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Welcome to Scotland’s Highlands & Islands


The wild landscapes of Scotland’s Highlands and islands offer the ultimate escape – one of the last corners of Europe where you can discover genuine solitude.




Lonely Landscapes

Since the 19th century – when the first tourists began to arrive, inspired by the Romantic movement’s search for the sublime – the Scottish Highlands have been famed for their wild nature and majestic scenery. Today the region’s biggest draw remains its magnificent landscape. At almost every turn is a vista that will stop you in your tracks, from the bluebell woods, gentle hills and warm autumn colours of Loch Lomond and the Trossachs to the primeval grandeur of Coigach and Assynt, where pillared peaks rear above desolate expanses of gnarled and ancient gneiss. Keep your camera close at hand.




Outdoor Adventures

Scotland’s mountains, lochs and seaways offer some of the most rewarding outdoor adventures in Europe. As well as classic challenges such as the West Highland Way and the ascent of Ben Nevis, there are wilderness walks through the roadless wilds of Knoydart and Sutherland, and spectacular summits such as An Teallach, Stac Pollaidh and Suilven. Mountain bikers can enjoy a multitude of off-road routes, from easy trails through ancient pine forests to strenuous coast-to-coast rides, while the turbulent tidal waters around the Outer Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland provide the ultimate test of paddling mettle for sea-kayaking enthusiasts.




Legend & Tradition

Legend and tradition run deep in the Highlands. Crumbling forts and monastic cells were once home to Gaelic chieftains and Irish saints; lonely beaches and mountain passes once echoed to the clash of clan battles; and empty glens are still haunted by the ghosts of the Clearances. History is everywhere: in the tumbled stones of abandoned crofts preserved on a hillside like a fossil fragment; in the proud profile of broch and castle silhouetted against a Highland sunset; and in the Gaelic lilt of Hebridean speech and the Nordic twang of Shetland dialect.




A Taste of Scotland

Visitors will soon discover that Scotland’s restaurants have shaken off their old reputation for deep-fried food and unsmiling service and can now compete with the best in Europe. A new-found respect for top-quality local produce means that you can feast on fresh seafood mere hours after it was caught, beef and venison that was raised just a few miles away from your table, and vegetables that were grown in your hotel’s own organic garden. Top it all off with a dram of single malt whisky – rich, complex and evocative, the true taste of Scotland.
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Why I Love Scotland’s Highlands & Islands

By Neil Wilson, Writer

It’s the weather. Yes, seriously. We get four proper seasons here (sometimes all of them in one day) and that means that you get to enjoy the same landscapes over and over again in a range of different garbs – August hills clad in purple heather, native woodlands gilded with autumn colours, snow-patched winter mountains, and Hebridean machair sprinkled with a confetti of spring wildflowers. And the unpredictability of the weather means that even the wettest day can be suddenly transformed by parting clouds and slanting shafts of golden light. Sheer magic.

For more, see our writers
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Scotland’s Highlands & Islands’ Top 19


Whisky

Scotland’s national drink – from the Gaelic uisge bagh, meaning ‘water of life’ – has been distilled here for more than 500 years. More than 100 distilleries are still in operation, producing hundreds of varieties of single malt, and learning to distinguish the smoky, peaty whiskies of Islay, say, from the flowery, sherried malts of Speyside has become a hugely popular pastime. Many distilleries offer guided tours, rounded off with a tasting session, and ticking off the local varieties is a great way to explore the whisky-making regions.
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Top Experiences
Walking the West Highland Way

The best way to appreciate the scale and grandeur of Scotland’s landscapes is to walk them. Despite the wind and midges and drizzle, walking here is a pleasure, with numerous short- and long-distance trails, coastal paths and mountains begging to be trekked. Top of the wish list for many hikers is the 96-mile West Highland Way from Milngavie (near Glasgow) to Fort William, a challenging, weeklong walk through some of the country’s finest scenery, finishing in the shadow of its highest peak, Ben Nevis.
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Top Experiences
Castles

Whether you’re looking for grim, desolate stone fortresses looming in the mist, picture-postcard castles such as Eilean Donan, or luxurious palaces built in expansive grounds by lairds more concerned with status and show than with military might, the Highlands sport the full range of castles, reflecting the region’s turbulent history. Most castles have a story or 10 to tell of plots, intrigues, imprisonments and treachery, and a worryingly high percentage have a phantom rumoured to stalk their parapets.
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Top Experiences
Seafood

One of the great pleasures of a visit to Scotland is the opportunity to indulge in the rich harvest of the sea. The cold, clear waters around the Scottish coast provide some of the most sought-after seafood in Europe, with much of it being whisked straight from the quayside to waiting restaurant tables from London to Lisbon. Fortunately there are plenty of places to sample this bounty right here, with Oban topping the list of towns with more than their fair share of seafood restaurants.
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Top Experiences
Cuillin Hills

In a country famous for its stunning scenery, the Cuillin Hills take top prize. This range of craggy peaks is near-alpine in character, with knife-edge ridges, jagged pinnacles, scree-filled gullies and acres of naked rock. While they’re a paradise for experienced mountaineers, the higher reaches of the Cuillin are off limits to the majority of walkers. Not to worry – there are easier trails through the glens and into the corries, where walkers can soak up the views and share the landscape with red deer and golden eagles.
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Top Experiences
Whale Watching

Scotland is one of the best places in Europe for seeing marine wildlife. In high season many west-coast cruise operators, notably on the Isle of Mull, can almost guarantee sightings of Minke whales and porpoises, and the Moray Firth is famous for its resident population of bottlenose dolphins. Basking sharks – at up to 12m, the biggest fish to be found in British waters – are also commonly seen. And it’s not just the wildlife that makes a boat trip a must – don’t miss the chance to visit the Corryvreckan Whirlpool.
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Top Experiences
Picturesque Iona

Legend has it that when St Columba left Ireland in 563 to found a missionary outpost on Scotland’s west coast, he kept sailing until he found a spot where he could no longer see his homeland on the southern horizon. That place was the little jewel of Iona – Scotland’s most sacred island, and one of its most beautiful, with lush pastures bordered by granite rocks, white shell-sand beaches and shallow, turquoise waters. The Iona Community continues the island’s spiritual calling in an abbey on the site of Columba’s first chapel.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences
Glen Coe

Scotland’s most famous glen combines those two essential qualities of the Highland landscape – dramatic scenery and deep history. The peacefulness and beauty of this valley today belie the fact that it was the scene of a ruthless 17th-century massacre that saw the local MacDonalds murdered by soldiers of the Campbell clan. Some of the glen’s finest walks – to the Lost Valley, for example – follow the routes used by clansmen and women trying to flee their attackers, where many perished in the snow.
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FRANCESCO DE MARCO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





Top Experiences
Callanish Standing Stones

Few sights conjure up the mystery and romance of the Highlands and islands like the prehistoric monuments that punctuate the landscape from Orkney to the Western Isles. The 5000-year-old Callanish stones on the Isle of Lewis – contemporaries of the pyramids of Egypt – are the archetypal stone circle, with beautifully weathered slabs of banded gneiss arranged as if in worship around a central monolith. To experience the stones at dawn before the crowds arrive is to step back in time, and sense something deep and truly ancient.
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Top Experiences
The Road to the Isles

