car is the only way to get around this region. Leave as much time as you possibly can to venture off the main drag onto smaller, single-track roads: you never know when you’re going to find the next heart-stopping panorama or wonderfully empty beach.





WICK
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The history of Wick is a story of iron, silver and gold. The Iron Age saw the first pagan settlers to the area and the naming of Wick itself (from the Norse word vlk, meaning ‘bay’). The silver age came in the 1700s, when Wick became a prospect town for the herring industry; before too long, the little silver fish had made the town its name and its fortune. And the golden age came in the early 1800s, which is when the first whisky was produced by Wick’s now world-renowned Old Pulteney distillery. The pagan settlers and herring fishing fleets are long gone but the golden-coloured whisky remains, with the distillery one of Wick’s biggest visitor attractions. The only real competition is the Wick Heritage Museum, which delves deeper into the fascinating story of how this tiny Norse settlement became one of the largest towns in the northern Highlands.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Wick Heritage Museum

SIGHTS

2Ebenezer Place

3Harbour Road

4St Fergus Church

EATING

5Bord de l’Eau

6Harbour Chip Shop

7Wickers World

DRINKING

8Old Pulteney Distillery

9The Printers Rest




TOP TIP

Most of Wick’s biggest tourist draws – including the harbour, distillery and museum – are on the south side of the river, in an area known locally as Pulteneytown. But head to the north side of the river for high-street shopping and the big Tesco.




Best Places to Eat in Wick

Wickers World (map Google map)

A harbourside cafe offering good comfort food, including baguettes, baked potatoes and haddock and chips. £

Bord de l’Eau (map Google map)

This simply decorated, very relaxed restaurant serves French meat and game classics alongside seafood specials. ££

Printers Rest

Simple takeaway food done well, from fresh pasta, pizzas and fried chicken to chocolatey churros. ££

No 1 Bistro

Dine on pan-fried Orkney scallops and pulled-beef mac and cheese at this Mackays Hotel restaurant. ££




Castle to Castle

A WALKING TOUR OF WICK

It begins with one castle and ends with another. Kick off your one-day walking tour at the ruins of Old Wick Castle, which sits on a narrow headland with sheer cliffs on each side. Follow the cliffside path north past Tinker’s Cave, a sea cave that was occupied all throughout the 19th century, and joins Harbour Road (map Google map), with its old wooden huts and a red-roofed herring market. Head to Old Pulteney distillery for a tour and tasting, following the journey of the spirit from water source to whisky glass, before grabbing a lunch at Harbour Chip Shop (map Google map). In the afternoon, have a look around Wick Heritage Museum (map Google map), which recounts tales from the town’s fishing heyday – and details its subsequent collapse. From here, follow Union St west and come to the world’s shortest street, Ebenezer Place (map Google map). It’s the width of just one (particularly narrow) building, now Mackays Hotel. Cross the bridge and follow the road up to the High St and St Fergus Church (map Google map), with the remnants of the original 15th-century church in its cemetery. Head east along the coast to Broadhaven, then pick up signs to Noss Head. From here, it’s an hour’s walk through green fields to the cliff-edge ruins of Castle Sinclair Girnigoe.
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Castle Sinclair Girnigoe | MARCO SOLBIATI/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Unlike other towns in this remote part of Scotland, Wick is easily reached by public transport, with daily trains and buses to Inverness, as well as three flights a day to Aberdeen. So there’s always the option to get to Wick without a car, then rent one (from Hertz at the airport) for further exploration.





Beyond Wick
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From challenging clifftop walks to manicured golf courses, there’s entertainment for everyone in the far northeast of Scotland.


Lying at the northeastern extreme of mainland Scotland, the historic county of Caithness has some of the country’s most dramatic coastal scenery. Wick is the jumping-off point for big north coast destinations like John O’Groats (widely thought of as mainland Britain’s northernmost point) and Dunnet Head (mainland Britain’s actual northernmost point), as well as all the sweeping sandy bays, seabird-covered cliffs and top-notch distilleries in between. But Wick is also a good base for exploring the east coast, home to Neolithic burial tombs, ancient castles, grand country manors and famous golf courses. And with several of the region’s larger towns connected by train to Inverness, Scotland’s far northeast feels less remote than its far northwest.
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TOP TIP

It’s considerably flatter here than elsewhere in the Highlands; ideal for improving your hiking stamina before hitting the west coast.




Best Distilleries on the North Coast

Wolfburn

There’s no visitor centre here but book a tour to see this whisky distillery’s inner workings.

Dunnet Bay Distillery

This family-run distillery, with regular tours and tastings, has won prizes galore for its Rock Rose gin.

North Point Distillery

With a focus on rum and gin, this modern distillery on a former US Navy base offers daily tours.

8 Doors Distillery

Due to open in 2023, there are big things expected from this John O’Groats whisky distillery.




Clifftop Circuits

HIKING THE NORTH COAST

The eastern end of Scotland’s north coast has some of the country’s most memorable cliff-edge hikes. Three of the best take around 2½ hours each, so why not tackle them all in a single day?

Start at John O’Groats car park, 25 minutes' drive north of Wick. Wander down towards the harbour for an obligatory photo with the distance signpost – Land’s End, 874 miles! – before joining the surfaced trail leading east. You’ll pass by seaweed-coated shores and pretty pebble beaches on your way to Duncansby Head Lighthouse. Soak up the incredible views of the cliffs and sea stacks (which are covered in guillemots and puffins during nesting season) before looping back to John O’Groats for your car – and maybe a quick lunch. From here, drive 10 minutes' west to the Castle of Mey, a favourite home of the Queen Mother and the start of another looped walk; this time to the headland at St John’s Point, with sea views to the Island of Stroma. Look out for the tidal pool nature reserve Scotland’s Haven on your way. Finally, drive west to Dunnet Head, the northernmost point of mainland Britain, for picturesque views across the water to Orkney. Stroll around its 19th-century lighthouse and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) nature reserve before taking the west coast down to the grassy shores of Sanders Loch. Turn back to collect your car or push on to the lovely Peedie Sands beach (though you’ll then have another 2½-hour walk back to the start).
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Puffin, Dunnet Head | Jeremy Woodhouse/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO SNACK ON THE EAST COAST

Tasty Toes Grab a crab or lobster roll to go from this Dunbeath Harbour seafood shack. £

Jam Fire Deli Part of Timespan, a museum in Helmsdale, this Caribbean cafe has unbeatable jerk chicken. £

Harry Gow Brora Pancakes, pastries, pies and paninis are all on the menu at this award-winning bakery cafe. £


Best Things to Do in Dornoch
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Robert Ratcliffe, General Manager of Royal Golf Hotel (royalgolfhoteldornoch.com), shares his top things to do in Dornoch.

Walk the beach

Dornoch Beach’s fine expanse of golden sand is perfect for a stroll, especially if you have a dog.

Play golf

Royal Dornoch is one of Scotland’s finest championship courses, with many golfers aspiring to play its natural links!

Drink coffee

Milk and Honey has a great variety of teas and coffees – and delicious home-baked goods too.

Listen to music

A traditional pub with fantastic food and drink, the Eagle also has live music throughout the season.

Taste whisky

Just south of town, the operators of Glenmorangie Distillery have been honing their craft for more than 175 years.



The Stateliest of Homes

DISCOVER DUNROBIN CASTLE

It’s only when you’re in the gardens looking back that you realise quite how strange and flamboyant it is. Constructed over several centuries in various styles, Dunrobin Castle (about an hour’s drive down the coast from Wick) is today an entirely unique creation: a bizarre (yet beautiful) cross between a French chateau, an English palace and a Highland castle, with steep walls punctuated by decorative windows and topped with Disney-like turrets. It’s also enormous – by far the largest house in the north of Scotland. The interior is lavishly furnished with family portraits, 18th-century tapestries and mahogany tables – decor that befits its aristocratic owner, the Earl of Sutherland – but most visitors prefer to spend their time outdoors in the verdant, Versailles-inspired grounds. Laid out by Charles Barry, the architect behind the Houses of Parliament in London, the gardens cover more than 400 hectares between the ramparts of the castle and the open sea. There are the two formal gardens set around circular pools with fountains, as well as groves, fuchsia beds and a manicured lawn reserved for daily falconry demonstrations. But most of all, the gardens provide the perfect vantage point for looking back up at one of Scotland’s most distinctive buildings.
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Dunrobin Castle | Ondrej_Novotny_92/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY ON THE NORTHEAST COAST

The Hawthorns A charming B&B with five super-spacious ground-floor rooms, right by the Castle of Mey. ££

John O’Groats by Together Travel These brightly coloured self-catering lodges offer views right across the sea to Orkney. ££

Forss House A luxurious country house with even more luxurious cottages, plus the best restaurant for miles. £££


The Sutherland Clearances

In the early 1800s, the Duke of Sutherland and Lady Sutherland concluded that they could get higher rents on their land by letting it out for sheep farming, so they set about systematically evicting their existing tenants. Over the course of the next decade, the Sutherland Clearances saw thousands of residents displaced, with many of them forced to emigrate. The ‘success’ of the approach led to the Duke becoming Britain’s richest man, which allowed his family to spend a fortune remodelling their home: Dunrobin Castle. Today, the Duke remains a controversial figure, with growing calls to remove his hilltop monument near Golspie and replace it with a monument to the victims of the Clearances.



Fairways & Fine Views

GOLFING ON THE EAST COAST

It’s estimated that golf tourism is worth in the region of £300 million a year to Scotland. Hundreds of thousands of golfers come here every year to test themselves on world-famous links courses such as the Old Course at St Andrews and the Championship Course at Carnoustie. But one region that is often overlooked is the far northeast coast – despite the fact that it has some of the county’s best seaside golf.

Start your golfing adventure on the most famous links in the northeast, the Championship Course at Royal Dornoch Golf Club (it’s about 90 minutes' drive south of Wick, but you'll be making your way back up). Designed by the legendary Old Tom Morris, its stunning setting around the pristine white beaches, grassy sand dunes and blazing yellow gorse of the Dornoch Firth results in it consistently being ranked among the best courses in the world. From here, head just 6 miles up the coast to Golspie Golf Club to experience another scenic links course, complete with hard-to-beat sea and mountain views. Another 6 miles north brings you to Brora Golf Club, home to a renowned James Braid–designed championship course. And even further up the coast is Wick Golf Club, with its windswept links course first opened way back in 1870. New to the game? Start your golfing journey at the open-to-all, nine-hole introductory courses at Helmsdale Golf Club and Lybster Golf Club.


Getting Around

Regular trains and buses run up the east coast to Wick and Thurso, with stops in Dornoch, Golspie and Helmsdale, making this by far the most accessible part of the northern Highlands. However, the journey times are longer than by car, and some corners of the northeast (like John O’Groats) will require multiple changes.








ORKNEY & SHETLAND
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SCOTLAND’S TRUE NORTH

With rich culture, wild winters, storied wildlife and deep-rooted history, unlock the elemental power of the Northern Isles, anchored between Scotland and Scandinavia.
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Old Man of Hoy | Gonzalo Buzonni/Shutterstock ©

Don’t expect the complete Scottish treatment on these wind-ravaged, dramatic islands straddling the North Sea and North Atlantic. With one foot firmly entrenched in Scandinavia, Orkney and Shetland feel culturally detached from Scotland.

Here you won’t find the ubiquitous haggis, kilts and bagpipes; instead, the isles have an unmistakably unique rhythm and a deep sense of pride that could carry a nation.

Discover unfamiliar Norse place names and unearth Viking sagas, and listen to the gentle lilt of a local tongue, peppered with unfamiliar words and phrases. Feel the salt-laden wind kiss your cheeks and swaddle yourself against the nip of an Atlantic gale while rugged up in bold and colourful knitwear.

Islanders identify as Orcadians or Shetlanders first, and Scots second. Scotland’s mainland feels physically and culturally removed from these islands with their own celebrations and festivals.

Sharing a past dominated by Vikings and earls, and a history that until 1469 belonged to the Scandinavian kingdom, it wasn’t until the islands were given to Scotland’s King James III by King Christian I of Denmark as part of a wedding dowry that the islands became ‘Scottish’ – for better or worse.

Today that past is celebrated in the fire festivals, sagas, and island flags that proudly fly from public buildings and homes across the islands.

The Northern Isles leave travellers inspired, recalibrated and longing for more.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Kirkwall

Hip and modern historic town.

Lerwick

Embrace the UK’s most northerly town.





Find Your Way

Adrift from Scotland’s northernmost point, Orkney and Shetland are two distinct archipelagos of similar size and populations (22,000 and 23,000, respectively). Orkney has around 70 islands, with 20 inhabited, while Shetland has over 100 islands, 16 of which are settled.
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Plan Your Time

If you only have a day or two, decide whether you want to experience Orkney or Shetland. These islands can’t be rushed – slow down, and become fully immersed in island life.
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Discover Orkney’s Islands

• Mainland Orkney can get busy during the high season –particularly on days when cruise liners visit – so if you're looking to get off the beaten track then take a journey through Orkney’s islands. From Kirkwall, take a trip to Westray and take a tour with Westraak or experience the quiet, sandy shores of Sanday. Head to Hoy and hike to the iconic Old Man of Hoy, then bed down for the night in the Rackwick Hostel. Orkney’s ‘Egypt of the North’ – Rousay – will allow you to get close to archaeologists at work without the crowds in the beloved ‘Heart of Neolithic Orkney’.




Explore Shetland’s Four Corners in Four Days

• Discover Shetland’s Scandinavian influence at the annual Up Helly Aa fire festival in Lerwick, before uncovering the ruins of past generations at Shetland’s southernmost Jarlshof Prehistoric & Norse Settlemen site, or walking among Viking longhouses in northern Unst. For hiking, head west to cover walking trails along Culswick, Deepdale and Westerwick. Stand on the flank of a volcano at Eshaness in the north or hike to the top of Ronas Hill to enjoy vistas across the islands as far as the eye can see. Shetland is a place to slow down, walk, breathe and enjoy.




Island-Hopper

• Explore some of the smaller islands of the North Isles. Starting in Orkney, take the ferry to St Margaret’s Hope in South Ronaldsay and finish at Hermaness in Unst, the UK’s most northern extremity. Visit the iconic Mousa Broch or marvel at the power of nature as seabirds swirl overhead at Noss. Hop on the St Magnus Way walk in Egilsay or visit Lamb Holm’s Italian Chapel. For a remote experience, visit Fair Isle or North Ronaldsay, famed for their knitwear and birding. For the ultimate island-hopping experience, jump on the 90-second flight from Westray to Papa Westray.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer (June to August) is the best time to visit, with long daylight hours and mild temperatures. October to March is characterised by winter storms, northern lights and fiery festivals.