Immortalised in song and story, the Road to the Isles is the route from Fort William to Mallaig – jumping-off point for the Isle of Skye, the Small Isles and beyond to the Outer Hebrides. Steeped in Jacobite history – Bonnie Prince Charlie passed this way several times around 1745 – the route (followed by both road and railway) passes through some of Scotland’s finest scenery, with views over dazzling white-sand beaches and emerald waters to a horizon pricked by the sharp peaks of Eigg, Rum and Skye.
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Top Experiences
Island Hopping

Much of the unique character of western and northern Scotland is down to the expansive vistas of sea and islands – there are around 790 islands off Scotland’s coast, of which 94 are inhabited. A network of ferry services links these islands to the mainland and each other, and buying an Island Rover ticket provides a fascinating way to explore. It’s possible to hop all the way from Arran or Bute to the Outer Hebrides, touching the mainland only at Kintyre and Oban.
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Top Experiences
Climbing Ben Nevis

The allure of Britain’s highest peak is strong – around 100,000 people a year set off up the summit trail, though not all will make it to the top. Nevertheless, the highest Munro of them all is within the ability of anyone who’s reasonably fit – treat Ben Nevis with respect and your reward (weather permitting) will be a truly magnificent view and a great sense of achievement. Real walking enthusiasts can warm up by hiking the 96-mile West Highland Way first.
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Top Experiences
The Old Man of Hoy

From the Mull of Kintyre to Duncansby Head, the patient craftsmanship of the sea has whittled the Scottish coastline into a profusion of sea stacks, chasms and natural arches. Many stacks are nicknamed ‘old man’, but none compare to the grandest old man of them all. At 137m tall (a third taller than London’s Big Ben), the Old Man of Hoy is the tallest sea stack in Britain. Hike from Rackwick Bay for a spectacular view of the stack and, if you’re lucky, rock climbers in action.
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Top Experiences
Shetland Birdlife

Sparsely populated, and with large areas of wild land, Scotland is an important sanctuary for all sorts of wildlife. Amazing birdwatching is on offer throughout the country, but the seabird cities of the Shetland Islands take first prize for spectacle. From their first arrival on the sea cliffs in late spring to the raucous feeding frenzies of high summer, the vast colonies of gannets, guillemots, puffins and kittiwakes at Hermaness, Noss and Sumburgh Head provide one of British birdwatching’s most impressive experiences.
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Top Experiences
Sea Kayaking

The convoluted coastline and countless islands of Scotland’s western seaboard are widely recognised as one of the finest sea-kayaking areas in the world. Paddling your own canoe allows you to explore remote islands, inlets, creeks and beaches that are inaccessible on foot, and also provides an opportunity to get close to wildlife such as seals, otters, dolphins and seabirds. There are dozens of outfits offering guided kayaking tours for beginners, from a half day to a week, either camping on wild beaches or staying in comfortable B&Bs.
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Top Experiences
Beaches of South Harris

Scotland’s Highlands and islands are never going to be famous for bucket-and-spade seaside holidays, but when it comes to scenically spectacular beaches, the region is up there with the best. And the vast stretches of blinding white shell-sand that line the west coast of South Harris in the Outer Hebrides are among the most beautiful in Europe – grass-covered dunes sprinkled with pink and yellow wildflowers, clear sparkling waters that range in hue from turquoise to emerald, and sunset views that take your breath away.
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Top Experiences
North Coast 500

The Highlands abound in breathtaking views, but the far northwest truly stands apart. The North Coast 500 scenic drive, starting and finishing in Inverness, offers stunningly photogenic landscapes at every turn: mountain and sea are intimately entwined in a gloriously dramatic embrace, from the vertiginous sea cliffs of remote Cape Wrath to the distinctive pillared peaks and lonely lochs of Assynt, and the haunting, desolate beauty of Torridon. All of these, and the warm Scottish welcome found in classic Highland inns, make this an unforgettable corner of the country.
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Top Experiences
The Cairngorms

In the bare, boulder-strewn, 4000ft-high plateau of the Cairngorms, Scotland harbours its own little haven of sub-Arctic tundra. The haunt of ptarmigan, dotterel and snow bunting, red deer, mountain hare and reindeer, these austerely beautiful granite hills provide a year-round playground for wildlife watchers and adventure sports enthusiasts. In summer you can enjoy hiking and mountain biking on trails that wind through the ancient Caledonian pine forests, while in winter there’s skiing, snowboarding and full-on mountaineering on the snowy summits and icebound crags.
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Top Experiences
Ceilidhs

Evenings of traditional Scottish dancing (ceilidh, pronounced kay-li), with music provided by fiddles, bodhrans (handheld drums) and other instruments, have evolved into something of a tourist spectacle, but there are still plenty of places in the Highlands and islands, including Inverness, Ullapool and Knoydart, where they’re staged for locals rather than tourists – and visitors are always welcome. Don’t worry if you don’t know the steps; there’s usually a ‘caller’ to lead the dancers, and no one cares if you get it wrong as long as you’re enjoying yourself!
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Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide



Currency

pounds sterling (£)




Languages

English, Gaelic, Lallans




Visas

Generally not needed for stays of up to six months. Not a member of the Schengen Zone.




Money

ATMs widely available. Credit cards widely accepted.




Mobile Phones

Uses the GSM 900/1800 network. Local SIM cards can be used in European and Australian phones. Patchy coverage in remote areas.




Time

UTC/GMT plus one hour during summer daylight saving time; UTC/GMT the rest of the year.






When to Go

[image: 03-climate-shi4jpg]

High Season (Jul & Aug)

AAccommodation prices are 10% to 20% higher (book in advance if possible).

AWarmest time of the year, but often wet, too.

AMidges at their worst.

Shoulder (May, Jun & Sep)

AWildflowers and rhododendrons bloom in May and June.

ABest chance for dry weather; fewer midges.

AJune evenings have daylight till 11pm.

Low Season (Oct–Apr)

ARural attractions and accommodation are often closed.

ASnow on hills from November to March.

AIn December it gets dark at 4pm.

ACan be very cold and wet from November to March.




Useful Websites

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/scotland) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.

VisitScotland (www.visitscotland.com) Official tourism site; booking services.

Internet Guide to Scotland (www.scotland-info.co.uk) Best online tourist guide to Scotland.

Traveline (www.travelinescotland.com) Public transport timetables.

WalkHighlands (www.walkhighlands.co.uk) Detailed walking guide with maps.




Important Numbers



	Country code	[image: icon-phonegif]%44

	International access code	[image: icon-phonegif]%00

	Ambulance	[image: icon-phonegif]%112 or [image: icon-phonegif]%999

	Fire	[image: icon-phonegif]%112 or [image: icon-phonegif]%999

	Police	[image: icon-phonegif]%112 or [image: icon-phonegif]%999







Exchange Rates



	Australia	A$1	£0.57

	Canada	C$1	£0.58

	Euro	€1	£0.88

	Japan	¥100	£0.68

	NZ	NZ$1	£0.52

	US	US$1	£0.75




For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com.