JANUARY

Marks the beginning of Shetland’s Up Helly Aa season, with 12 fiery Viking festivals lighting up the night skies.
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APRIL

Orkney and Shetland both host major folk music festivals: Shetland Folk Festival in April, followed by the Orkney Folk Festival in May.
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MAY

Look out for the first flowering of Orkney’s Primula scotica (Scottish primrose) and Shetland’s Edmondston’s chickweed.
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JUNE

Experience the simmer dim (summer twilight evenings) and enjoy 19 hours of daylight. Orkney’s St Magnus Festival features in June.
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AUGUST

The weather remains settled as Scottish schools return to the classroom (mid-August); travel prices come down and places are less busy.
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OCTOBER

Attend Shetland’s world-famous Wool Week festival for a weeklong celebration of knitting, yarn and sheep.
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NOVEMBER

As the nights draw in, look out for the incredible spectacle of the northern lights often seen on a clear night.
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KIRKWALL
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Orkney’s main town, Kirkwall is a charming hub founded by Viking explorers back in the 11th century. The name comes from ‘Kirkjuvagr’, meaning the ‘church on the bay’. Today the imposing red and yellow sandstone walls of the St Magnus Cathedral dominate the main town and commercial centre. The nearby Bishop’s and Earl’s Palaces and Orkney Museum make Kirkwall a fascinating place to visit.

Kirkwall’s picturesque high street is one of Scotland’s most beautiful, thronged with independent retailers and eateries, giving off a hip and cosmopolitan feel. The town is a busy nerve centre during the summer months, and can become particularly crowded when cruise liners are visiting.

Kirkwall is a ferry port for the North Isles inter-island ferries, making it the ideal staging post for exploring the rest of Mainland Orkney and its outer isles. Kirkwall Airport schedules daily flights to the North Isles.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1St Magnus Cathedral

SIGHTS

2Earl’s Palace

3Orkney Distillery

4Orkney Museum

5St Olaf’s Kirk

SLEEPING

6Ayre Hotel

7Peedie Hostel

EATING

8Helgi’s

9Judith Glue Real Food Cafe

10Kirkness & Gorie

11Kirkwall Hotel

12Twenty One

SHOPPING

13Brig Larder




TOP TIP

Travelling without a car but want to explore further? Hop on the inter-island ferry to Westray and book a tour with Westraak Tours, who pick up guests from the ferry and return them at the end of the trip after a fun-filled day exploring some of the island’s highlights.




Best Places to Eat

Lynnfield Hotel

For a real Orcadian welcome and good, local food to boot, the Lynnfield is unmissable.

Helgi’s (map Google map)

For traditional, no-nonsense pub grub with a home-cooked feel, look no further.

Twenty One (map Google map)

Modern, chic and cool, this trendy ‘small plate’ bar serves tapas-style sharing dishes and cocktails.

Judith Glue Real Food Cafe (map Google map)

Opposite the cathedral, within Judith Glue’s fantastic gift shop, is this perfect pit stop for lunch.




Cathedral, Palace Ruins & Distilleries

Discover Kirkwall’s architectural past

Dominating Kirkwall’s town centre is the imposing red sandstone St Magnus Cathedral (map Google map). This impressive 12th-century Norse cathedral was founded in 1137 by Earl Rognvald in memory of his uncle, St Magnus, patron saint of Orkney. The red sandstone is magnificent when the sun hits its face. Be sure to bring a camera and visit for Sunday worship.

Nearby are the ruins of the Bishop’s and Earl’s Palaces. The 12th-century Bishop’s Palace is the only Episcopal Norse palace in Scotland. Here the ‘Moosie Toor’s’ elevated stance allows fine views over Kirkwall.

Tyrant Earl Patrick Stewart, known as Black Patie, built the now roofless Renaissance-style Earl’s Palace (map Google map) in 1606. He was Earl of Orkney and Lord of Shetland from 1593 until he was beheaded in Edinburgh in 1615 for his misdeeds.

You may think that Kirkwall’s name, the ‘church bay’, comes from St Magnus Cathedral, but it hails from the lesser-known St Olaf’s Kirk (map Google map), of which only a beautiful stone archway remains up a close off Bridge St.

Orkney Museum (map Google map) also houses a ‘hogback’ gravestone from the site that predates the cathedral by a century or more. The museum itself is a treasure trove of artefacts from 5000 years of island life and is housed within two former manses.

While in Kirkwall, tour the Highland Park Distillery and Orkney Distillery (map Google map) to sample award-winning spirits, or pick up a picnic from Brig Larder (map Google map) or Kirkness & Gorie (map Google map).

[image: jpg]

St Magnus Cathedral | Banu R/Getty Images ©


A TYRANNICAL RULER

Signs of the Stewart’s rule are found across the islands and include the Scalloway Castle in Shetland and the Earl’s Palace in Birsay and Kirkwall. Known as Black Patie, Patrick was the most notorious, succeeding his father Robert as Earl of Orkney and Lord of Shetland in 1593 until he was beheaded in 1615.



WHERE TO STAY IN KIRKWALL

Peedie Hostel (map Google map) From the Orcadian word ‘peedie’ meaning small, this waterfront hostel is in the centre of Kirkwall. £

Ayre Hotel (map Google map) Conveniently situated in the town centre, this upper-midrange hotel offers great value. £££

Kirkwall Hotel (map Google map) Newly renovated, classy Victorian hotel boasting sea views and a well-stocked Highland Park bar. £££



Beyond Kirkwall
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The rolling landscape beyond Kirkwall is rich and fertile, punctuated with eye-popping archaeology, outstanding wildlife and stunning vistas.


These islands brim with history on an unparalleled scale – it’s said if you scratch the earth here, the island bleeds archaeology.

From Neolithic standing stones and chambered cairns to palaces and tombs; these stones stood still in time. Proud islanders preserve and celebrate this past through skilled crafts, jewellery making and storytelling, ensuring Orkney’s heritage lives on. Agriculture meanwhile dominates the island’s economy and is evident at every turn.

It’s little wonder that visitors still marvel at the wonders Orkney has to offer, blown away by the magical allure of this scenic archipelago, just a stone’s throw from the north of Scotland.
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TOP TIP

The archaeological sites can get crowded when cruise liners are visiting, so for a more relaxed experience check orkneyharbours.com to pick a day when they're not in town.




The Ness of Brodgar Excavation

Dig deep into the fabric of island life and watch as archaeologists peel back layer after layer of human history on this world-famous site that has continued to rewrite what we know about the cultural history of the Neolithic. Excavations on the isthmus that separate the Harray and Stenness Lochs continue to turn up new and exciting discoveries, challenging the previous rhetoric based on life in Neolithic Britain.

The site has uncovered a complex set of buildings dating from around 3000 BCE, similar in size to five football pitches and on a scale unparalleled anywhere in the UK. This groundbreaking site shines a new light on what we know about life in northern Europe and its prehistoric people. Visitors are welcome throughout the summer when archaeologists are digging.




Orkney’s Neolithic Heart

No stone left unturned

Travellers can sometimes feel overwhelmed by Orkney’s archaeology. Here an hour-long ‘whizz-round’ isn’t going to cut it, and instead it takes a few days to soak it all in and absorb what thousands of years of human history tell us of the past. So slow down, charge your camera battery and become fully immersed.

At its centre, and spanning much of the West Mainland, lies the ‘Heart of Neolithic Orkney’, a Unesco World Heritage Site. This is a good starting point for diving into the islands’ wider archaeological heritage.

Made up of Skara Brae, the Ring of Brodgar, the Standing Stones of Stenness and Maeshowe, these fascinating sites are all within a stone’s throw. They have forced archaeologists to rethink settlement patterns throughout Neolithic Britain and offer a tantalising glimpse into Neolithic life 5000 years ago.

Orkney is an exciting place to visit for history buffs as excavations are ongoing at the Ness of Brodgar, where archaeologists have been digging since 2004. Uncovering a vast complex of Neolithic buildings, it’s one of the world’s most important excavations. Rescue excavations are also taking place in Rousay at both Swandro and Skaill Farm. Both welcome visitors.
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QUIETER NEOLITHIC SITES TO VISIT

Unstan Chambered Cairn Famed for ‘Unstan Ware’ pottery, this stalled cairn is stylistically similar to Maeshowe but much quieter.

Cuween Hill Chambered Cairn A 5000-year-old burial cairn, highlighting complex ancient burial rites. Bring a torch!

Barnhouse Settlement Close to the Stones of Stenness, this settlement gives an idea of what domestic life was like in the Neolithic.

Where Creativity Feeds Curiosity

Jump on Orkney’s Creative Trail

Orkney is awash with creativity and harbours a rich roll call of bespoke makers who flourish and are inspired by their island home. Influenced by the sea, the past, the landscapes and the wildlife, here outstanding arts and crafts emerge from a rich pool of designers and artists working in many mediums – from paints, jewellery, ceramics, woodwork and textiles to photography, sculpture and print.

The Creative Orkney Trail weaves its way through the island’s alluring workshops and studios, giving travellers the chance to meet and watch artists at work.

This creative journey leads from Sanday’s Vicky Shaw in the north to South Ronaldsay’s Hoxa Tapestry Gallery. Experience all corners of Orkney – taking in the sights as you go – with Andrea Holmes in Birsay and Zoe Davidson in Stromness to Celina Rupp Jewellery in Holm and, heading east, Sheila Fleet’s workshop in Tankerness – be sure to visit the cafe. Near Dounby, don’t miss Alison Moore Designs and the Harray Potter.

The beauty of exploring from studio to studio is that travellers can engage with makers as they paint, weave or sculpt, building these experiences into a broader itinerary and enjoying every aspect of the islands. At the end of it all, you can take home a little piece of Orkney as a reminder of time well spent.

Orkney has a long history of creativity, and many designs are inspired by artefacts taken from the earth, dating back millennia.


The Orkney CHair

Orkney is perhaps best known for its tradition of furniture-making. Particularly the iconic straw-backed Orkney chair, so synonymous with the island and its rich heritage that for centuries it’s been an integral part of the vernacular fabric of the home.

Created using a wooden frame, the high-backed chair’s defining feature is the handwoven oat-straw back constructed and teased into a curving shape, offering snugness and warmth. The techniques involved in this process are highly skilled yet produce simple, functional, utilitarian furniture for everyday homes.

The art of chair-making is celebrated today for its unique design and incredible craftsmanship, but traditional chair-making remains on the red list of endangered crafts. Buy Orkney Chairs at Orkney Handcrafted Furniture and Scapa Crafts in Kirkwall, and the Orkney Furniture Maker in St Ola.



Islands at War

Trace wartime Orkney’s explosive past

Despite its northerly location, Orkney was a pivotal base in both world wars and of great strategic importance to allied forces. Evidence of Orkney’s wartime role is scattered across the islands, often in plain sight – a reminder of Europe’s 20th-century struggles for peace.

Etched into the landscape of these gentle islands are the scars of war and conflict. Orkney’s main base, Scapa Flow, provided a large and relatively safe anchorage for the British Navy, allowing access to the North Sea and North Atlantic. Passing over the Churchill Barriers, built following the sinking of HMS Royal Oak, the rusted remains of sunken blockships are a stark reminder of the island’s wartime importance as a base for thousands of military personnel.

Visit the poignant Italian Chapel on Lamb Holm or take a guided tour out to the Ness Battery (nessbattery.co.uk), enjoying views across to the hills of Hoy along the way. Visit the East Mainland and explore ‘Fortress Orkney’ and the impressive gun battery camp at Rerwick Head looking across to Shapinsay.

Hoy’s Lyness Naval Base now houses the state-of-the-art Scapa Flow Museum, and the island’s landscape echoes with military installations. Lyness Naval Cemetery is one of the largest Commonwealth graves in the UK, and the Hackness Martello Tower and Battery show the evolution of wartime architecture in Orkney.
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WHERE TO EAT ALONG THE CREATIVE TRAIL

Eviedale Bakehouse Serving artisan sourdough pizza from a wood-fired oven. Grab takeaway to enjoy up at the Broch of Gurnesst. £

Orkney Street Food – The Waterside Bistro Once a popular food trailer, now bringing fusion street food vibes to Finstown. £

Murray Arms Hotel In St Margaret’s Hope, the Murray Arms is renowned for serving up some of the best seafood in Orkney. ££


Best Wartime Sites

Churchill Barriers

After the sinking of the HMS Royal Oak, these concrete causeways were constructed to protect the eastern approaches to Scapa Flow.

Scapa Flow Museum

Take a trip to Hoy and learn about Scapa Flow’s strategic importance told in this modern and interactive museum.

Italian Chapel

In Lamb Holm, look out for the poignant brass heart on the chapel floor and marvel at the paintings by Domenico Chiocchetti in these transformed Nissen huts created by Italian prisoners of war.

HMS Tern (RNAS Twatt)

A lesser-known site and one of four WWII airfields in Orkney.



TRIPS & TOURS

Kraken Diving Dive into the wartime wrecks of Scapa Flow and explore the remnants of several WWI and WWII shipwrecks.

My Orkney Tours Join Marlene on an island odyssey, including foodie forays that take in the sights, sounds and smells of Orkney.

Orkney Tailor-Made Tours Let David and Margaret prepare an itinerary to match your interests, showcasing the best of island life.


Best Places for Photography

Stromness Waterfront

With winding streets and buildings set into the sea, the Stromness waterfront is Instagram gold.

Yesnaby Cliffs & Marwick Head

Impressive, wind-ravaged cliffs tower over the breaking Atlantic below, which when caught at sunset captures the essence of Orkney.

Skaill Bay & Skara Brae

The sweeping bay, echoing with the ring of 5000 years of life in Orkney, is awe-inspiring and visceral.

Aurora & Milky Way at the Ring of Brodgar

What better way to capture the magic of the stones than under the twinkling phenomena of the night sky?

Brough of Birsay

Capture the charismatic and colourful Atlantic puffin against the backdrop of sea and cliff.



A Drive Around the Western Road

Wind through Orkney’s West Mainland

The perfect day trip from Kirkwall, Orkney’s rugged west mainland is spectacular. It’s a drive filled with rich experiences awaiting those who venture beyond the urban centres of Kirkwall and Stromness to deep-dive Orkney’s jaw-dropping Atlantic frontier.

This picture-perfect coastline will exhaust your camera memory. It was formed from layer upon layer of sandstone laid down millions of years ago during the Devonian period when Orkney was part of the freshwater Lake Orcadia.

Hike the cliffs between Stromness, Yesnaby and Skara Brae, looking out for the Primula scotica, an amethyst-coloured flower that clings to coastal fringes, flowering in May and July and unique to the north of Scotland.

Stromness’ main street can feel a little deserted, but a picnic from Bayleaf Delicatessen and a crab roll from Julia’s Cafe are a must.

From Stromness, drive the west coast road north to Birsay, taking in Yesnaby’s towering cliffs, the Bay of Skaill, Orkney Brewery and Marwick Head.

Check the tide times and walk the causeway to the Brough of Birsay to explore the Viking settlement and see the charismatic puffins or hunt for the elusive grottie buckie (cowrie shell).

Visit the Barony Mill, Orkney’s only working watermill, and stroll the ruined remains of the once-proud Earl’s Palace. Eat local Orkney cuisine at the Birsay Bay Tearoom, with panoramic views across to Marwick Head. Check out the Broch of Gurness and Kirbuster Museum.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ORKNEY

Merkister Hotel Situated on the shores of the Harray Loch, this peaceful retreat is set against a stunning landscape. £££

Foveran A stone’s throw from Kirkwall, the restaurant is renowned as one of the best – so relax and make a night of it. £££

Sands Hotel This picturesque hotel stands in a small fishing village on the island of Burray, just off mainland Orkney. ££


Hop Across to Papay

Take the world’s shortest flight, a 90-second hop across to Papa Westray – known as Papay – and take a tour with the Papay Ranger to see the incredible wildlife and awe-inspiring Knap of Howar settlement and the island’s wildlife. Read Amy Liptrot’s novel The Outrun – also adapted for the screen – to get a real sense of Papay’s allure.



Queen o’ the Isles

Walk Westray’s wild side

Orkney’s sixth-largest island, Westray packs a real punch. Bursting with life and brimming with wildlife, it has retained both its sense of identity and distinct sense of community, and feels the most ‘Orcadian’ of all the islands. Westray can feel remote from Kirkwall’s ‘bright lights’ but is only a short hop by air or sea.

Flanked by wild Atlantic waters, Westray’s coastline offers some of Orkney’s best seascapes and dramatic cliffs. The island has a busy and vibrant feel with sweeping sandy beaches and a gentle, fertile interior dominated by farming.

With a history spanning millennia, visit the Westray Wife at the Heritage Centre, a female form carved in stone and the earliest human representation in the UK. Consider prehistoric island life at the Links of Noltland or step inside a Viking longhouse at Quoygrew. Noltland Castle, out of place and scale for the island, represents Scottish influence on the island.

The main village, Pierowall, strung along the coast, is a beautiful place to walk after an evening meal – places to eat include the Pierowall Hotel, Jack’s Chippy, Saintear, Groatie Buckie’s Cafe and Richan’s Retreat.


LOOKING FOR AN ISLAND ESCAPE?

Hop on the Sanday Artists Studio Trail featuring eight renowned island artists.



Life’s a Beach

Sanday is calling

Known for its stunning sandy beaches, the northern island of Sanday is accessible via plane or boat from Kirkwall. The two main settlements are Lady Village and Kettletoft. Sanday is an excellent place to explore the coastline and wildlife of Orkney. Why not hunt the much sought-after grottie buckie, believed to bring luck to the finder, or the rare pelican’s foot shell – or just find a secluded spot for a dip?

First walk the beautiful Backaskaill Beach and then the incredible beach and dunes at Tresness, quite possibly the best in Orkney, stretching as far as the eye can see with crystal-clear turquoise waters. From May to September, look out for the numerous wildflowers adding a splash of colour to the dune landscape.

Search Whitemill Bay and Tofts Ness for seals, or hire a bike and cycle the peaceful, flat roads around Scuthvie Bay.

Explore the island’s rich history at the Sanday Heritage Centre, the Croft and the reconstructed burnt mound (located beside the centre on the outskirts of Lady Village), or head to Tofts Ness in the north-east where a complex of burial mounds and buildings date from the Neolithic to the Iron Age. Enter the ancient tomb of Quoyness or participate in an island Soulka event, celebrating the ‘circle of the horizon as far as can be seen’ and encompassing all strands of Sanday’s vibrant culture. Be sure to also leave time for kayaking, fishing and sandcastle-building events.

For lunch with a difference, 59 Degrees North is the UK’s most northerly wood-fired pizzeria. This is also the island’s campsite, accepting motorhomes, caravans and tents.

WHERE TO EAT IN WESTRAY

Pierowall Hotel Serving good, honest pub grub with a friendly atmosphere; the building’s uninspiring exterior shouldn’t put guests off. ££

Saintear This relaxed cafe is an unexpected gem with a hip feel that wouldn’t be out of place in an urban setting. £

Westray Bakehouse Pick up goods from the local shops. Flaky biscuits served with a slab of Westray cheese are unbeatable. £


Westray Top Picks
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Andy and Karen Penn operate Westraak Tours. Brought up in Westray, Karen returned to her childhood island home with husband Andy and his two boys. Here are their top picks:

Castle O' Burrian

No trip to Westray is complete without a visit to see Orkney’s largest puffin colony.

Noup Head

Here you'll spot thousands of gannets, aaks (guillemots), razorbills, mallymaks (fulmars) and kittiwakes.

Nort’ End

This less-visited sight is home to pickies (Arctic terns), scarfies (shags) and tysties (black guillemots), with sunbathing selkies (seals) close to Pierowall’s shore.



Island Gems

Best picks from the islands

Each of Orkney’s islands has its own charm and allure. If bagging islands is on your agenda, be sure not to miss out on some of the following highlights as you hop from island to island.

Soak up 5000 years of island life in Rousay. Known as the ‘Egypt of the North', and overlooking Eynhallow Sound, delve into the past at Midhowe Broch and Chambered Cairn or watch archaeologists excavate at Swandro and Skaill Farm.

Walk in the footsteps of Orkney’s patron saint, St Magnus, and complete the St Magnus Way trail, beginning in Egilsay’s St Magnus Kirk at the site of his martyrdom. This 58-mile route leads back to the mainland, providing a poignant pilgrimage through some of Orkney’s best-loved sites and scenery before reaching Kirkwall’s imposing St Magnus Cathedral.

Journey to Orkney’s most northerly island, North Ronaldsay, famed for its seaweed-eating sheep, outstanding birdlife and iconic lighthouse with its 176-step ascent.

Hike to the Vat of Kirbister on the island of Stronsay, known as the 'Island of Bays’. This stunning natural rock arch, along with the island’s deep-blue bays and sandy beaches, makes the island a walker’s paradise.

Accessed via the iconic Churchill Barriers, visit the Orkney Fossil and Heritage Centre on Burray and South Ronaldsay, home to the picturesque village of St Margaret’s Hope. This is often the first point of contact for visitors arriving from the Scottish mainland.

[image: jpg]

Churchill Barriers | keeble1337/Shutterstock ©


Best Orcadian Traditions

Orkneyinga Saga

Part myth and part historical fact, the 12th-century written saga tells the tales of Orkney’s Viking earls – a fascinating insight into the past. Visit the Orkneyinga Saga Centre in Orphir.

The Ba

On Christmas Day and New Year’s Day, opposing teams, known as Uppies and Doonies, fight their way through the streets of Kirkwall with a ball made of leather filled with cork to reach victory at the other end of town.

The ‘Blackening’

A wedding tradition where the groom’s party travel through the streets of Kirkwall after tarring and feathering the half-clad groom and bride.



SANDAY ARTISTS STUDIO TRAIL

Studio Bu Ceramics A collaboration between makers Vicky Shaw and John Webber, creating contemporary hand-thrown ceramics.

Gallery in the Nortwa’ Retired fisherman Bill McArthur is a landscape artist creating seascapes drawn from his experience working and living in Sanday.

Carolyn Dixon Inspired by past generations, Carolyn’s paintings, prints and other artefacts attempt to understand the pasts and presents of Sanday life.


Getting Around

A car is the best way to explore, and Orkney’s roads are generally relatively quiet, but outside Kirkwall and Stromness, road signs can be sparse and easily missed – particularly in the isles. Most rural roads are single carriageways with passing places. Bikes can be hired from Kirkwall, Stromness and most of the North Isles.

Buses provide links to all corners of Orkney, and most pass within easy reach of the mainland’s main attractions (orkney.gov.uk). Car hire is available on the mainland.

Most of Orkney’s nine ferries (running to 13 islands) depart from Kirkwall. Ferries to Hoy, Graemsay, Flotta, Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre depart from Houton (near Stromness) or Tingwall (northwest from Kirkwall). A passenger ferry runs between Stromness and North Hoy (booking not required). Ferries can be pricey, and most islands have limited daily sailings, so booking well in advance of travel is recommended. Caravans must be booked over the phone, while other journeys are booked online at orkneyferries.co.uk.

Loganair operates daily inter-island flights from Kirkwall Airport to the North Isles (Eday, Stronsay, Westray, Papa Westray, Sanday and North Ronaldsay), including the shortest scheduled flight in the world, between Westray and Papa Westray.





LERWICK
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Thronged with narrow, picture-perfect lanes that meander down from the Hillhead to the waterfront, Shetland’s main town is a beautiful place to explore.

Da Street, as it’s known locally, weaves along the waterfront and features small independent retailers from Fort Charlotte towards South Commercial Street, including the fictional home of TV detective Jimmy Perez from hit crime drama Shetland.

A modern town by European standards, Lerwick grew around trade with Dutch fishermen in the 17th and 18th centuries. By the 1800s, it was the main commercial and administrative centre.

Today Lerwick is a busy shipping port and a key component of the local economy, with a fleet of fishing boats and vessels using the port as a support base for offshore oil and gas projects.

Lerwick is centrally situated within Shetland, making it an ideal location to unlock the islands.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Shetland Museum

SIGHTS

2Clickimin Broch

3Commercial St

4Lerwick Town Hall

SLEEPING

5Aald Harbour

6Islesburgh House Hotel

EATING

7Da Steak House

8Dowry

9Fjarå

10No 88

11Peerie Shop Cafe

SHOPPING

12Anderson & Co

13Jamieson and Smith Shetland Wool Brokers

14Jamieson’s Knitwear




TOP TIP

Want to get tuned in to the islands? Visit the purpose-built Shetland Museum & Archives (map Google map) in the historic Hay’s Dock and walk through 5000 years of human history in the islands. Admission is free, and the modern building hosts a cafe with waterfront views – and sometimes an otter!




Best Places to Eat

No 88 (map Google map)

Championing regional produce, hip and relaxed No 88 is the best place to eat local.

Peerie Shop Cafe (map Google map)

This hidden gem is a popular lunch stop serving the best coffee, soup, scones and sandwiches in town.

Fjarå (map Google map)

With unrivalled sea views, good grub and a cosmopolitan feel, Fjarå is also perfect for wildlife spotting – including seals, birds and, if you're lucky, otters and orcas.



Where History, Wildlife, War & the Screen Collide

Awe-inspiring nature and cultural heritage

In European terms, Lerwick is a relatively new town. Reputedly built by smugglers, the historic South Commercial Street is outstandingly beautiful. With the picture-perfect Bain’s Beach (accessible at low tide) and stone houses built into the sea, it’s little wonder that Lerwick is the real star of the hit Shetland TV series. Visitors can view the fictional home of much-loved Detective Inspector Jimmy Perez and various other filming locations throughout the town, including the Police Station and Hillhead area where the Up Helly Aa procession starts. Be sure to check out the Town Hall (c 1883) and utilise the free services at Shetland Library.

A walk around the Knab and wartime battery at the Ness of Sound, towards the Sands of Sound Beach, provides wildlife-spotting opportunities – including the chance of whales and otters – and some of the coastal defences protecting the UK’s most northern outpost throughout WWII. From Sands of Sound, the 2000-year-old Clickimin Broch is only a short walk away.

Shetland Wool Week

Knit one, purl one and knitalong too

Shetland is arguably the knitting capital of the world, with the annual Wool Week festival forming the calendar highlight, pulling in an international crowd every autumn. Shetland has embraced the traditional ‘shoulder season’, with the festival adding a splash of colour to the grey autumn landscape, embracing the new season. As the Atlantic gales roll in and the days visibly shorten, this week-long programme celebrating Britain’s most northerly native sheep breed, knitting heritage and rural farming begins in earnest, prolonging the onset of the winter shutdown into mid-October.

The hub of Wool Week activities is based in Lerwick, but events take place throughout the islands, from Unst to Fair Isle. Two miles from the town centre, be sure to visit the Shetland Textile Museum to see their engaging exhibitions and craft shop.

WHERE TO STAY IN LERWICK

Islesburgh House Hostel A five-minute walk from Commercial St, this grand Victorian villa is well equipped, clean and great value. £

Aald Harbour (map Google map) Centrally located close to Commercial St, this clean, fresh and friendly B&B. Has a three-night minimum stay. ££

Shetland Seawinds A modern self-catering set in an 18th-century townhouse. Sea views overlooking Bain’s Beach. Three-night minimum stay. ££


Why I Love Lerwick
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Laurie Goodlad, writer

As the simmer dim sky pinkens with the setting sun and terns feed noisily in the busy harbour beyond, yachts display a colourful array of foreign flags and tongues, and a quiet calm descends on the historic streets and lanes. Lerwick in summer is striking; as the sea glistens from the buildings that straddle it, bunting throngs the crooked Commercial St and planters explode in a riot of cascading summer blooms, a contagious carnival feel sweeps the flagstone streets. Winter sings a different tune as steely grey skies and shining wet paving stones throw reflections from the buildings caught under the onslaught of Atlantic storms.



Up Helly Aa’s Fiery Fury

Flaming torches ignite winter darkness

Rooted somewhere between Scotland and Scandinavia, Shetlanders remain vehemently proud of their unique cultural identity. Nothing reflects this more than the annual Up Helly Aa and Fire Festival celebrations (January to March).

The largest of these is the Lerwick Up Helly Aa, held on the last Tuesday of January. The 24-hour celebration, led by the Guizer Jarl (chief Viking), culminates with a torchlit procession featuring 1000 ‘guizers’ carrying flaming torches through the streets of Lerwick and burning a replica Viking longship. Following the burning, a night of partying commences. The Wednesday following Up Helly Aa is a public holiday, so most shops and cafes are closed, and public services are limited.
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BEST YARN SHOPS

Jamieson’s of Shetland Specialising in native Shetland wool, this Commercial St shop is home to the world-famous yarn wall.

Jamieson & Smith Shetland Wool Brokers One mile from the town centre, discover a range of yarns, kit books and Shetland homeware.

Anderson & Co (map Google map) Perfect for traditional hats, gloves, mittens, jumpers and cardigans in the signature Fair Isle design.



Beyond Lerwick
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Formed by a tapestry of islands shaped by sea and ice, Shetland’s unforgettable landscape offers an immersive and natural cultural experience.


With a diverse and varied landscape held in the arms of the sea, Shetland has an irresistible allure. Offering a rich playground for thrillseekers keen to adventure beyond the guidebook, or the necessary solitude to unwind and slow down, visitors are instantly struck by the ‘otherness’ of these wild, windswept islands.