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than £40

ADorm bed: £16–25

AWild camping: free

AFood from supermarket: £5–10

Midrange: £40–130

ADouble room at midrange B&B: £65–100

ABar lunch: £12

ADinner at midrange restaurant: £30

ACar hire: £38

APetrol costs (per mile): around 15p

Top End: More than £130

ADouble room at high-end hotel: £130–250

ADinner at high-end restaurant: £40–60

AFlights to islands (each way): £65–130




Opening Hours

Hours may vary throughout the year; in rural areas many places have shorter hours from around October to April. In the Highlands and islands, Sunday opening is restricted. See Directory for more information.




Arriving in Scotland

Edinburgh Airport Bus 100 runs from the airport to Waverley Bridge (one way/return £4.50/7.50, 30 minutes), outside the main train station, via Haymarket and the West End every 10 minutes from 4am to midnight (every 30 minutes through the night). Trams run to the city centre (one way/return £6/8.50, 33 minutes, every six to eight minutes 6am to midnight). Taxis to the city centre cost around £20 and take about 25 minutes.

Glasgow Airport Bus 500 (24-hour service) runs every 10 or 15 minutes (half-hourly or hourly late at night) from the airport to Buchanan bus station via Central and Queen Street train stations (single/return £8/12, 25 minutes). You can include a day ticket on the bus network for £12 total or a four-day ticket for £18. Taxis are around £25.




Getting Around

Transport in Scotland can be expensive compared to the rest of Europe; bus and rail services are sparse in the more remote parts of the country. For timetables, check out Traveline Scotland (www.travelinescotland.com).

Car Useful for travelling at your own pace, or for visiting regions with minimal public transport. Cars can be hired in every town or city. Drive on the left.

Train Relatively expensive, with extensive coverage and frequent departures in central Scotland, but only a few lines in the northern Highlands and southern Scotland.

Bus Cheaper and slower than trains, but useful for more remote regions that aren’t serviced by trains.

Boat A network of car ferries links the mainland to the islands of western and northern Scotland.




For more, see getting around










If You Like…


Outdoor Adventures

Fort William ‘Outdoor Capital of the UK’; a centre for hiking, climbing, mountain biking and winter sports.

Shetland One of Scotland’s top sea-kayaking coastlines, with an abundance of wildlife to observe.

Laggan Wolftrax Mountain biking for all abilities, from easy forest trails to black-diamond down-hilling.

Cairngorms Winter skiing and summer walking amid the epic beauty of this high, subarctic plateau.

Thurso An unlikely surfing mecca, but once you’ve got the drysuit on, the waves are world-class.

Scapa Flow The sunken remains of WWI German warships make this one of Europe’s top diving sites.




Prehistoric Sites

Skara Brae Neolithic village where circular houses uncovered by eroding sand dunes preserve Stone Age furniture and fittings.

Maeshowe Enormous passage tomb with corbelled roof constructed from stone slabs; added intrigue of Viking graffiti.

Ring of Brodgar One of Scotland’s most evocative sites, this circle of sandstone slabs impresses with sheer scale.

Callanish Standing Stones These gnarled fingers of gneiss shaggy with lichen are contemporaries of the pyramids of Egypt.

Kilmartin Glen Scotland’s biggest concentration of prehistoric sites, with chambered cairns, standing stones and rock carvings.

Old Scatness This Shetland site is still being investigated, offering the chance to see archaeologists at work.




Rural Museums

Arnol Blackhouse Preserved in peat smoke since its last inhabitant departed; a genuine slice of ‘living history’.

Highland Folk Museum Fascinating outdoor museum populated with real historic buildings reassembled here on site.

Scottish Crannog Centre Head back to the Bronze Age in this archaeological reconstruction of a fortified loch house.

Tain Through Time Very entertaining local museum with comprehensive display on Scottish history and Tain’s silversmithing tradition.

Stromness Museum Exhibits on the Orkney fishing industry, the World Wars and local marine wildlife.




Coastal Scenery

Ardnamurchan The most westerly point on the British mainland, with superb views to Skye and Mull.

Achiltibuie This remote village enjoys a gorgeous coastal setting, looking out across the jewel-like Summer Isles.

Applecross Majestic views of the hills of Skye and magical sunset moments at this isolated village.

Tongue Wild sea lochs penetrate the rocky coast on this lonely stretch of the north coast.

Arisaig & Morar Long strands of silver sands and stunning panoramas to the isles of Eigg and Rum.

Unst The most northerly point of the British Isles boasts seabird cities ranged on ragged cliffs.




Classic Hikes

West Highland Way The grandaddy of Scottish long-distance walks, the one everyone wants to do.

Affric-Kintail Way A classic two-day cross-country hike, with a night in a remote hostel.

Great Glen Way The easiest of Scotland’s long-distance paths, linking Fort William to Inverness.

Speyside Way Follows the River Spey through whisky country to the mountain resort of Aviemore.

Cape Wrath Trail From Fort William to Scotland’s northwest corner through some of the country’s remotest landscapes.

Hebridean Way A peaceful, leisurely path among the moors, lochs and wildflower-strewn dunes of the Outer Hebrides.

[image: ]
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Remote Islands

Iona Beautiful, peaceful and of historic and cultural importance, Iona is the jewel of the Hebrides.

Eigg Most intriguing of the Small Isles, with its miniature mountain, massacre cave and singing sands.

Jura Wild, untamed, with more deer than people, and a dangerous whirlpool at its northern end.

Handa Huge cliffs, raucous seabird colonies and a view of the Great Stack of Handa.

Westray & Papa Westray These magical islands at Orkney’s northern end have great coastal scenery, birdwatching and historic sights.

St Kilda Remote and spectacular, the soaring stacks of St Kilda are the ultimate island tick.

[image: ]

View of Eigg and Rum from Arisaig | JOHN A CAMERON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Natural Wonders

Old Man of Hoy Hoy is rugged and rocky, and its spectacular west coast includes Britain’s tallest sea stack.

Corryvreckan Whirlpool One of the world’s three most powerful tidal whirlpools, squeezed between Jura and Scarba.

Falls of Measach A trembling suspension bridge provides a scary viewpoint for one of Scotland’s most impressive waterfalls.

Quiraing Skye has many impressive rock formations, but the weird Quiraing takes first place for strangeness.

Fingal’s Cave Accessible only by boat, this columnar sea cave inspired Mendelssohn’s Hebrides Overture.

Falls of Lora The narrow mouth of Loch Etive creates the country’s most impressive tidal whitewater rapids.




Historic Castles

Dunvegan Castle The ancient seat of Clan Macleod, home to fascinating relics, including the legendary Fairy Flag.

Duart Castle This impressive Maclean stronghold is one of the oldest inhabited castles in Scotland.

Dunrobin Castle Country house offering a peek at the opulent lifestyle enjoyed by the Duke of Sutherland.

Kisimul Castle Seat of Clan MacNeil, this archetypal Highland castle is perched on a Hebridean islet.

Eilean Donan Castle Perfect lochside location makes this the Highlands’ most photographed fortress.




Wild Beaches

Sandwood Bay A sea stack, a ghost story, a beautiful beach – who could ask for more?

Kiloran Bay A perfect curve of deep golden sand, the ideal vantage point for stunning sunsets.

Bosta A beautiful and remote cove filled with white sand beside an Iron Age house.

Durness A series of pristine sandy coves and duney headlands surround this northwestern village.

Scousburgh Sands Shetland’s finest beach is a top spot for birdwatching, as well as a bracing walk.