With the indelible marks left by 5000 years of human history, Shetland continues to prosper, inspire, and celebrate its past. From Neolithic cairns and Iron Age brochs (defensive towers) to picturesque fishing villages, industrial oil and gas infrastructure, and outstanding wildlife, you’re never more than a couple of miles from the sea that continues to drive the economic wheel.

Never ‘the Shetlands’; welcome to Shetland.
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TOP TIP

The islands are best navigated by car, with a central road network linking north and south to the outlying islands.




Mousa Boat Trips

The uninhabited island of Mousa is where nature and archaeology collide. Off the coast of Sandwick, the island boasts the best 2000-year-old broch in the world and is also home to a breeding colony of tiny, enigmatic storm petrel seabirds. This incredible island, a short 15-minute ferry ride from the mainland, is a Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) nature reserve.

Mousa Boat runs daily trips from April to September, with evening sailings from late May to mid-July (booking required) to witness the storm petrels, one of Britain’s smallest seabirds, returning to their nesting grounds within the broch walls. This incredible culmination of nature and archaeology is one of the wonders of the natural world and is sure to leave a lasting impression.



Make a Splash

Beach bagging the South Mainland

Whether you’re after pristine sandy expanses, hidden coves, exposed and weather-beaten peninsulas or just a little slice of the 1000 miles of awe-inspiring coastline to walk alone, you’re sure to find it. Shetland is renowned for its beaches and the gentle South Mainland, separated east to west by the dominating Clift Hills, has the pick of the best.

St Ninian’s Isle’s expansive tombolo is the best-known and most impressive of Shetland’s beaches. Visit the chapel ruins and walk the island’s coastline.

Close to Shetland’s southernmost point, West Voe is where archaeologists uncovered ancient Mesolithic remains.

Despite an abundance of beaches, there are few places to surf a decent wave. Quendale Beach is an exception, however, and is the place where surfers head to catch a ride.

Facing each other in the Bay of Scousburgh are Rerwick and Scousburgh. Rerwick is best viewed from the road, where seals are often lazing on the sand. Scousburgh Beach is one of the filming locations used in Shetland, and it’s easy to see why, with its long stretch of sand and commanding views out to sea, this is a special beach to enjoy the setting sun.

Levenwick is a favourite for sea swimming. Nestled in the sheltered arm of Levenwick Ness, it avoids the full force of prevailing wind and swells.

For drama, head to Maywick, where cliffs flank each side of the sandy shore in an all-consuming embrace.

However you choose to explore Shetland’s beaches, remember to pack your swimmers, a camera, a hearty picnic and a strong sense of adventure.
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BEST HERITAGE EXPERIENCES IN THE SOUTH

Jarlshof Prehistoric & Norse Settlement An archaeological highlight spanning 5000 years from the Neolithic to the medieval.

Hoswick Village With local history displays and tourist information, the centre is a local heritage hub.

Sumburgh Head Fascinating lighthouse history and home to breeding summer seabirds – including puffins.


A Unesco Global Geopark

Described as offering a ‘Wow’ around every corner, Shetland is a designated Global Geopark due to its internationally important varied geology. A geological jigsaw puzzle, the island is home to some of the Earth’s oldest rocks. Visitors can explore the Ophiolite – pieces of Oceanic plate thrust from the seabed – follow meandering lava flows, explore ancient desert lakes or walk the roots of eroded mountain ranges. The 1000-mile coastline is punctuated with stacks, arches, caves and geos – and offers unrivalled coastal walking, kayaking and fishing.



A Jewel in the Crown

Knitting, birding, hiking and wildlife

Tucked halfway between Shetland and Orkney, Fair Isle is a real gem. Isolated from the bustle of mainland life, it’s Shetland’s most southerly island and has its own distinct and magical rhythm, punctuated by the clack of makkin wires (knitting needles) and the gaze of birders’ binoculars, all set under the umbrella of the close-knit community.

The islanders’ outlook is as vibrant and bold as the unmistakable and colourful knitwear for which the island is famous. Home to the iconic Fair Isle knitting, the linchpin of Shetland Wool Week’s festival, visitors can book knitting workshops and retreats on the island and become immersed in yarn and the island’s crofting way of life.

With something for everyone, the George Waterston Memorial Centre documents island life over the years, including its rich music tradition, fishing and its famous straw-backed Fair Isle chairs, stylistically similar to those found in Orkney. Various shipwrecks and archaeological sites pepper this windswept, remote island.

Fair Isle is a world-class birdwatching destination popular for spotting rare and common migrants and observing seabird colonies. Several wardens are based on the island throughout the year, monitoring bird populations. Every spring and autumn, birders descend on the island, hoping to spot a rare migrant to tick from the list.

Hikers and walkers can enjoy stunning coastal scenery, broad horizons and unrivalled vistas, including Sheep Craig, Malcolm’s Head and both Fair Isle North and South lighthouses.


NEED MORE BEACHES?

Visit the island of Yell where West Sandwick and Sands of Breckon are sure to leave a lasting impression.



Best of the West

Get off the tourist trail

Looking for a little slice of Shetland paradise to savour uninterrupted and alone? As it’s known locally, Shetland’s Westside, half an hour from Lerwick, is often quieter than areas of the north and south that tend to pull a crowd. Combined with outstanding coastal walking on Shetland’s rugged Atlantic frontier, breathtaking sunsets, pretty lochs ideal for trout fishing and less sea fog in summer – meaning more sunshine – the Westside is an excellent area to explore.

As well as incredible hiking opportunities to Deepdale – halfway between Sandness (famous for its Wool Mill) and Dale of Walls – and Westerwick, there’s a generous sprinkling of archaeological attractions. Stanydale Temple is one of the few sites where you can’t see the sea. In contrast, the hike to Culswick Broch combines rugged coastal drama with the impressive ruined remains of the vibrant red granite broch on its hilltop position gazing across to Foula, Shetland’s most westerly island.

On the Westside, visit Bonhoga Gallery in Weisdale for its artworks cafe and shop, as well as Michaelswood, perfect for a family day out, the Burn of Lunklet (Aith), Shetland’s best waterfall, and Sand Gairdins, a 60-acre garden with woodlands and trails.

Six miles from Lerwick is the picturesque west coast village of Scalloway. The former capital, here'll you find both Scalloway Castle and Scalloway Museum, a fascinating museum telling the Shetland Bus story – an undercover operation between Shetland and Nazi-occupied Norway. Scalloway Castle was completed in 1600 by Earl Patrick Stewart, Earl of Orkney and Lord of Shetland. His rule marks a period of tyranny in the North Isles and the roofless castle stands as testament to this oppression.

For more beaches and walks, head to Burra and visit Meal and Minn, two outstandingly beautiful sandy beaches.

WHERE TO STAY IN FAIR ISLE

South Lighthouse Full-board guesthouse accommodation in a lighthouse setting surrounded by a dramatic, rocky coastline. ££

The Auld Haa Full-board accommodation in the stunning south end of the island with incredible sea views in a beautiful traditional home. ££

Upper Leogh Set on a working croft offering courses, tuition and knitting holidays for those keen to knit. ££


Unst’s Amazing Wildlife
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Brydon Thomason celebrates his passion for the islands' wildlife, working as a tour guide, photographer and ecologist through his Shetland Nature tour company. Brought up in Fetlar, he now lives with his family on Unst. He has spent his life working alongside Shetland wildlife.

I'm an islander through and through. Any of Shetland’s many islands can offer spectacular wildlife experiences, but there is something infinitely special about the UK’s most northerly island of Unst. With its world-renowned seabird colonies, high density of some of Britain’s rarest moorland breeding birds, marine mammals and, of course, the elusive otter – the species that much of my working life has revolved around – we are spoilt for choice.



On the Volcanic Trail

Explore the rugged north

Characterised by dramatic coastlines, breathtaking scenery and uninterrupted horizons, the geology-rich area of Shetland’s Unesco Global Geopark is best explored on foot, by boat or by paddle.

A landscape formed by fire, ice, colliding continents and vanishing oceans, Shetland’s northwest corner offers unparalleled experiences.

At Eshaness (an hour’s drive from Lerwick), unpick Shetland’s volcanic past and stand on the best cross-section through a volcano. Hike the tundra-like landscape of Ronas Hill (or Rönies Hill), Shetland’s highest point (451m), where rare Arctic alpine plants cling to the rocky hillsides; park on Collafirth Hill for the shortest ascent. Beyond Ronas Hill, venture to the Lang Ayre, one of Shetland’s longest and most isolated beaches, made of red granite pebbles. This is an unparalleled, if challenging, hike, flanked by sheer red cliffs and rugged scenery.

At Mavis Grind, the gateway to Northmavine, a geowall interprets the mind-boggling geology, and the Mainland almost splits where the North Sea meets the North Atlantic – allowing no more than the main road to pass.

Appearing from its rugged moorland surrounds, Ollaberry unfolds like a green jewel. Visit the Walls Boundary Fault – part of the Great Glen Fault – a series of splits in the Earth’s crust.

Other incredible walks include the Hams of Muckle Roe, Uyea, Fethaland and the Ness of Hillswick, all with breathtaking scenery, wildlife and the rugged charm of these northern islands.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE WESTSIDE

The Taing This spacious self-catering house is oozing with personality and offers the perfect rural retreat. £££

Westshore An architectural dream, this self-catering accommodation is an excellent base for a hiking holiday. £££

Skeld Caravan Site & Campsite A modern, well-equipped site in Skeld offering hard-standing areas for motorhomes and caravans and tent pitches. £


Shetland’s Rural Up Helly Aa & Fire Festival Dates

Lerwick’s Up Helly Aa may be the largest, but each of Shetland’s communities has its own fiery festival

Scalloway Fire Festival (January)

Lerwick Up Helly Aa and Junior Up Helly Aa (January)

Nesting & Girlsta, Uyeasound, Northmavine, Bressay, Cullivoe, Norwick Up Helly Aa (February)

Delting, Walls Junior, South Mainland Up Helly Aa (March)



WHERE TO EAT UP NORTH

Busta House Hotel Half an hour from Lerwick and tucked away on the shores of Busta Voe is Shetland’s most beautiful historic hotel. ££

Braewick Cafe & Caravan Park With outstanding panoramic views of the Drongs (sea stacks), this family-run cafe serves fantastic local produce. £

Braewick Cafe & Caravan Park In Brae, Britain’s most northerly fish and chip shop serves the freshest fish from Shetland’s fleet of local fishing boats. £


SHETLAND WOOL WEEK

Discover more about Shetland’s annual Wool Week festival celebrating knitting heritage, past and present.



Island-Hopper – Unst

Unforgettable wildlife, hiking and archaeology

Most visitors want to make the pilgrimage to Unst given that it’s the UK’s most northerly point.

With outstanding wildlife, mind-blowing geology, incredible hikes, the 'most-northerly-almost-everything' and the highest density of Viking sites in the world – including Scandinavia – Unst is unmissable.

It’s often argued – although neighbouring Fetlar would dispute this – that the Vikings' first UK landfall was Unst. The island is strewn with the remains of Viking and later Norse habitation, dating back to the 9th century. The remains of at least 60 longhouses exist on the island, including the excavated sites at Hamar, Underhoull, Belmont and Sandwick Beach (Eastings). But it’s not all Vikings – be sure to stop at the Neolithic Lund Standing Stone, Underhoull’s Iron Age broch and the late-16th-century Muness Castle.

The island’s history is lovingly told at the Unst Heritage Centre and Unst Boat Haven museum – and visitors always take a holiday snap at Bobby’s Bus Shelter, a fun-filled bus stop that changes themes every year.

For hikers and wildlife lovers, the island is a treasure. Hike to Hermaness and view Muckle Flugga, the UK’s most northerly point, or search for the endemic Edmondston’s chickweed at the Keen of Hamar nature reserve.

If you want to spot wildlife – particularly the elusive Eurasian otter – book a tour with Shetland Nature.

Saxa Vord Distillery – the most northerly gin producer in the UK – produces island-inspired flavours, so be sure to have a tipple!


Best Campsites in Shetland

Gardiesfauld Hostel Caravan & Campsite, Unst

Overlooking the beach at Uyeasound, this is a great place to spot otters. Book well in advance.

Burravoe Pier Trust Caravan & Campsite, Yell

At the Burravoe pier is this sheltered site with some great surrounding walks. No prebooking.

Braewick Cafe & Caravan Park, North Mainland

This exposed North Mainland site enjoys some of the best views – the cafe is fantastic!

Bridge End Outdoor Centre & Caravan Park, Burra

In a central location on the island of Burra, this picturesque site offers a great base.

Cunningsburgh Touring Park, South Mainland

Centrally located site with modern services that’s perfect for exploring the South Mainland.



Island-Hopper – Yell & Fetlar

Unlocking the North Isles

The moody moorlands and an interior bereft of colour could fool visitors into thinking that Yell has little to offer. But this is far from true, so get off the main road and explore the beautiful east coast. Discover the beaches of West Sandwick, Gossabrough and Sands of Breckon. Soak up the history at the Old Haa Museum. Hike to the White Wife and Burraness Broch or visit the Gloup Fishermen’s Memorial, a dedication to the 58 men who lost their lives in the Gloup Disaster of 1881.

With a summer palette of vibrant colour that gives rise to its name the 'Garden of Shetland’, Fetlar has provided a fertile haven for settlers since prehistoric times. This is evident in the archaeology scattered across the island, from the Iron Age brochs at Houbie to the Haltadans Stone Circle and a Viking boat burial site, excavated by TV’s Time Team. Discover the heartbreaking history of clearances and rich storytelling tradition at the Fetlar Interpretive Centre. Be sure to walk to the unusual laird’s folly at Gruting, a unique, if unusual roundhouse, and the Snap, a gravity-defying natural arch. The area around the Mires of Funzie are home to the red-necked phalarope. Incredibly, they winter near the Galapagos Islands, making an annual journey back to Fetlar each year.
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Shetland TV Series

Shetland has become increasingly popular in recent years thanks to the islands’ starring role in the Shetland TV series, a fictional crime drama based on the popular novels by author Ann Cleeves, planting the islands on the worldwide stage. The main character, Detective Inspector Jimmy Perez, comes from Fair Isle, and several episodes were filmed in the isle, showcasing its allure and natural beauty. Douglas Henshall, who plays DI Perez, has become a real advocate for the island in recent years, championing fundraising efforts for Fair Isle’s world-famous Bird Observatory. Across Shetland, fans of the show will find filming locations and landscapes made famous on the screen in this hit drama.



WHERE TO STAY IN UNST

Noosthamar Holiday Cottage Overlooking the beautiful Burrafirth Beach, this traditional cottage has been lovingly renovated with a modern feel. £££

Belmont House Stay in a traditional 18th-century Georgian country house. Book exclusive use throughout peak season or cosy B&B off-peak. £££

Peerie Neuk Following the tiny house movement, this eco-friendly home in Haroldswick offers simplicity, style and charm. ££


Getting Around

Oil money has meant that Shetland has a good road network, and subsidised inter-island travel means lower fares than in Orkney. Most rural roads are single carriageways with passing places that are easy to navigate once you get the hang of ‘passing place etiquette’.

Buses provide links to all corners of Shetland, but note that the bus stop may still be several miles from that beauty spot you want to visit. Buses are provided by ZetTrans (zettrans.org.uk).

Shetland’s trio of North Isles – Yell, Unst and Fetlar – are accessible by inter-island ferry. On the Mainland, a short 15-minute crossing from Toft, takes visitors to Yell. From Gutcher (in the north of Yell), onward ferries plough across Bluemull Sound to Unst and Fetlar. These islands are all best discovered by car, as public transport is limited – but not impossible – in the isles.

There are a further six inter-island ferries linking the Mainland to the outlying islands of Whalsay, Skerries, Bressay, Papa Stour, Fair Isle and Foula. Ferries to the North Isles, Whalsay and Bressay are daily, with multiple sailings. Ferries to Skerries, Papa Stour, Fair Isle and Foula are less frequent, and booking is required. (All but the Fair Isle and Foula ferries are ro-ro car ferries; shetland.gov.uk/ferries).

Tingwall Airport operates several flights a week to Fair Isle and Foula with Airtask (airtask.com).








TOOLKIT

The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Scotland. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Scotland and get the most out of your trip.


[image: jpg]

Hiking, Eildon Hills | lucentius/Getty Images ©


Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Accessible Travel

Nuts & Bolts







Arriving

Edinburgh Airport is Scotland’s largest airport and the key entry point for most visitors, located 8 miles from the city centre. The airport has one terminal: international passengers go through passport control and domestic arrivals go straight to baggage reclaim. There are toilets in the arrivals areas; shops and cafes are in the main terminal after you’ve collected your bags. Glasgow International Airport also handles international and domestic flights.
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Visas

For stays under six months, visas are generally not required, but some nationalities must apply for a Standard Visit visa: check online to be sure. Scotland is no longer part of the EU.




Passport Control

Join one of three queuing areas, divided by nationality: EEA and Swiss Nationals with chipped passports can use the E-Gates. Book fastTRACK Passport Control on the airport website for access to a dedicated lane.




Wi-fi

Free wi-fi is available throughout Edinburgh Airport for up to two hours per day. Locate the network then create an account for access; connection can be slow at times.




Cash & Currency

ATMs are located in the arrivals areas. Shops and all onward transport providers will accept card payments. For the best currency exchange rates, wait until you’re in the city centre.



Public transport from airport to city centre
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Trams & Tribulations

Delivered three years behind schedule, hideously overbudget (by £400 million) and covering only half of the planned route, the first stage of the controversial Edinburgh Trams project launched in 2014, connecting Edinburgh Airport and the city centre. In 2020 construction resumed to complete the full route down to the waterfront, causing a huge impact on the Leith area: the local businesses, flow of traffic, bus stops and walking routes. Despite the myriad of problems and strong opposition, once finally complete (due spring 2023), the trams will provide a smooth and convenient connection between Edinburgh Airport and Leith/Newhaven for locals and visitors alike.



Getting Around

Hop in a hire car for the ultimate Scottish road trip or simply sit back and take advantage of the extensive public transport network.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental From £20/day

Petrol Approx £1.70/litre

Flight from Glasgow to Barra From £100 return

Train ticket from Edinburgh to Inverness About £60 off-peak return



Bus & Train

Travelling Scotland on public transport is a relaxing, rewarding experience. Trains and buses depart from main cities and towns to tourist destinations and ferry ports for the islands. Local buses operate in rural areas and on the islands.

Hiring a Car

Car hire in Scotland is available from main cities and airports, and is usually charged per 24 hours; be sure to check the pick-up and drop-off times. Demand is very high during the summer months; automatic vehicles are more limited and expensive. Book well in advance.


TIP

Check out the Spirit of Scotland travel pass for unlimited travel by train, bus and ferry, starting from £149.



Driving Conditions

Expect to negotiate a mixture of motorways, main roads and minor roads, including narrow, winding, single-track roads with tight corners. Drive slowly and cautiously, especially in bad weather. Research the driving etiquette, roundabouts and use of passing places before you arrive. Enjoy the epic scenery along the way!


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Speed limit is 70mph on motorways and dual carriageways, 60mph outside built-up areas and 30mph within built-up areas.

.05

Alcohol limit in Scotland is 22mcg per 100mL of breath.
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Buying Tickets

Book in advance to save money and reserve your seat. Sign up for ‘Ticket Alerts’ on TheTrainLine (thetrainline.com) to be notified when the best-priced train fares go on sale 12 weeks ahead. Book advanced-fare bus tickets on Citylink (citylink.co.uk) up to two days before travel.

Travel with Locals

On-board entertainment is supplied by the ever-changing landscapes, people-watching, and friendly encounters with bus drivers, locals and fellow travellers in Scotland. Particularly in rural communities, residents rely on the bus services for shopping and onward travels, and this gives you a glimpse into local life.

Plane

Loganair operates daily flights between Edinburgh, Glasgow, Inverness and Aberdeen, and the Scottish islands: Barra, Benbecula, Islay, Lewis, Orkney, Shetland and Tiree. Most flights take around one hour. From Oban Airport, Hebridean Air Services offers less frequent flights to Coll, Colonsay, Islay and Tiree.



Money

CURRENCY: GBP (£)

Card Payments

Credit and debit cards are widely accepted across Scotland. Since the pandemic, some places are card only. Small businesses and B&Bs might only take cash, so it’s worth checking before you arrive or make a purchase. Very few places will accept a signature; use Chip-and-PIN or contactless payment (up to £100).

Cash Withdrawals

It is useful to carry some cash for tipping, honesty boxes and businesses who don’t accept card payments. ATMs can be found in cities, towns and villages; make a withdrawal before you go anywhere remote. Notify your bank before you travel overseas to avoid any issues with card payments/withdrawals.

Tipping

Hotels £1 per bag is fine; tips for cleaning staff are at your discretion.

Restaurants 10% is standard; higher depending on the experience. Check that a service charge hasn’t already been added to the bill. Tips can sometimes be added to card payments, but take cash.

Taxis Not expected but it’s polite to tip £1 or round up to the nearest pound.
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HOW MUCH FOR A…

City walking tour £12

Return ferry from Oban to Mull £7.80

Entry to Edinburgh Castle £18

Off-peak single train fare from Glasgow to Fort William £34.50




Support Local

After surviving the pandemic, businesses in Scotland are now facing huge increases in operating and living costs, but tourism can have a hugely positive impact. Shop for local souvenirs, enjoy authentic experiences and do a good deed at the same time, by spending your money locally. Global chains and large supermarkets are familiar and convenient (sometimes cheaper too) but they don’t rely on tourism in the same way a small business does. Look out for independent shops, eateries, artists and makers instead; book tours, activities and accommodation with locals.



HOW TO… Save Money

The best tip is to plan and book everything well in advance, before demand is high and availability is low: accommodation, car hire and public transport. Travelling by bus is usually cheaper than the train; do a price comparison on fares before booking. Stay, eat and hang out in areas beyond the tourist hot spots and city centres; this is often where you’ll find the locals, cheaper pints and foodie gems.


LOCAL TIP

Check out Itison (itison.com) and Groupon (groupon.co.uk) for deals on attractions, pubs, restaurants and hotel stays, covering everything from afternoon tea and special events to romantic getaways and outdoor activities.





Accommodation

Historic Stays

Scotland’s history is everywhere, and you can sleep among it too. Castles are most sought after and there are many to choose from: luxury spa hotels, modern apartments, traditional B&Bs or even exclusive use. Less expensive are the historic inns with connections to famous characters through the centuries. Most old buildings will claim stories of ghostly sightings.

Find a Local B&B

Warm welcomes, personal stories and recommendations, thoughtful extras, and a home-cooked start to the day, which will most likely be a steaming bowl of porridge or a hearty ‘full Scottish’ breakfast. Staying with a local host or family reaps many rewards; experience the best hospitality and the comforts of a home away from home, while supporting a small business at the same time.

Go Glamping

Cute, quirky and often close to nature, glamping (glamorous camping) offers a unique escape without the effort involved in camping. Experiences range from basic pods, one step up from pitching a tent, to luxury, romantic hideaways with hot tubs, which are often more expensive than a hotel or B&B. Rest your head in a pod, shepherd’s hut, hobbit house, geodome, safari tent, treehouse or yurt.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a B&B £100

a hostel dorm £20

a shepherd’s hut £120
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Mountain Bothies

These old stone dwellings are found in remote locations and provide basic shelter for hill walkers: a hearth to light a fire; wooden platforms or the floor to sleep on; no lights, water or toilet facilities. The bothies are maintained by volunteers at the Mountain Bothies Association. Always abide by the ‘Bothy Code’, an unofficial rule of sharing whatever you bring: food, whisky, musical talent.



Budget-Friendly

Scotland has a huge range of hostels and bunkhouses all over the country, offering dorms, private and family rooms. Independently owned or managed by Hostelling Scotland (hostellingscotland.org.uk), the standard is typically high: clean and comfortable. Don’t be deterred by the ‘youth’ hostel title, all ages and backgrounds are welcome and it’s the perfect way to meet people and share travel tips with like-minded explorers.
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Camping Etiquette

Scotland’s ‘right to roam’ affords everyone the freedom to explore and camp, on the basis that they leave no trace. Sadly, this isn’t always the case. Popular beauty spots have experienced a number of issues: damage to the environment, illegal parking, litter, abandoned waste and camping gear. Local rangers are monitoring the problem and Forestry and Land Scotland now offer ‘Stay the Night’ motorhome parking. During peak season, permits are required to wild camp within certain zones of Loch Lomond & the Trossachs National Park.



Family Travel

Visitors travelling with babies, bigger kids and teenagers can breathe a sigh of relief; Scotland caters amazingly well for families. Adventure playgrounds, family-friendly festivals and attractions, exciting eateries and the great outdoors are where you’ll find bundles of fun, but rest assured, the important things are covered too: family discounts, baby facilities, well-equipped accommodation and easy-to-navigate public transport.


Deals & Discounts

Family passes and child prices are available for events, activities and attractions across Scotland. On public transport, children under the age of five usually travel for free with a fare-paying adult, while those aged five to 15 travel at a discounted rate; some bus services offer family day tickets. Consider staying in hostels for clean and comfortable family rooms and self-catering facilities at an affordable rate.

Activity Packs

Bookshops, attractions and gift shops around the country sell Scotland-themed sticker books, activity packs and nature tins with puzzles and games featuring famous Scottish people, places and wildlife; a fun and engaging way for children to learn about their surroundings.


Eating Out

Restaurants generally cater very well for families: kids menus with fun food and dessert options (smaller portions at reduced prices); games, puzzles and pencils or crayons; high chairs and baby-changing facilities. Some restaurants offer ‘kids eat free’ meals, usually in the cities.
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Family Fun

Camera Obscura and World of Illusions A weird and wonderful Edinburgh attraction with optical illusions, a vortex tunnel and incredible views.

Jacobite Steam Train An unforgettable scenic train journey, made famous by Harry Potter.

Boat Trip on Loch Ness Go monster hunting on the mysterious loch; sonar screens, snacks and stories on board.

Luskentyre Beach Flawless stretch of beach on Harris with the chance of spotting Highland cows and wild white horses.



Travelling with a Baby

Baby-changing Most public toilets, transport hubs, hotels, tourist attractions and large supermarkets have baby-changing facilities.

Breastfeeding Breastfeeding in public places is encouraged and promoted by the government. Look out for ‘Breastfeeding Friendly Scotland’ stickers at cafes and restaurants that take extra care with breastfeeding mums.

Prams Hilly historic streets and cobbles can be difficult with a pram or stroller. Consider a baby carrier for ease.



Health & Safe Travel

Insurance

Travel insurance is not mandatory to travel in Scotland, but it is strongly recommended. Look for a policy that covers you for medical care and flight cancellations. Free medical care is available to EU visitors with a valid European Health Insurance Card; a surcharge applies for those entering the UK for more than six months.
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Tick Bites

Ticks are tiny bloodsucking arachnids that feed on mammals and birds and will happily attach to passing humans. A small percentage carry Lyme disease, which can cause serious illness in humans. Don’t be put off exploring, just steer clear of long grass and foliage, cover up exposed skin, and check yourself thoroughly afterwards; remove with a ‘tick hook’ if necessary.

Solo Travel

Scotland is a welcoming and inclusive destination for solo travel; an easy country to navigate with friendly locals, where women and LGBTIQ+ solo travellers tend to feel safe. Muggings and harassment are rare, but like anywhere, common sense applies if you are out after dark. If you are solo hiking or wild swimming, let someone know your plans.


VACCINATIONS

No infectious disease vaccinations are currently required to travel in Scotland..



WILDLIFE ROAD SIGNS
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Deer Risk: Slow Down
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Caution Red Squirrels Crossing
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Caution Otters Crossing
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Caution Sheep Crossing

Stay Hydrated

Scotland’s notoriously high rainfall is collected in lochs and rivers, providing not only the water source for whisky, but also safe, high-quality drinking water, available straight from the tap. Carry a reusable water bottle and refill at aScottish Water ‘Top Up Tap’, found in streets, public parks and train stations across the country; search locations using the online map.


DEER IN HEADLIGHTS

Every year, when young deer are on the move during May and June, or when daylight hours slip away over autumn and winter, there is an increase in the number of road accidents involving deer. Most occur after sunset. Look out for deer up ahead and by the roadside, drive slowly and report any collisions to the police.





Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast (8am To 11am) Can be as light or as heavy as you like; locals love a cooked breakfast.

Lunch (noon to 2.30pm) Set-priced lunch menus are available at nice restaurants and are excellent value, or go for casual, comfort food.

Dinner (5pm to 9pm) More extensive and expensive menus are available at this time but there are also budget options and set-priced two- or three-course menus.
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Where to Eat

Cafes Open during the day, serving breakfast, lunch and hot drinks; go for a ‘full Scottish’ breakfast – or a bowl of soup.

Pubs Reasonably priced hearty food can be found in most of Scotland’s pubs. Think ‘Sunday’ roast or fish and chips.

Restaurants Covering a broad spectrum of experiences and cuisines to suit every taste and budget.

Bakeries Sweet and savoury home-baking; perfect for a cheap lunch or picnic.

Markets Local markets with street-food stalls are held weekly in certain locations.