Sanday This aptly named member of Orkney’s North Isles is surrounded by spectacular white-sand beaches.










Month by Month


TOP EVENTS

Braemar Gathering, September

Up Helly Aa, January

Feis Ile, May

Hebridean Celtic Festival, July

Groove Loch Ness, August




January

The nation shakes off its Hogmanay hangover and gets back to work, but only until Burns Night comes along. It’s still cold and dark, but if there’s snow on the hills, the skiing can be good.


5Burns Night

Suppers all over Scotland (and the world, for that matter) are held on 25 January to celebrate the anniversary of national poet Robert Burns, with much eating of haggis, drinking of whisky and reciting of poetry.




zUp Helly Aa

Half of Shetland dresses up with horned helmets and battleaxes in this spectacular re-enactment of a Viking fire festival, with a torchlit procession leading the burning of a full-size replica of a Viking longship. Held in Lerwick on the last Tuesday in January.






February

The coldest month of the year is usually the best for winter hillwalking, ice-climbing and skiing. The days are getting noticeably longer now, and snowdrops begin to bloom.


2Fort William Mountain Festival

(www.mountainfestival.co.uk) The UK’s ‘Outdoor Capital’ celebrates the peak of the winter season with skiing and snowboarding workshops, talks by famous climbers, kids’ events and a festival of mountaineering films.






April

The bluebell woods on the shores of Loch Lomond come into flower and ospreys arrive at their Loch Garten nest. Weather is improving, though heavy showers are still common.


zShetland Folk Festival

The end of April sees this engagingly eccentric music festival, with performances of traditional music from around the world staged everywhere from Lerwick pubs to remote island village halls.






May

Wildflowers bloom on the Hebridean machair and puffins arrive at their Orkney and Shetland nesting colonies – May is when the Scottish weather is often at its best.


2Scottish Series Yacht Races

(www.clyde.org/scottish-series) The scenic harbour at the West Highland fishing village of Tarbert fills with hundreds of visiting yachts for five days of racing, drinking and partying.




zFèis Ìle

B&Bs in Islay are booked out for this weeklong celebration of traditional Scottish music and whisky. Events include ceilidhs, pipe-band performances, distillery tours and whisky tastings.






June

Argyllshire is ablaze with pink rhododendron blooms. The long summer evenings (known in Orkney and Shetland as the simmer dim) stretch on till 11pm.


2UCI Mountain Bike World Cup

Around 20,000 mountain-biking fans gather at Nevis Range near Fort William for the spectacular World Cup downhill and 4X finals.




zSt Magnus Festival

It barely gets dark at all at midsummer, making a magical setting for this celebration of music, poetry, literature and the visual arts. Held late June in Orkney.






July

School holidays begin at the start of July; the busiest time of year for campsites and B&Bs begins. It’s high season for Shetland birdwatchers, with sea cliffs loud with nesting guillemots, razorbills and puffins.


3Mendelssohn on Mull

A weeklong festival of free classical music concerts at various venues in Mull, Iona and Oban (composer Mendelssohn was inspired by a visit to Mull in 1829).




3Hebridean Celtic Festival

The gardens of Lews Castle in Stornoway provide the scenic setting for this four-day extravaganza of folk, rock and Celtic music.
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August

Highland games are taking place all over the region, but the midges are at their worst. On the west coast, this is the peak month for sighting minke whales and basking sharks.


zGroove Loch Ness

The best Scottish and international DJs play at this atmospheric festival in a spectacularly scenic setting beside Loch Ness.




2Plockton Regatta

Plockton Bay fills with sails as a fortnight of yacht and small-boat racing culminates in Regatta weekend with a street party, concert and ceilidhs.




3Argyllshire Gathering

Oban is the setting for one of the most important events on the Scottish Highland Games calendar, which includes a prestigious pipe-band competition.






September

School holidays are over, midges are dying off, wild brambles are ripe for picking in the hedgerows, and the weather is often dry and mild – an excellent time of year for outdoor pursuits.


3Braemar Gathering

The biggest and most famous Highland Games in the Scottish calendar, traditionally attended by members of the Royal Family, featuring Highland dancing, caber-tossing and bagpipe-playing. Held early September in Braemar, Royal Deeside.
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October

Autumn brings a blaze of colour to the forests of Highland Perthshire and the Trossachs, as the tourist season winds down and thoughts turn to log fires and malt whiskies in country house hotels.


3Ullapool Guitar Festival

(www.ullapoolguitarfestival.com) A lively weekend of concerts, ceilidhs, workshops and impromptu sessions devoted to the guitar, with performances from Scottish and international musicians.




zCowalfest

(www.cowalfest.org) Dunoon and the lovely Cowal peninsula play host to this 10-day walking festival. As well as a huge range of guided walks, there are mountain-bike rides, horse rides, orienteering, exhibitions, art, theatre and concerts.




3Enchanted Forest

Crowds gather in the Explorers Garden at Pitlochry to experience this spectacular sound-and-light show. Three weeks of events occasionally spill into November.













Itineraries


A Highland Fling

[image: 06-highland-itin-shi4jpg]

2 WEEKS

This tour takes in the scenic highlights of the Highlands, including the Isle of Skye.

Begin with a visit to the Trossachs for your first taste of Highland scenery; take a cruise on Loch Katrine and spend the night in Callander. Continue north via the Falls of Dochart at Killin and the fringes of Rannoch Moor.

The mountain scenery becomes more impressive, culminating in the grandeur of Glen Coe. Keen hill walkers will pause for a day at Fort William to climb Ben Nevis (plus another day to recover!) before taking the Road to the Isles past glorious Glenfinnan and the Silver Sands of Morar to Mallaig. Overnight here and dine at one of its seafood restaurants.

Take the ferry to the Isle of Skye, spending a day or two exploring Scotland’s most famous island, before crossing the Skye Bridge back to the mainland, then head north via the pretty village of Plockton to the magnificent mountain scenery of Glen Torridon. Spend a day or two hiking here, then follow the A832 alongside lovely Loch Maree and continue north into the big-sky wilderness of Coigach and Assynt, before making your way back south with an overnight in Inverness.





Itineraries
Island Hopscotch

[image: 06-island-hop-itin-shi4jpg]

2 WEEKS

This route is usually done by car, but the Oban–Barra–Stornoway–Ullapool–Inverness loop also makes a brilliant cycle tour (around 270 miles, including the 60 miles from Ullapool ferry terminal to Inverness train station, making both start and finish accessible by rail). CalMac’s Island Hopscotch ticket No 8 includes all the ferries needed for the Outer Hebrides part of this route.

From Oban it’s a five-hour ferry crossing to Barra; you’ll arrive in the evening so plan to spend the night there (book ahead). In the morning, after a visit to romantic Kisimul Castle and a tour around the island, take the ferry to South Uist. Walk along the wild beaches of the west coast, sample the local seafood and, if you’ve brought your fishing rod, look forward to a bit of sport on the island’s many trout lochs. There are good places to stay at Polochar, Lochboisdale and Lochmaddy (two nights should be enough).

Keep your binoculars handy as you follow the road north through Benbecula and North Uist, as this is prime birdwatching country. If you’re camping or hostelling, a night at Berneray is a must before taking the ferry to Harris. Pray for sun, as the road along Harris’ west coast has some of the most spectacular beaches in Scotland. The main road continues north from Tarbert (good hotels) through the rugged Harris hills to Lewis.

Don’t go directly to Stornoway; instead head to the Callanish Standing Stones and Arnol Blackhouse museum – the highlights of the Western Isles. If you have time (two days is ideal), detour west to the beautiful beaches around Miavaig and Traigh Uige; there’s plenty of wild and semiwild camping.

Spend your final night in the Hebrides in Stornoway (eating at Digby Chick), then take the ferry to Ullapool, where you have the choice of heading straight to Inverness, or continuing north around the mainland coast through the gorgeous wilderness of Coigach and Assynt, and on via Cape Wrath and Durness to Thurso, where the ferry to the Orkney Islands awaits.
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Itineraries
Argyll & the Isles

[image: 06-argyll-itin-shi4jpg]

10 DAYS

Argyll and its islands offer a varied taste of Highland scenery, wildlife and history, all within a few hours’ drive of Glasgow.

Begin with a scenic drive from Dunoon to Portavadie via Benmore Botanic Garden, then take the ferry to the pretty fishing village of Tarbert. Devote a day to the Kintyre peninsula, taking in Campbeltown, the Mull of Kintyre and the Isle of Gigha. Then allow at least two days for touring Islay and its famous distilleries.

Back on the mainland, head north through Knapdale – visiting the Beaver Detective Trail – to the prehistoric sites of Kilmartin Glen and on to Oban.

Take the ferry to Craignure for a tour of the Isle of Mull, being sure to visit Duart Castle and Iona, before spending a night at Tobermory. From here you can cross to Kilchoan, allowing a trip to Ardnamurchan Point, the most westerly point of the British mainland, before the scenic drive along Loch Sunart to Corran Ferry.

Head back south via the scenic splendour of Glen Coe and the minor road through Glen Orchy to reach Loch Awe. From here you can return to your starting point by way of Inveraray and Loch Lomond.





Itineraries
Heart of the Highlands
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1 WEEK

The central and western Highlands are famous for mountain scenery, ancient pine forests and whisky distilleries.

Beginning in Pitlochry, abandon the main A9 road and enjoy a day’s scenic drive east across the hills on the A924, and then north on the A93 through the ski area of Glenshee to the remote Highland outpost of Braemar. Spend a night here, and the following day either hike in the hills nearby or visit Balmoral Castle before spending your second night at Ballater.

From here the roller-coaster A939 takes you north to Tomintoul and Glenlivet, close to the heartland of Speyside whisky. Take your time visiting distilleries as you amble west along the Spey valley to Aviemore, in the Cairngorm National Park. Spend at least two nights here to explore the ancient pine forests of Rothiemurchus and take a trip on the Cairngorm Mountain Railway.

Head west, stopping at the Highland Folk Museum at Newtonmore before continuing to Fort William. Overnight here, then spend a morning exploring Glen Nevis and head north along the Great Glen to see Urquhart Castle and Loch Ness – leave time for a monster-spotting cruise – and finish up in Inverness.
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Plan Your Trip

Activities


Scotland is a brilliant place for outdoor recreation. It caters to everyone, from those who enjoy a short stroll to full-on adrenaline junkies. Although hiking, biking, fishing and golf are the most popular activities, there is an astonishing variety of things to do.
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Need to Know

Best Time to Go

May, June and September are the best months for hiking and biking – best chance of dry weather and less chance of midges.

Best Outdoor Experiences

Hike the West Highland Way, climb Ben Nevis, cycle-tour the Outer Hebrides, mountain-bike a black trail at Laggan Wolftrax, sea kayak in Shetland.

Essential Hill Walking Gear

Good waterproofs, spare warm clothing, map and compass, mobile phone (but don’t rely on it), first-aid kit, head torch, whistle (for emergencies), spare food and drink.

Safety Checklist

Check the weather forecast first; let someone know your plans; set pace and objective to suit slowest member of your party; don’t be afraid to turn back if it’s too difficult.




Walking

Scotland’s wild, dramatic scenery and varied landscape has made walking a hugely popular pastime for locals and tourists alike, providing everything from after-breakfast strolls to the popular sport of Munro bagging.

The best time of year for hill walking is usually May to September, although snow can fall on the highest summits even in midsummer. Winter walking on the higher hills of Scotland is for experienced mountaineers only, requiring the use of an ice axe and crampons.


OFFICIAL LONG-DISTANCE FOOTPATHS



	WALK	DISTANCE	FEATURES	DURATION	DIFFICULTY



	Great Glen Way	73 miles	Loch Ness, canal paths, forest tracks	4 days	easy

	Speyside Way	66 miles	follows river, whisky distilleries	3-4 days	easy-medium

	West Highland Way	96 miles	spectacular scenery, mountains & lochs	6-8 days	medium
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What to Pack

Highland hikers should be properly equipped and cautious, as the weather can become vicious at any time of year. After rain, peaty soil can become boggy, so always wear stout shoes or boots and carry extra food and drink – many unsuspecting walkers have had to survive an unplanned night in the open. Don’t depend on mobile phones (although carrying one with you is a good idea, and can be a life-saver if you can get a signal). If necessary, leave a note with your route and expected time of return in the windscreen of your car.




Maps

Britain’s national mapping agency, the Ordnance Survey (OS), caters to walkers with a wide range of maps at different scales. The Landranger series at 1:50,000 (2cm to 1km, 1¼ inches to 1 mile; £8.99 per sheet) is the standard hiker’s map. If you want more detail, the Explorer series at 1:25,000 (4cm to 1km, 2½ inches to 1 mile; £8.99 per sheet) shows features such as field boundaries and fences. Both series are also available as ‘Active’ versions (£14.99), which are completely waterproof. Tourist offices and bookshops usually stock a selection, or you can buy them online.

Alternatively, look out for the excellent, weatherproof walkers’ maps published by Harveys at scales of 1:40,000 and 1:25,000. These are tailored to particular walking and climbing areas such as Ben Nevis or the Cairngorms, and there are also maps dedicated to long-distance footpaths.




THE SPEYSIDE WAY

This long-distance footpath follows the course of the River Spey, one of Scotland’s most famous salmon-fishing rivers. It starts at Buckie and first follows the coast to Spey Bay, east of Elgin, then runs inland along the river to Aviemore in the Cairngorms (with branches to Tomintoul and Dufftown). There are plans to extend the trail to Newtonmore.

The 66-mile route has been dubbed the ‘Whisky Trail’ as it passes near a number of distilleries, including Glenlivet and Glenfiddich ([image: icon-phonegif]%01340-820373; www.glenfiddich.co.uk; admission free, tours from £10; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-4.30pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p), which are open to the public. If you stop at them all, the walk may take considerably longer than the usual three or four days! The first 11 miles from Buckie to Fochabers makes a good day hike (allow four to five hours).

The Speyside Way, a guidebook by Jacquetta Megarry and Jim Strachan, describes the trail in detail. Check out the route at www.speysideway.org.




Munro Bagging

At the end of the 19th century an eager hill walker, Sir Hugh Munro, published a list of Scottish mountains with summits of more than 3000ft (914m) above sea level. He couldn’t have realised that in time his name would be used to describe any Scottish mountain over 3000ft. Many keen hill walkers now set themselves the target of reaching the summit of (or bagging) all of Scotland’s 282 Munros.