WHISKY GLOSSARY

Scotch Whisky produced entirely in Scotland: made with barley, water and yeast; matured for at least three years in oak casks; bottled at a minimum 40% ABV (alcohol by volume).

Single malt whisky May contain different casks, but made at one singular distillery using malted barley: Laphroaig, Glenfiddich, Macallan.

Blended whisky A bottle containing whisky from more than one distillery: Johnnie Walker, Famous Grouse, Chivas Regal.

Peated whisky Whisky with a signature smoky flavour, created by peat smoke used to dry malted barley.

Age statement The age indicates the number of years the youngest whisky in the bottle has been matured in the cask.

Cask strength Bottled straight from the cask in its purest form; not diluted, as is standard. May require a few drops of water to enjoy!
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Honesty Boxes

They say honesty is the best policy, and this is certainly the case when it comes to rural Scotland’s heartwarming honesty system. When you’re driving or out walking, keep an eye out for novelty honesty boxes by the roadside. Honesty boxes come in many forms: brightly painted wooden cupboards and cabinets, classic red telephone boxes, old fridges (not plugged in, of course), cooler boxes and full-sized, walk-in sheds. The real surprise, however, is what lies within. It all started with fresh eggs from nearby farms, but now you’ll find all sorts of wonderful treats: cakes, brownies, scones, fudge, tablet (a Scottish sweet), pies, pastries, jam and mustard; all homemade by locals. Select your goodies, check the price list or suggested donation, then simply post your cash in the tin provided. Since the pandemic, some honesty boxes now provide online payment details; however it always pays to carry cash for such delicious discoveries.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Haggis main course £15

Bowl of Cullen skink £7

Fresh seafood platter for two £95

Takeaway fish and chips £11

Coffee £3.50

Dram of whisky (12yo) £4.50

Pint of beer £5



HOW TO… Party…with the Locals

How you drink, dance and be merry will largely depend on your location, the day of the week and the locals you encounter along the way. For plenty of pubs, modern music and club nights, the major cities are where the party’s at. Weekends typically see the younger crowd emerge from 9pm onwards, after gathering for the infamous (dangerous) ‘predrinks’ at someone’s house. Next it’s on to a pub or bar until around 11pm, when it becomes officially acceptable to hit the dance floor in a nightclub or music venue. The dress code is fairly relaxed in most places: go glam or extra ‘smart casual’ in upmarket venues. For something more low-key, opt for relaxed drinks in a local neighbourhood or hit the town midweek. Check online for concerts and festivals.

As you move from the Lowlands to the Highlands and islands, not only do the landscapes change, the culture does too. It always has done. Influenced by Gaelic roots and traditions, nights out are centred around live music and ceilidh dancing, bringing people together in pubs, hotels and community centres. Quieter nights call for drams and stories, perched at the bar with new pals. What never changes is the welcoming nature of the Scottish people and their enthusiasm for a few beverages; known and loved for many things, moderate drinking is not one of them. Prepare to be led astray.


Did you know?

Ceilidh (kay-lee) is the Gaelic word for ‘visit’; a social gathering that has evolved into a full-blown traditional party with folk music and dancing. Get involved and pick it up as you go along!
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Deep-Fried Dare

Scotland is no stranger to deep-fried food. Chip shops (chippies) have been serving up savoury deep-fried delicacies for decades, from classic fish and chips to the artery-tightening ‘pizza crunch’. Deep-fried chocolate, however, was one step too far; until the year 1995.

The story begins in a small chip shop in Stonehaven, where two local schoolboys were on their lunch break. John Davie dared his pal Brian McDonald to eat a deep-fried Mars Bar, if it were possible to craft such a thing. Behind the counter, Evelyne Balgowan curiously obliged, coating the chocolate bar in batter and submerging it in the hot, bubbly oil. The first deep-fried Mars Bar was born.

Little did they know, their creation was destined for global fame. News quickly got around, from local murmurs to international press. Soon the trend was set and the rest, as they say, is history. To this day, tourists still embark on a pilgrimage to the Aberdeenshire coast to visit the Carron Fish Bar (formerly the Haven Chip Bar), where the deep-fried dessert was invented. If you’re not willing to travel that far, find a chippie in the city instead; some will even top it off with ice cream. Is it worth trying? Sure. Golden, crispy batter filled with melted chocolate and caramel isn’t as offensive as it sounds. Sickly, yes. A potential health hazard? Affirmative. Most Scots consume deep-fried dishes far less often than their reputation suggests and for visitors, this unofficial national dish is a one-time wonder.





Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Leave No Trace

Freely explore Scotland’s epic outdoors, from countryside and coastline to mountaintops and lochs, with the Right to Roam; carry extra bags for your litter and leave the environment exactly as you found it.

Public Transport

Relax into your seat on the train or bus and prepare, eagerly anticipating the scenic journey ahead. Scotland is a dream to travel on public transport, reducing emissions and traffic congestion at the same time.

Shoulder Season

Experience the explosion of autumnal amber on the trees, magical, snow-glazed wintry scenes or the quilt of spring wildflowers across the land; at the same time you’ll be supporting tourism businesses year-round and reducing crowds during peak season.
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Gifts & Crafts

Source unique, lovingly handmade gifts and souvenirs from small independent retailers, honesty boxes, and directly from local artists and makers. Check out Isle20 (isle20.com), a social enterprise promoting the creative communities on the Scottish islands.
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Tour an organic, forward-thinking, independent whisky distillery on the quiet Morvern peninsula. In 2022 Nc’nean Distillery became the first distillery in the UK to achieve net zero emissions.




Comb the coast on a seaweed-foraging and cooking course with East Neuk Seaweed or join highly acclaimed Wedgwood the Restaurant for a wild-foraging experience, followed by lunch, cooked with your findings.
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Give Back

If you have time to spare, get out in the fresh (sea) air and meet new people, helping remove plastic and litter on an organised beach clean with Keep Scotland Beautiful or the Marine Conservation Society.

Sustainable Food

Feast on delicious fresh ingredients and traceable, seasonal produce with very few ‘food miles’. Look out for menus featuring freshly caught sustainable shellfish, wild Highland venison, and homegrown or locally sourced fruit and veg.


Wander through the unusual, colourful Findhorn Ecovillage, a spiritual, sustainable settlement on the Moray coast.




Discover one of the most diverse marine environments in Scotland on the Argyll Snorkel Trail.



[image: jpg]

Ermak Oksana/Shutterstock ©

Ecostays

Rest your head somewhere quirky, cosy, eccentric and, best of all, sustainable: the remote Loch Ossian Youth Hostel; the hand-built Hobbit ‘Hideaway Under the Stars’ in Speyside; or Saorsa 1875, the UK’s first vegan hotel.


97%

In 2020, 97% of Scotland’s gross electricity consumption was provided by renewable energy. The Scottish Government aims to generate 50% of Scotland’s overall energy consumption from renewable sources by 2030 and 100% by 2050.




RESOURCES

keepscotlandbeautiful.org For volunteering opportunities and events around reducing litter, waste and the impacts of climate change.

outdooraccess-scotland.scot Detailed guidance on how to enjoy the outdoors responsibly and respectfully.

scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk To learn about the charity’s conservation projects and locate wildlife reserves and visitor centres around Scotland.





LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Scotland is a progressive and inclusive nation, where LGBTIQ+ rights are protected by the Equality Act 2010, and the first same-sex marriages were celebrated across the country in December 2014. Like anywhere, however, prejudice sadly still exists: more work must be done to improve this but overall the community is thriving and LGBTIQ+ travellers generally feel safe and welcome.


Scottish Pride

The largest events, Pride Edinburgh (prideedinburgh.co.uk) and Pride Glasgow (prideglasgow.com), are held annually in June, both on the same day. A celebration of love, diversity and equality, the streets erupt into a fun and flamboyant display of costumes and rainbow flags at the epic Pride parade; the party continues into the night at various pubs and clubs. Smaller gatherings take place around the country, from Aberdeen to Arran, Oban to Elgin, Perth to Shetland; a positive and encouraging sign, particularly in rural areas with more traditional views.
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RURAL DRAG

Exploring the South of Scotland? The outrageous and hilarious world of drag has arrived in the quiet town of Dumfries, courtesy of drag icon and legendary host, Devine Tension. Expect sassy singing, camp cabaret and in-your-face fabulousness at special events and monthly club nights in Chancers Nightclub: a revolution for rural Scotland.




25 Years of Pride

Watch ‘OOR PRIDE’ on YouTube, a short film covering the history of Pride in Scotland and how it has evolved over the years; produced by filmmaker Lisa Emily Petersen, the story is brought to life through personal experiences shared by voices within the LGBTIQ+ community.



Gay-Friendly Nightlife

Head to the main cities for the best night out. Edinburgh’s most popular gay-friendly venues can be found close to Edinburgh Playhouse: CC Blooms, Habana, Planet and the Street. In Glasgow, deemed one of the most gay-friendly cities in Europe, a string of good-vibes, city-centre gay bars and clubs are within short walking distance: the Underground, Delmonica’s, AXM Glasgow and Polo Lounge.

Resources

Stay up to date with local LGBTIQ+ news and projects through Pink Saltire (pinksaltire.com), a development organisation and voice for the community based in Fife. LGBT Youth (lgbtyouth.org.uk) is Scotland’s national charity for 13- to 25-year-olds, delivering the LGBT Charter to schools, organisations and businesses to ensure inclusivity. LGBT Health & Wellbeing (lgbthealth.org.uk) offers mental health support, operates the LGBT helpline and organises social events.


Attitudes & Mindsets

While Scotland is considered an LGBTIQ+-friendly destination, there are still individuals with different views and closed mindsets, who may display rude or unkind behaviour.





Accessible Travel

Scotland is constantly making advances for accessibility in tourism, particularly in modern attractions, accommodations and modes of transport. Historic buildings, cobbled streets, and small B&Bs and guesthouses, on the other hand, can still be problematic. There are always improvements to be made.



Airport

Scottish airports offer special assistance for passengers with reduced mobility; prebook with your airline 48 hours before departure. Hidden disabilities lanyards are available at Edinburgh Airport; this notifies staff that the passenger may need extra support.




Accommodation

There are a growing number of accessible accommodation options in Scotland, but old buildings can prove challenging and information is sometimes vague. It is always worth contacting the host or hotel in advance for full details.




FESTIVALS & EVENTS

TRSNMT Festival in Glasgow and REW!ND in Perth both have accessible parking, toilets, viewing platforms and seating areas. The Enchanted Forest in Perthshire has introduced an Accessibility Bus for visitors with reduced mobility or additional needs.




THEATRE

ATG Tickets (atgtickets.com/access) offers excellent access services for shows at Edinburgh Playhouse and King’s Theatre Glasgow for a range of disabilities, including accessible seats, audio descriptions, touch tours, hearing assistance systems, relaxed performances and visual stories.



Ferries

Ferries to the islands can have steep stairs and boarding via the vehicle deck. Contact the CalMac Customer Services Team 48 hours in advance to request assistance and lift access.

Public Transport

ScotRail offers special assistance: prebook via the online booking form at least two hours in advance. Edinburgh trams and buses have ramps and dedicated wheelchair spaces. Wheelchair-adapted taxis are available but limited in number.
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CITY STREETS

Hills and cobbled streets can be tricky for visitors with reduced mobility, particularly in more historic areas. Mobility scooter hire is available in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Stirling.


Scotland’s beautiful beaches should be enjoyed by all, and there are charities and organisations around the country making that happen. Beach wheelchairs are available for free use at Portobello, North Berwick, St Andrews, Aberdeen, Dornoch and the Isle of Tiree.





Nuts & Bolts

Smoking

Smoking, plus the use of e-cigarettes, is prohibited in all enclosed public places in Scotland including airports, train stations, bus stations and sports stadiums. Some bars, nightclubs and hostels have outdoor smoking areas and beer gardens.

Toilets

Public toilets aren’t always easy to find, unless you’re in a city, town, touristy area or transport hub. Most toilets are free, some are managed and cleaned by local volunteers, and others charge a small fee or request a donation.

Internet

Free wi-fi is widely available in accommodation, public venues and on trains (often slow and unreliable).
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Weights & Measurements

Scotland uses the metric system with the exception of road distances (miles) and beer (pints).




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone UTC plus one hour

Country Code +44

Emergency Number 999

Population 5.45 million



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are nine legally recognised ‘bank holidays’ in Scotland but not all of them are acknowledged as public holidays, like they are elsewhere in the UK. Public holidays vary from one local authority to another and the dates can change each year. These are the general public holidays that may affect opening hours for business and nonessential services.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Good Friday March or April

St Andrew’s Day 30 November

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December
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The Scotland

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Scottish life


A History of Scotland in 15 Places

Journey through blurred barriers from history and mystery, into the realms of myth, legend and folklore.

Kay Gillespie

Meet the Scottish

People from all over the world declare their love for the Scottish accent, but the question is…which one?

Kay Gillespie

Island Identity: Bound by the Sea, Tied Up in Words

Uncover why language is rooted in much more than just the spoken word of Scotland’s islands.

Laurie Goodlad

Rewilding the Highlands

Scotland’s native trees have been uprooted and its wildlife hunted to extinction but the tables are now turning.

Mike MacEacheran

Glasgow’s School of Rock

Uncover why the city has a disproportionate influence on the world’s popular music scene.

Mike MacEacheran
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A HISTORY OF SCOTLAND IN
15 PLACES

Don’t just take Scotland at face value. To really know a place is to go beyond the pretty facade: to trace the timeline and grasp the past, to understand its bearing on the here and now. Journey through blurred barriers from history and mystery, into the realms of myth, legend and folklore.


SCOTLAND’S PAST IS anything but uneventful. The history here is all-around and ever-present, with sites and discoveries that are geographically close, yet their stories are separated by centuries, millennia and even millions of years. The first hunter-gatherers arrived following the end of the last ice age but it was settlers from the Neolithic era onwards that left the most obvious clues of their existence: chambered tombs, prehistoric graffiti, standing stones, brochs (defensive towers), forts and a complete village.

Since then Scotland has been a revolving door for countless characters, armies and empires: the Picts and the Romans, Highland clans and Lords of the Isles, heroes and outlaws, kings and just one queen; not to mention the fearsome Viking raiders who went on to settle and integrate, leaving an indelible imprint on the identity of the islands in particular.

Prepare for edge-of-your-seat action and tear-jerking tales, passed down through written records, stories and song: romance and rebellions, loyalty and betrayal, battles and bloodshed; events that have inspired books, films, TV series and Scotland’s very own home-grown literary legends. Delve into the conflict and complexities, from the historic tug-of-war between Scotland and England, to the contemporary politics that currently divide the nation.

1. Highland Boundary Fault

LANDSCAPE DIVIDER

Let’s begin with the very foundation of it all; an ancient structure, almost half a billion years old, that still has an effect on the country we know today. This major fault line cuts across Scotland, from the Isle of Arran in the west, to Stonehaven in the east; metamorphic rocks form mountainous landscapes to the north, in contrast to the younger, flat-lying sedimentary rocks to the south. It is Scotland’s greatest geological division, one that has shaped not only the land, but the distinct character and culture that separates the Highlands and Lowlands. Arran is known as ‘Scotland in Miniature’ as a result.

For more on Arran, see here

2. Skara Brae

PREHISTORIC LIVING

It’s said that in Orkney, if you take a spade to the ground, an archaeological site is discovered, and these islands certainly have some of the best Neolithic archaeology in Britain. Orkney’s Neolithic architecture has been recognised and awarded Unesco status for the ‘Heart of Neolithic Orkney’, made up of four sites, including the world-famous Skara Brae, a Neolithic village complex that remains one of the best-preserved examples of life 5000 years ago. With a cluster of houses interwoven together in a tight-knit community and showcasing incredible stone-built furniture, this site offers a window into the past on an unparalleled scale.

For more on Skara Brae, see here

3. Jarlshof Prehistoric & Norse Settlement

HISTORY IN LAYERS

Uncovered in the late 1800s by winter storms, this incredible site gives a tantalising glimpse into life in Shetland, spanning millennia. From the earliest Neolithic remains, every period from the Bronze Age, Iron Age through to medieval times are represented. Most notable are the Viking and Norse remains that give a fascinating insight into society at the time. Shetland became part of Scotland in 1469, but islanders still celebrate their Viking heritage in the show-stopping Up Helly Aa festivals that light up the dark winter months throughout the islands.

For more about Shetland’s heritage, see here

4. Iona Abbey

ROOTS OF RELIGION

In the year 563, St Columba, an Irish monk, and his 12 companions arrived on the shores of mainland Scotland, at Southend on the Kintyre peninsula. Their mission was to spread the word of Christianity in Scotland, starting with the Kingdom of Dál Riata. They travelled north and across to the Isle of Iona; it was here that St Columba established his monastery, on the site where the 13th-century Iona Abbey (pictured) sits today. It is believed the exquisitely illustrated Book of Kells was created here in the 9th century. Considered the birthplace of Christianity in Scotland, Iona has been a place of peace and pilgrimage ever since.

For more about Iona’s sacred sites, see here
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5. Loch Ness

LEGEND OF THE MONSTER

In 565, during St Columba’s quest to convert the Picts of Caledonia, he allegedly encountered an aquatic creature in the River Ness, ready to attack. St Columba raised his cross and banished the beast to the depths of Loch Ness, and this event is credited as the first recorded sighting of the Loch Ness monster. There have been many claimed sightings and even images since, including the famous ‘Surgeon’s Photograph’ from 1934; none of which has been officially verified. Five webcams have now been installed around the loch for monster-monitoring purposes; it’s available to livestream on the Visit Inverness Loch Ness website.

For more about Loch Ness, see here

6. Stirling Castle

POWER & CONTROL

Gracing written records as far back as 1107, Stirling Castle has many stories to tell. Strategically positioned close to the ford over the River Forth, the castle controlled access between the Highlands and Lowlands for centuries, and was highly sought-after for that reason. During the Wars of Independence, symbolised by rebel hero William Wallace, and later King Robert the Bruce, the castle switched hands eight times over five decades and secured a front-row, clifftop seat for all the live battle-action below: the Battle of Stirling Bridge in 1297 and the nearby Battle of Bannockburn in 1314.

For more about Stirling’s history, see here


7. Glasgow Cathedral

SHRINE TO A SAINT

A medieval marvel of gasp-worthy Gothic architecture, Glasgow Cathedral has many claims to fame. Miraculously unscathed by the Protestant Reformation of 1560, the cathedral is not only the oldest building in Glasgow, it is the oldest cathedral on the mainland and the largest place of worship in all of Scotland. Built on the believed burial site of St Mungo (6th-century founder and patron saint of Glasgow), the cathedral’s interior is a kaleidoscope of pillars, arches, stone carvings and stained-glass windows. A modern-day St Mungo is depicted in an incredible gable-end mural on the High St, a two-minute walk from the cathedral.

For more on Glasgow, see here

8. Culloden Battlefield

FALL OF THE CLANS

On 16 April 1746, the bleak and boggy expanse of Drummossie Moor secured its place in the history books, witnessing the last battle fought on British soil – the Battle of Culloden. It all began in 1688, when King James VII and II was forced to abdicate, kick-starting a series of Jacobite rebellions. In 1745 ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’, grandson of the deposed king, arrived in Scotland from France, to reclaim the throne for his family bloodline, the Stuart monarchy. After their brutal defeat at Culloden, the Jacobite cause was lost forever, irreversibly changing the course of history and the Highland way of life.

For more about the Culloden Battlefield, see here

9. Dunrobin Castle

THE FRUITS OF FORCED EVICTION

Far more glamorous and visually pleasing than a sombre battlefield, you’d have no idea that Dunrobin Castle owes its grandeur to one of the darkest periods in Scottish history, which unfolded in the aftermath of Culloden. Between 1807 and 1821, as many as 10,000 residents of the Sutherland Estate were evicted from their homes and crofting communities. They were either displaced to harshly exposed coastal villages to work in the unfamiliar fishing industry or boarded ships to colonies overseas, never to return. Sheep farming was a more profitable use of the land and the Duke of Sutherland funded his home renovations with the rewards.

For more on the Sutherland Clearances, see here

10. Dumfries

TALES OF A NATIONAL BARD

Poetic genius and national treasure, Rabbie Burns died aged just 37 in 1796; Robert Burns’ House in Dumfries is where he spent his final years. Famed for his fondness of Scotland and his reputation with its women, Burns lived a short yet profoundly impactful life; drinking, romancing, and penning poems and songs that are internationally known this day: ‘Tam o’ Shanter’, ‘A Red, Red Rose’ and ‘To a Mouse’. His legacy and literary talents are celebrated annually on Burns Night (25 January), and the words of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ are sung at the stroke of midnight on Hogmanay all around the world.

For more on Dumfries, see here

11. Abbotsford House

MASTER OF LITERARY TOURISM

This far-from-humble home is a lasting tribute to its former resident – Scotland’s 18th- and 19th-century celebrity poet, playwright and novelist, Sir Walter Scott; a man remembered not only for his timeless classics, but for his role in the revival of tartan, rediscovery of the long-lost Scottish crown jewels and the birth of the tourism industry. An avid explorer, Walter Scott’s famous works placed Scotland firmly on the ‘must-visit’ map, none more so than the record-breaking, bestselling poem, ‘The Lady of the Lake’ (1810), which vividly romanticised Loch Katrine and the Trossachs; a catalyst for the tourists, hotels, steamships and railway line that followed.

For more on Abbotsford House, see here

12. St Kilda

LIFE ON THE EDGE

Nowhere in Scotland offers a more startling glimpse into the realities and extremities of remote island life than the lonely archipelago of St Kilda (pictured above left), located 40 miles across rough seas from the Outer Hebrides. On the main island of Hirta, the population peaked at 180 during the 17th century, before a rapid decline. In a hostile environment, ransomed by the elements, islanders survived on a diet of seabirds and their eggs. Following periods of food shortages and a reduced self-sufficiency, the last 36 remaining residents were evacuated in 1930, at their own request. Their abandoned homes are a haunting sight to behold.

For more on St Kilda, see here

13. The Kelpies

STORIES IN STEEL

The story of the Kelpies, great labyrinths of steel and the largest equine sculptures in the world, is one that blends both fact and folklore. Legend tells us that kelpies are mythical shape-shifting water beasts, which take on the form of beautiful horses, to lure weary travellers to their fate. Rising 30m above the Forth & Clyde Canal, and designed by Scottish sculptor Andy Scott, the Kelpies were inspired by two real-life Clydesdale horses, Duke and Baron, who transported heavy goods along the canal during the Industrial Revolution; the 300-tonne steel structures also represent Falkirk’s historic links to the iron industry.

For more on the Kelpies, see here
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14. Dundee

CELEBRATING CREATIVITY & DESIGN

In 2014 Dundee became the UK’s first and only Unesco City of Design, in recognition of the city’s rich heritage and ongoing innovation; from video games and comic books to the eagerly anticipated V&A Dundee – Scotland’s design museum – which opened in 2018. Like a contemporary ship, beached on the banks of the River Tay, the building’s sharp and linear form is inspired by the sheer cliffs of Scotland’s northeast coast. Designed by internationally acclaimed Japanese architect Kengo Kuma, the museum features a permanent exhibition showcasing internationally significant Scottish design; the reconstructed Glasgow Ingram Street Tearoom by Rennie Mackintosh is a highlight.

For more on Dundee, see here
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15.Scottish Parliament Building

WHERE THE PAST MEETS THE PRESENT

From this corner of the capital, at the bottom end of the historic Royal Mile, a trio of contrasting, historically meaningful sites sit side-by-side, spanning an incomprehensible scale of time within one single view. Firstly, there’s Arthur’s Seat, the city’s most iconic volcanic stage, which last erupted some 340 million years ago. Next, the Palace of Holyroodhouse, royal residence for more than five centuries, complete with a ruined 12th-century abbey. Lastly and starkly juxtaposed, the (some would argue) garishly modern, 21st-century Scottish Parliament Building (pictured above right), where debates are held in the chamber within, and crowds gather outside at protests and rallies for Scottish independence.

For more on the Scottish Parliament Building, see here





MEET THE
SCOTTISH

People from all over the world declare their love for the Scottish accent, but the question is…which one? KAY GILLESPIE introduces her people.


For a country smaller than the US state of South Carolina, Scotland has three main languages, more than 10 distinctive dialects and a wild variety of accents to keep you conversationally entertained and thoroughly confused.

There’s northeast Scotland, where the Scots dialect of Doric is widely spoken; unfamiliar phrases roll off the tongue at a rate that even most Scottish people can’t decipher. The sing-song, lullaby lilt in the Outer Hebrides is a treat for the ears; even better when it’s native Gaelic speakers conversing in the village shop.

People & Languages

Scotland has an estimated population of 5.45 million. In the 2011 census, 5.1 million said they speak English, more than 1.5 million said they speak Scots, while just 57,000 speak Gaelic; efforts are being made to revive the Gaelic language.

The cities are a whole different story. We, of course, speak English; delivered at high velocity, seasoned with slang and swear words, and accelerated by alcohol or excitement. Refer to Trainspotting for Edinburgh lingo, and for Glasgow, when in doubt, just smile and nod. Whatever the accent, don’t make fun of us. Instead, wait for our invitation to do an impersonation, so that we can make fun of you.
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Just like our words, expressions and pronunciations, there are obvious cultural contrasts from one region to the next. Most of us share a fierce pride for our country, but this is amplified the further you travel from the Lowland cities; you’ll find places where the people strongly identify with their roots and traditions: Gaelic in the Highlands and islands, Norse in the Northern Isles. This shapes their way of life: the stories they learn and the instruments they play; their celebrations and sense of community.
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Overseas visitors travel thousands of miles to trace their family heritage, while most city dwellers have little interest in their clan, or whether they even belong to one. Scottish history was sparingly featured in my Edinburgh school curriculum, and if I’d dared to feature a traditional ceilidh at my 18th birthday party, I’d have been dancing on my own.
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Universally, our moods are dictated by the weather; ‘taps aff’ (tops off) and big smiles when the sun appears or perpetual pessimism when it’s pouring down. Either way, we all love to talk about it and announce the current conditions on social media, like a weather broadcast.
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More than anything, we’re known for our friendly demeanour and helpful nature. ‘Highland hospitality’ is a centuries-old social code that remains today; people will go out of their way to make you feel welcome. Rural taxi drivers (elusive as they are) will proudly share random local facts like a playlist on shuffle, and the seemingly stern old soul in the local pub will be your best pal by the end of the night, even if you’re struggling to understand his accent.


I love Scotland, but it wasn’t always that way

Given my passion for Scotland, people often assume I was raised on outdoor adventures and holidays in the homeland, or that I have interesting Scottish ancestry to report. The truth is, I can’t claim any of those things. Stuck firmly in the complacency category, I once favoured foreign escapes over domestic discoveries, and I know I’m not alone. In my early 20s, I was offered an alternative job to the one I had applied for; the chance to guide backpackers on bus tours around the Highlands and Isle of Skye, despite having never been. I reluctantly agreed, and it changed my life forever. I’m now extensively travelled and endlessly captivated by Scotland’s scenery, seascapes, stories and shifting light. Post-pandemic, when international travel restrictions remained, fellow Scots were forced to explore their own country; many were late bloomers, like me. I’ll never forget seeing it all for the first time, and I’m sure they won’t either.







ISLAND IDENTITY
BOUND BY THE SEA, TIED UP IN WORDS

Uncover why language is rooted in much more than just the spoken word of Scotland’s islands. By Laurie Goodlad


SO MUCH UNDERSTANDING of our islands is bound up in language. The history, the hopes and dreams of communities woven into an intricate web of words, providing strength, constancy and the familiar through ages of great change. But why does this matter, and to what extent does language shape our island identities?

It matters because when we lose a language, we lose more than simply words and phrases. A slice of cultural heritage disappears, too. We lose the diversity of literature, poetry, drama, art, songs, expressions and oral tradition. These are the very things that shape island identities, the fabric that underpins a culture and adds richness to life.
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Languages add layers to societies. They give meaning to heritage and bestow pride in place. As well as defining people and their cultures, language is the thread that holds a community together; sewing lives, experiences and history into one. The essence of community and island identity is deeply rooted in language, supporting the tree of life itself, and the real threat comes from the erosion of language.

Our islands bring this broader reality into sharp focus. Life is magnified through the lens of our island communities and, eventually, the loss of language – the rot – will spread across Scotland, across the world, and the statistics are staggering. Every two weeks, a language dies with its last speaker. Between 6000 to 7000 languages are currently spoken worldwide, and within the next 100 years, 50% to 90% will become extinct.
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Scotland is not simply a nation; it’s a melting pot of diverse cultures and an archipelago of over 900 islands. The greater percentage are found in the Northern Isles and the Inner and Outer Hebrides, and this rich tapestry of islands, inlets, reefs and stacks – many only accessible to the wildlife that inhabit them – varies from small sea-ravaged skerries to great land masses. Scotland’s coastline alone represents almost 70% of the UK coast, both mysterious and alluring uninhabited places and vibrant communities, each with a distinct voice. And just as these places are on the frontier of climate change and coastal erosion, they’re also at the forefront of a language extinction.