To the uninitiated it may seem odd that Munro baggers see venturing into mist, cloud and driving rain as time well spent. However, for those who can add one or more ticks to their list, the vagaries of the weather are part of the enjoyment, at least in retrospect. Munro bagging is, of course, more than merely ticking off a list – it takes you to some of the wildest and most beautiful corners of Scotland.

Once you’ve bagged all the Munros you can move on to the Corbetts – hills over 2500ft (700m), with a drop of at least 500ft (150m) on all sides – and the Donalds, lowland hills over 2000ft (610m). And for connoisseurs of the diminutive, there are the McPhies: ’eminences in excess of 300ft (90m)’ on the Isle of Colonsay.




Further Information

Every tourist office has leaflets (free or for a nominal charge) of suggested walks that take in local points of interest. For general advice, VisitScotland’s Walking Scotland website (http://walking.visitscotland.com) describes numerous routes in various parts of the country, and also offers safety tips and useful information.

Other useful resources:

Mountaineering Council of Scotland (www.mountaineering.scot)

Ordnance Survey (www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk)

Ramblers’ Association Scotland (www.ramblers.org.uk/scotland)

Scottish Mountaineering Club (www.smc.org.uk)




THE RIGHT TO ROAM

There is a tradition of relatively free access to open country in Scotland, a tradition that was enshrined in law in the 2003 Land Reform (Scotland) Bill, popularly known as ‘the right to roam’. The Scottish Outdoor Access Code (www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot) states that everyone has the right to be on most land and inland waters, providing they act responsibly. You should avoid areas where you might disrupt or disturb wildlife, lambing (generally mid-April to the end of May), grouse shooting (from 12 August to the third week in October) or deer stalking (1 July to 15 February, but the peak period is August to October). You can get up-to-date information on deer stalking in various areas through the Heading for the Scottish Hills service (www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/hftsh).

You are also free to pitch a tent almost anywhere that doesn’t cause inconvenience to others or damage to property, as long as you stay no longer than two or three nights in any one spot, take all litter away with you, and keep well away from houses and roads. (Note that this right does not extend to the use of motorised vehicles.)

Local authorities aren’t required to list and map rights of way, so they’re not shown on Ordnance Survey (OS) maps of Scotland, as they are in England and Wales. However, the Scottish Rights of Way & Access Society (www.scotways.com) keeps records of these routes, provides and maintains signposting, and publicises them in its guidebook, Scottish Hill Tracks.






Mountain Biking

A combination of challenging, rugged terrain, a network of old drove roads, military roads and stalkers’ paths, and legislation that enshrines free access to the countryside has earned Scotland a reputation as one of the world’s top mountain-biking destinations. Fort William has hosted the UCI Mountain Bike World Championships every year since 2007.

The Highlands and islands offer everything from custom-built forest trails with berms, jumps and skinnies to world-class downhill courses such as those at Laggan Wolftrax and Nevis Range. But perhaps the region’s greatest appeal is its almost unlimited potential for adventurous, off-road riding. Areas such as the Angus Glens, the Cairngorms, Lochaber, Skye and most of the Northwest Highlands have large roadless regions where you can explore to your heart’s content.

Top trails include Glen Feshie, Glenlivet and Rothiemurchus Forest in the Cairngorms, Spean Bridge to Kinlochleven via the Lairig Leacach and Loch Eilde Mor, and the stretch of the West Highland Way between Bridge of Orchy and Kinlochleven. The 37-mile loop from Sligachan on Skye (south through Glen Sligachan to Camasunary, over to Kilmarie, and back north via Strath Mor) was voted by Mountain Bike Rider magazine as the best off-road trail in Britain.

But the ultimate off-road experience is a coast-to-coast ride. There is no set route and no waymarking, so it’s as much a planning and navigational challenge as a physical one. A coast-to-coast can be as short as the 36 miles from Ullapool to Bonar Bridge via Glen Achall and Glen Einig, or as long as the 250 miles from Aberdeen to Ardnamurchan (90% off-road).

The most popular route, though, is from Fort William to Montrose (starting and finishing at a railway station) via Fort Augustus, Aviemore, Tomintoul, Ballater and Edzell, taking in the Corrieyairack Pass, the Ryvoan Pass, Glen Builg, Glen Tanar and Glen Esk (195 miles). You can camp wild along the way or book accommodation at B&Bs and hostels, or join a guided expedition with an organisation such as Wilderness Scotland.


Mountain Biking Trail Centres

Nevis Range Ski resort offering summer sport in the form of a world-championship downhill course, and a 3.7-mile red-grade cross-country trail from the top station of the gondola.

Witch’s Trails Has 22 miles of forest road and single-track in the shadow of Ben Nevis. Hosts the annual cross-country world championships and the annual 10 Under the Ben endurance event.

Laggan Wolftrax Forest centre near Newtonmore with everything from novice trails and a bike park to hard cross-country and a challenging black route with drop-offs, boulder fields and rock slabs.

Highland Wildcat The hills above Golspie harbour have the biggest single-track descent in the country (390m drop over 4 miles, from the top of Ben Bhraggie almost to sea level). Plenty for beginners and families, too.

Learnie Red Rocks ([image: icon-phonegif]%0300 067 6100; https://scotland.forestry.gov.uk/visit/learnie-red-rocks) [image: icon-free]F Just north of Rosemarkie; 10 miles of forest trails plus fun park, for all levels of skill and experience.

Kyle of Sutherland Trails Rocks and boardwalks add some technical challenges to 10.5 miles of blue-, red- and black-graded forest trails with great views.
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Cycling

Cycling is an excellent way to explore Scotland’s Highlands and islands. There are hundreds of miles of forest trails and quiet minor roads, and dedicated cycle routes along canal towpaths and disused railway tracks. Depending on your energy and enthusiasm, you can take a leisurely trip through idyllic glens, stopping at pubs along the way, or head off on a long and arduous road tour.

The network of signposted cycle routes maintained by Sustrans (www.sustrans.org.uk) makes a good introduction. Much of the network is on minor roads or cycle lanes, but there are long stretches of surfaced, traffic-free trails between Callander and Killin, between Oban and Ballachulish, and on Royal Deeside.

But it’s the minor roads of the Northwest Highlands, the Outer Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland that are the real attraction for cycle tourers, offering hundreds of miles of peaceful pedalling through breathtaking landscapes. The classic Scottish cycle tour is a trip around the islands of the west coast, from Islay and Jura north via Mull, Coll and Tiree to Skye and the Outer Hebrides (bikes travel for free on Calmac car ferries).

[image: ]
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Further Information

VisitScotland publishes a useful free brochure, Active Scotland, and has a website with more information (http://active.visitscotland.com). Many regional tourist offices have information on local cycling routes and places to hire bikes. They also stock cycling guides and books.

For up-to-date, detailed information on Scotland’s cycle-route network contact Sustrans. Cycling UK (www.cyclinguk.org) is a membership organisation providing comprehensive information about cycling in Britain.






Birdwatching

Scotland is the best place in the British Isles (and in some cases, the only place) to spot bird species such as the golden eagle, white-tailed eagle, osprey, corncrake, capercaillie, crested tit, Scottish crossbill and ptarmigan, and the country’s coast and islands are some of Europe’s most important seabird nesting grounds.