From Arran in the south to Unst in the north, each island is unique. Harbouring a diverse culture underpinned by a distinct language, words are descriptors for every square inch of land: place names and crofts to flora and fauna, poetry and prose to screen and song. From the gentle lilt of the Orcadian speaker to the Gaelic of Tiree, each island sings its own song. No matter what island you visit – large or small – there’s something visceral in the air that whispers in the wind to visitors that they’ve landed in a place independent of another, bound by a liminal force and cradled, like a child in the womb, by the sea that surrounds it.

Yet many things that make islands unique, that forge community and give a sense of identity, are changing. Take language in Shetland and Orkney. The Old Norse language, known as Norn, spoken until a few hundred years ago, now only survives in remnant form. Once a fireside language, its use has been relegated to history as scattered phrases in old books held in dusty libraries.

FROM THE GENTLE LILT OF THE ORCADIAN SPEAKER TO THE GAELIC OF TIREE, EACH ISLAND SINGS ITS OWN SONG.

Gaelic, a language synonymous with the Highlands and Islands, is also threatened. Rhoda Meek wrote a poignant essay, ‘Let My Language Die with Dignity’, highlighting the continual erosion of Gaelic. She describes how Gaelic as a living community language is dying. ‘The illness is terminal. Gaelic as a language may survive, but Gaelic as a key to an entire culture, a way of being, an approach to life, a lens through which the world is seen: that is not going to make it.’

She continues that ‘The Highlands and Islands – specifically the islands – have become the last outpost of the way of life and culture which gives the Gaelic language its voice.’ And that ‘The Gaelic I speak is in the soil. In the sea. In the nature around me. It is in the place-names, the history, the stories, the memories, the wind, the birds and the flowers.’

[image: jpg]

Scottish storytelling | Bert Hardy/Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images ©

The loss of our island languages will be catastrophic.

Scotland’s islands have remained a source of inspiration and intrigue for generations. From the artists and crafters who live and breathe the landscapes – immortalising them to paper, screen and song – to the writers who treat islands as characters in narratives of adventure, murder and mystery.
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The languages of our islands, and the songs they sing, with all their beautiful intonations and nuances, should be celebrated, protected and preserved because, without them, we rip the very heart from the communities we hold so dearly.

We are only left to wonder, what will our islands’ final swan song sound like?





REWILDING THE
HIGHLANDS

Scotland’s native trees have been uprooted and its wildlife hunted to extinction but the tables are now turning. By Mike MacEacheran
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White-tailed eagle | Lakes4life/Getty Images ©

THINK OF THE wilds of the Scottish Highlands and the imagination grasps for an austere landscape of bald hills, empty moorlands and rolling glens with only a frill of Caledonian pine forests. Largely, the geography constitutes a denuded land. And yet, it is entirely an artificial one.

Time-travel back to around 6000 years ago and the scene is completely different. Of Scots pine, rowan and oak trees thriving, and forests filled with now-vanished lynx, beaver and wild boar. For millennia, the woodlands were proving grounds for bears catching salmon from the rivers and roaming packs of wolf hunting Highland meadows for deer, elk and auroch, a recently extinct wild ox. Indeed, the Romans once called Scotland’s north ‘The Great Wood of Caledon’.

But through the centuries, this forest fell into sharp decline. First, because of Neolithic farmers who burned heath and pinewoods to encourage fresh heather growth for their grazing stock of cattle, goats and sheep. Then, their ancestors cut trees for timber and fuel, before Norse and Celtic peoples felled trees for ships and houses. By the time of the Highland Clearances in the 18th century, sheep farming had consumed the landscape and forest cover was at an all-time low. The cold, wet climate, which helped peat bogs spread, didn’t help. And with timber essential for the war effort during the 20th century, neither did two world wars.

Now the fight back has begun. Moves to restore the central and northern Highlands to its original form by replanting and restoring vanished species is gathering momentum, and there is now huge vested interest in restoring native Scottish woodlands.

AS PART OF THE ASPIRING 30-YEAR INITIATIVE, TREES FOR LIFE IS NOW RESTORING HALF A MILLION ACRES OF WOODLANDS FROM LOCH NESS TO THE WEST COAST…

One such organisation spearheading the movement is Trees for Life, a nonprofit organisation on the Dundreggan Estate, near Glenmoriston west of Loch Ness. As well as regenerating multiple native woodlands since 2008, Trees for Life is behind the new, state-of-the-art Rewilding Centre to educate and inspire the public to ‘rewild’ themselves by connecting with nature. Here and around the estate, volunteer groups work throughout the year at the tree nursery to revive ancient pinewood and juniper forest.

More ambitious than that, however, is the nonprofit’s country-wide plans for the landscape-scale Affric Highlands – a project to help make Scotland the world’s first rewilded nation. As part of the aspiring 30-year initiative, Trees for Life is now restoring half a million acres of woodlands from Loch Ness to the west coast, absorbing Glens Cannich, Affric, Moriston and Shiel, and boosting habitat connectivity and species diversity. So far, so impressive. To date, two million native trees have already been planted.

One hour north of Inverness, further rewilding is in action. On the 36 sq mile Alladale Wilderness Reserve near the Dornoch Firth, extensive ecosystem-rebuilding goes hand in hand with peatland restoration and woodland replanting, with some one million trees planted in the past 15 years. Spin-offs at this utopian project have also grown year on year and part of the estate’s motivation is concentrated on attempts to reintroduce extinct or endangered species. The rewilding of European elk and wild boar had little success, but more fruitful have been efforts to re-establish keystone species such as red squirrel, white-tailed eagle and the threatened Scottish wildcat, also known as the Highland tiger. Even more earnest plans are also on the table to reintroduce wolves to the area.

It’s a long road ahead, with an uncertain climate future on the horizon, but one that’s so worth it.
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Scottish wildcat | NoodlePix/Getty Images ©





GLASGOW’S
SCHOOL OF ROCK

Uncover why the city has a disproportionate influence on the world’s popular music scene. By Mike MacEacheran
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Barrowland Ballrom | georgeclerk/Getty Images ©

UP A SCUZZY flight of red vinyl stairs, with song lyrics printed all the way from street level to stage, a rock ’n’ roll band can be heard, all drums and guitars, muffled like a blast of radio interference. Then, past the swinging doors, a 2000-strong crowd surges, and the former ballroom floor – one made of Canadian maple and sprung to help contain the pogoing music fans – becomes a bear pit of revellers. Next, after an hour or so, the lighting rig illuminates the stage for the encore and you’d swear you’re about to witness the second coming. Because this is not your normal rock venue. This is a show at Scotland’s most iconic live venue, the Barrowlands, and ground zero for the nation’s music scene.

It has been a long half-century since Glasgow first planted a flag as a world-class hub of popular music in the late 1970s. And ever since, music lovers on an aural adventure have been introduced to the likes of Simple Minds, Deacon Blue, Primal Scream, Texas, Teenage Fanclub, Franz Ferdinand, Biffy Clyro, Belle and Sebastian, Snow Patrol, Mogwai and the Vaselines, once described as Kurt Cobain’s favourite band in the world. The list goes on.

To some extent, such history can be traced back to the 1979 formation of Postcard Records, the music label that became a vehicle for the arty melodies of groups like Aztec Camera and Edwyn Collins’ Orange Juice. Two years earlier, the city council had banned punk – punk concerts, specifically – and a post-punk, new wave backlash was on the way. What followed was a raft of mainstream music that so many people still joyfully listen to today.

In part, this explains today’s Glasgow Music City Tours, insider trips around the city’s most prominent venues and clubs that emphasise Glasgow’s disproportionate influence on the global music scene – the city is just a tenth the size of London or New York, after all. On the tour, music lovers wind from the Royal Concert Hall, past the now defunct Apollo, where Glasgow-born band AC/DC recorded their first live album, to venues including the CCA, O2 Academy and Nice N Sleazy. A highlight is world-famous King Tuts’ Wah Wah Hut, the birthing point of Britpop superstars Oasis, and a venue from which every Scottish band from Travis to Chvrches has begun their chart assault.

GLASGOW’S MUSIC SCENE HAS LONG FLOURISHED AND CONTINUES TO DO SO…

While cities often tend to emphasise their locality, Glasgow has gone global. The UK’s first Unesco City of Music – a designation awarded in 2008 – and with the highest concentration of music students in the UK, its venues, music organisations, festivals, promoters, schools and colleges have formed a tightly knit scene that fosters a special kind of grounding.

‘Glasgow’s music scene has long flourished and continues to do so,’ says Fiona Shepherd, the brains behind Glasgow Music City Tours and the Scotsman newspaper’s music critic. ‘If you have lots of small venues, it gives a great opportunity for bands to have a platform – that’s what makes it special, the sense of community.’ Importantly too, cynicism, a notoriously Glaswegian trait, also helps curb the susceptibility for any band to have ideas above their station.

While the city’s success has been built on a deep-rooted music culture, DIY mythology and a can-do attitude, there’s more to the music scene than the buzz of guitars. Jazz, blues, hip-hop, classical and folk all have vibrant scenes, not least in the form of Celtic Connections, the folk, roots and world music festival that takes over the city every January. Started in 1994, and with an annual attendance of 130,000, it’s now the world’s largest winter music festival.

Come and visit and you’ll sing and dance, for a night at least.
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Glasgow band Chvrches | Roberto Ricciuti/Redferns/Getty Images ©
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“The most potent symbol of the Scottish capital, Edinburgh Castle has stood on the brooding crags high above the city for the best part of a millennium.”
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“As introductions go, it’s hard to find a better one than the breathtaking scenery on offer around the collapsed volcanic dome of Ben Nevis (1345m), Britain’s highest mountain.”
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FERRY

Inter-island ferries operate
throughout the region. Most

are vehicle ferries running
regularly, with some boarding
foot passengers only, soit’s
worth checking. Bookingin
advance is recommended
(particularly on Orkney Ferries).
Most Orkney ferries depart from
Kirkwall. Shetland's terminals
are generally rural,and a caris
advisable.

To Aberdeen

@ X

T
5
£

Several outer slands
(including Orkney'sNorth
Isles and Shetland's Fair sle -
and Foula) have air links from
Kirkwall Airport (Orkney) and
Tingwall Airport (Shetland).
The world's shortest
scheduled flight goes

between Westray and Papa
Westray in Orkney - taking
under two minutes!

q oNorthwall

Kirkwall

Founded by the Vikings
and dominated by the
imposing cathedral, this
is Orkney's largest town
and the main hub of
commerce.

®

CAR

Exploring by caris the best
option asit allows access to
areas notreachable by public
transport. Cars can be hired
ontheislands or brought in
onthe ferry. Many roads are
single carriageways with

' passing places.
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FERRY

Travelling between the mainland
Highlands and the distant
islands is easiest by ferry, either
as a foot passenger or with

your car. There are also flights
available to some of the islands,
but you'll likely want to hire a car
when you're there anyway.

CAR

By far the best way to explore
the northern Highlands and
islands, having your own four
wheels allows you to explore
further and wider, as well as
to stop whenever you like to
soak up the scenery.

BUS

The best option for those on
abudget, buses connect the
bigger towns such as Ullapool
and Portree to Inverness. There's
also atrain line up the east coast
to Wick. For smaller mainland
orisland destinations, you'll be
relying on infrequent local buses.
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Inverness & Central
Highlands

THE WILD HEART OF SCOTLAND

The ultimate Scottish scenery and
action-packed history; everything you
imagined and more. Mysterious lochs,
untamed wilderness, a mountain-laden

national park, the UK's highest peak,

and show-stopping Glen Coe; sites
of battles, burials and gruesome
massacres. Tranquilislands, white sand
beaches...and Invemess, capital of the
Highlands and gateway toadventure.

Southern Highlands
&Islands

Northern Highlands
&Islands
AWILD AND WINDSWEPT BEAUTY
Prepare to be blown away, both figuratively

Orkney & Shetland

SCOTLAND'S TRUE NORTH

Physically and culturally adrift
from the north of Scotland, Orkney
andShetland offer some of the
mostincredible wildlife, hikingand
archaeological sites in Scotland. Step

and literally. Roam the rugged north coast, sy s
i i Orkney & back in time and discover the Heart
comb paradise beaches wwtr_\ beauty beyond Shetland of Nealithic Orkney or hike through
measure, marvel at the magical on Skyeand Shetland's Geopark, discovering a
hop between theincredible islands of the by i P
Outer Hebrides. Expect castles, mountains, {andscape formed by fire and ice.
whisky...and the history of the Highland
Clearances along the way.
Northeast Scotland
SEASIDE CITIES, CASTLES AND WHISKY
Explore the often overlooked east coast,
Northern Highland from the cities of Dundee and Aberdeen,
orthern Highlands to the traditional fishing villages of the
&lslands Moray Firth. Follow atrailof castles around
Aberdeenshire and Pictish symbol stones in
Angus. Ventureinland to Speyside, a region
Northeast well known to whisky lovers, withno less
Scotland than 50 distilleries.

Inverness & the
Central Highlands

Central Scotland
CASTLES, HISTORY AND COASTAL TRAILS
This region has been at the centre of countless

SCENERY, WHISKY AND WILDLIFE

Road-trip and island-hop your way to
adventure and relaxation: watersports,
wildlife encounters, historic gems, star-
sprinkled dark skies and serene beaches

trimmed in turquoise. This immensely

diverse region is home to a national park,
remote peninsulas, a collection of stunning
islands and some of the country’s best
whisky, seafood and local larder.

Glasgow
GRITTY CITY ON THE UP
Go west from the capital to Glasgow; a city with
real soul and a proper Scottish sense of humour.
Arrive to the sound of buskers on Buchanan St;a
warm welcome to the city and introduction to its
renowned live music scene. Explore the mural trail,
museums, riverside and green spaces.

Southern Central
Highlands & Scotland
Islands
® S
Glasgow Edinburgh
Southern
Scotland

Southern Scotland
THE GREAT UNDERDOG

Southern Scotland is a true delight for
crowd-dodging explorers; from all the
drama of wind-stricken sea cliffs and
epic mountain-biking trails, to gentle
rolling countryside, quiet forest walks and
stargazing skies. Discover the rich heritage,
cluster of medieval abbeys and whispers of
Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott.

events throughout history. Here you'll find small
cities, mighty castles, a palace where ancient
kings were crowned, monuments and battle
sites as well as colourful fishing villages in Fife,
with fantastic local produce everywhere and
the historic ‘home of golf.

Edinburgh

SCOTLAND'S MULTILAYERED CAPITAL

Edinburgh willinstantly win your heart with
enchanting architecture, cosy pubs, volcanic
viewpoints, lively history and the iconic
Edinburgh Castle: the focal point of all of it,
perched dramatically atop ancient rock. Always
begin on the cobbled streets of the Old Townand
let yourimagination wander.
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