There are more than 80 ornithologically important nature reserves managed by Scottish Natural Heritage (www.nnr.scot), the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (www.rspb.org.uk) and the Scottish Wildlife Trust (www.swt.org.uk).

Further information can be obtained from the Scottish Ornithologists Club (www.the-soc.org.uk).




Whale Watching

In contrast to Iceland and Norway, Scotland has cashed in on the abundance of minke whales off its coast by embracing whale watching rather than whaling. There are now dozens of operators around the coast offering whale-watching boat trips lasting from a couple of hours to all day; some have whale-sighting success rates of 95% in summer.

The best places to base yourself for whale watching include Oban, the Isle of Mull, Skye and the Outer Hebrides. Orkney and Shetland offer the best chance of spotting orcas (killer whales), while the Moray Firth has a resident population of bottle-nosed dolphins. While seals, porpoises and dolphins can be seen year-round, minke whales are most commonly spotted from June to August, with August being the peak month for sightings.

The website of the Hebridean Whale & Dolphin Trust (https://hwdt.org) has lots of information on the species you are likely to see, and how to identify them. A booklet titled Is It a Whale? is available from tourist offices and bookshops, and provides tips on identifying the various species of marine mammal that you’re likely to see.

Outfits operating whale-watching cruises include the following:

Sea Life Surveys

Seafari Adventures

Aquaxplore

Hebridean Adventures
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Golf

Scotland is the home of golf. The game has been played here for centuries and there are more courses per head of population than in any other country. Most clubs are open to visitors; details can be found at www.scottishgolfcourses.com.

St Andrews is the headquarters of the game’s governing body, the Royal and Ancient Golf Club, and the location of the world’s most famous golf course, the Old Course. Although the major championship courses, including those at Carnoustie, Royal Troon and Turnberry, are in the south of the country, there are some superb courses in the Highlands, such as Royal Dornoch, Tain and Nairn. Many visiting golfers enjoy the challenge of the wild and some eccentric golf courses can be found dotted among the islands, such as Machrie on Islay, Askernish on South Uist and Whalsay in Shetland.

VisitScotland publishes Golf in Scotland (http://golf.visitscotland.com), a free annual brochure listing course details, costs and clubs, as well as information on where to stay.




Fishing

Fishing – coarse, sea and game – is enormously popular in Scotland; the lochs and rivers of the Highlands and islands are filled with salmon, sea trout, brown trout and Arctic char. Fly-fishing in particular is a joy – it’s a tricky but rewarding form of angling, closer to an art form than a sport.

Fishing rights to most inland waters are privately owned and you must obtain a permit to fish in them – these are usually readily available from the local fishing tackle shop or hotel, which are also great sources of advice and local knowledge. Permits cost from around £5 to £20 per day but salmon fishing on some rivers – notably the Dee, Tay and Spey – can be much more expensive (up to £150 a day).

For wild brown trout the close season is early October to mid-March. The close season for salmon and sea trout varies between districts; it’s generally from mid-October to mid-January.

FishPal (www.fishpal.com/scotland) provides a good introduction, with links for booking fishing on various rivers and lochs.
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BEATING THE MIDGES

Forget Nessie. The Highlands have a real monster in their midst: a voracious, bloodsucking female fully 2mm long, known as Culicoides impunctatus – the Highland midge. (The male midge is an innocent vegetarian.) The bane of campers and as much a symbol of Scotland as the kilt or the thistle, they can drive sane folk to distraction as they descend in swarms of biting misery. Though mostly vegetarian too, the female midge needs a dose of blood in order to lay her eggs. And like it or not, if you’re in the Highlands in summer, you’ve just volunteered as a donor.

The midge season lasts from late May to early September, with June to August being the worst months. Climate change has seen warmer, damper springs and summers that seem to suit the midges just fine – in recent years they’ve increased both in numbers and in range. They’re at their worst in the morning and evening, especially in calm, overcast weather; strong winds and strong sunshine help keep them away.

You can get an idea of how bad they are going to be in your area by checking the midge forecast (www.smidgeup.com/midge-forecast; only operates during midge season).


Be Prepared

Cover up by wearing long trousers and long-sleeved shirts, and (if the midges are really bad) a head net (available in most outdoor shops) worn over a brimmed hat. Also be sure to use a repellent.

Many kinds of repellents have been formulated over the decades, some based on natural ingredients such as citronella and bog myrtle, but until recently there was only one that worked reliably – DEET, which is a nasty, industrial chemical that smells bad, stings your eyes and seems to be capable of melting plastic. A repellent called Saltidin claims to be both effective and pleasant to use (marketed under the brand name Smidge).

However, there’s another substance that has shot to prominence since 2005 despite not being marketed as an insect repellent. Avon’s ‘Skin So Soft’ moisturiser spray is so effective that it is regularly used as a midge repellent by professionals including the Royal Marines, forestry workers and water engineers, as well as thousands of outdoor enthusiasts. You can find it in most outdoor stores in the west of Scotland. Not only does it keep the midges away, it leaves your skin feeling ‘velvety soft’.








Canoeing & Kayaking

The sea lochs and indented coastline of Scotland’s Highlands and islands provide some of the finest sea kayaking in the world. There are sheltered lochs and inlets ideal for beginners, long and exciting coastal and island tours, and gnarly tidal passages that will challenge even the most expert paddler, all amid spectacular scenery and wildlife – encounters with seals, dolphins and even whales are relatively common.

The inland lochs and rivers offer excellent Canadian and white-water canoeing. Lochs Lomond, Awe and Maree all have uninhabited islands where canoeists can set up camp, while a study of the map will suggest plenty of cross-country expeditions involving only minor portages. Classic routes include Fort William to Inverness along the Great Glen; Glen Affric; Loch Shiel; and Loch Veyatie–Fionn Loch–Loch Sionascaig in Assynt.

There are dozens of companies offering sea kayaking and canoeing courses and guided holidays, including the following:

Arran Adventure Company

NorWest Sea Kayaking

Rockhopper Sea Kayaking

Sea Kayak Shetland

Wilderness Scotland

Whitewave Outdoor Centre

Clearwater Paddling ([image: icon-phonegif]%01871-810443; www.clearwaterpaddling.com; Castlebay; per week all-inclusive from £785; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMay-Aug)
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Canoeing on Loch Lubnaig | ILIAS KOUROUDIS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Further Information

AScottish Canoe Association (www.canoescotland.org) Publishes coastal navigation sheets and organises tours, including introductory ones for beginners.

AThe Northern Isles (by Tom Smith & Chris Jex) A detailed guide to sea kayaking the waters around Orkney and Shetland.

AThe Outer Hebrides (by Mike Sullivan, Robert Emmott & Tim Pickering) A detailed guide to sea kayaking around the Western Isles.

AScottish Sea Kayak Trail (www.scottishseakayaktrail.com; by Simon Willis) Covers the Scottish west coast from the Isle of Gigha to the Summer Isles.






Snow Sports

There are five ski centres in Scotland, offering downhill skiing and snowboarding:

Cairngorm Mountain Has almost 30 runs spread over an extensive area (1097m).

Glencoe Mountain Resort Has only five tows and two chairlifts (1108m).

Glenshee Ski Resort Situated on the A93 road between Perth and Braemar; offers the largest network of lifts and the widest range of runs in all of Scotland (920m).

Lecht 2090 The smallest and most remote centre, on the A939 between Ballater and Grantown-on-Spey (793m).

Nevis Range Near Fort William; offers the highest ski runs, the grandest setting and some of the best off-piste potential in Scotland (1221m).

 

The high season is from January to April but it’s sometimes possible to ski from as early as November to as late as May. It’s easy to turn up at the slopes, hire some equipment, buy a day pass and head right off.

VisitScotland’s Ski Scotland brochure is useful and includes a list of accommodation options. General information, and weather and snow reports, can be obtained from Ski Scotland (www.ski-scotland.com) and WinterHighland (www.winterhighland.info).
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Rock Climbing

Scotland has a long history of rock climbing and mountaineering, with many of the classic routes on Ben Nevis and Glen Coe having been pioneered in the 19th century. The country’s main rock-climbing areas include Ben Nevis (with routes up to 400m in length), Glen Coe, the Cairngorms, the Cuillin Hills of Skye, Arrochar and the Isle of Arran, but there are also hundreds of smaller crags situated all over the country. One unusual feature of Scotland’s rock-climbing scene is the sea stacks found around the coastlines, the most famous of these being the 140m-high Old Man of Hoy.

Rock Climbing in Scotland, by Kevin Howett, and the Scottish Mountaineering Club’s regional Rock & Ice Climbs guides are excellent guidebooks that cover the whole country.

Further information:

Mountaineering Council of Scotland (www.mountaineering.scot)

Scottish Mountaineering Club (www.smc.org.uk)




Scuba Diving

It may lack coral reefs and warm waters but Scotland offers some of the most spectacular and challenging scuba diving in Europe. There are spectacular drop-offs, challenging drift dives (the Falls of Lora is a classic) and fascinating wildlife ranging from colourful jewel anemones and soft corals to giant conger eels, monkfish and inquisitive seals. There are also hundreds of fascinating shipwrecks.

Dive sites such as Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, where the seven remaining hulks of the WWI German High Seas Fleet, scuttled in 1919, lie on the sea bed, and the oceanic arches, tunnels and caves of St Kilda rank among the best in the world.

For more information on the country’s diving options contact the Scottish Sub Aqua Club (www.scotsac.com).




Surfing

Even with a wetsuit on you definitely have to be hardy to enjoy surfing in Scottish waters. That said, the country does have some of the best surfing breaks in Europe.

The tidal range is large, which means there is often a completely different set of breaks at low and high tides. It’s the north and west coasts, particularly around Thurso and in the Outer Hebrides, which have outstanding, world-class surf. Indeed, Lewis has the best and most consistent surf in Britain, with around 120 recorded breaks and waves up to 5m.

For more information contact Hebridean Surf (www.hebrideansurf.co.uk).










Regions at a Glance


Which parts of the Highlands and islands you choose to visit will naturally depend on how much time you have, and whether you’ve been here before. First-time visitors will want to squeeze in as many highlights as possible, so could try following the well-trodden route through the Trossachs, Pitlochry, Inverness, Loch Ness and Skye.

   It takes considerably more time to explore the further-flung corners of the country, but the jaw-dropping scenery of the northwest Highlands and the gorgeous white-sand beaches of the Outer Hebrides are less crowded and ultimately more rewarding. The long journey to Orkney or Shetland means that you’ll want to devote more than just a day or two to these regions.




[image: 10-southern-high-loc-shi4jpg]




Southern Highlands & Islands


Whales & Eagles

This region is home to some of Scotland’s most spectacular wildlife, including magnificent white-tailed sea eagles, majestic Minke whales and 12m-long basking sharks. It’s also where the beaver – extinct in Britain for hundreds of years – has been reintroduced into the wild.




Island Hopping

Island hopping is one of the most enjoyable ways to explore Scotland’s western seaboard. The cluster of islands within this region – Islay, with its whisky distilleries; wild and mountainous Jura; scenic Mull and the little jewel of Iona; and the gorgeous beaches of Colonsay, Coll and Tiree – provide a brilliant introduction.




The Harvest of the Sea

Whether you sit down to dine in one of Oban’s or Tobermory’s top restaurants or lounge by the harbourside and eat with your fingers, the rich harvest of the sea is one of the region’s biggest drawcards.







Regions at a Glance
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Inverness & the Central Highlands


Hiking & Skiing

The Cairngorm towns of Aviemore and Fort William offer outdoor adventure galore, be it climbing Ben Nevis, walking the West Highland Way, biking the trails around Loch Morlich or skiing the slopes of Cairngorm.




Royal Deeside

The valley of the River Dee, often called Royal Deeside, has been associated with the royal family since Queen Victoria acquired a holiday home at Balmoral Castle in the 1850s. The nearby village of Ballater was once the terminus for the royal train and is filled with shops bearing the royal warrant.




Loch Ness Monster

Scotland’s most iconic legend, the Loch Ness monster, lurks in the heart of this region. You might not spot Nessie, but the magnificent scenery of the Great Glen makes a visit worthwhile, as does Culloden battlefield, the undoing of another Scottish legend, Bonnie Prince Charlie.







Regions at a Glance
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Northern Highlands & Islands


Mountains & Lochs

From the peaks of Assynt and Torridon, to the jagged rock pinnacles of the Cuillin Hills, to the dazzling beaches of the Outer Hebrides, the big skies and lonely landscapes of the northern Highlands and islands are the very essence of Scotland, a wilderness of sea and mountains that remains one of Europe’s most unspoilt regions.




Climbing & Kayaking

The northwest’s vast spaces are one huge adventure playground for hikers, bikers, climbers and kayakers, and offer the chance to see some of the UK’s most spectacular wildlife.




The Clearances

The abandoned rural communities of the north teach much about the Clearances, especially Arnol Blackhouse and Skye Museum of Island Life. The region is also rich in prehistoric remains, including the famous standing stones of Callanish.







Regions at a Glance
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Orkney & Shetland


Skara Brae

These treeless, cliff-bound islands have a fascinating Viking heritage and unique prehistoric villages, tombs and stone circles. Predating the pyramids of Egypt, Skara Brae is northern Europe’s best-preserved prehistoric village, while Maeshowe is one of Britain’s finest Neolithic tombs.




Birdwatching

Shetland is a birdwatcher’s paradise, its cliffs teeming in summer with gannets, fulmars, kittiwakes, razorbills and puffins, and Europe’s largest colony of Arctic terns. Several nature reserves include Hermaness on Unst, Scotland’s northernmost inhabited island.




Folk Festivals

The pubs of Kirkwall, Stromness and Lerwick are fertile ground for exploring the traditional-music scene, with impromptu sessions of fiddle and guitar music. Both Orkney and Shetland host annual festivals of folk music.












Southern Highlands & Islands


Loch Lomond & the Trossachs

Loch Lomond

Crianlarich & Tyndrum

Arrochar

The Trossachs

South Argyll
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Bute

Inveraray

Crinan Canal

Kilmartin Glen

Kintyre

Islay

Jura

Colonsay

Arran

Brodick & Around

Corrie to Lochranza

Lochranza

West Coast

South Coast

Lamlash

Oban, Mull, Iona & Tiree

Oban

Around Oban

Mull
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Tiree
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North Argyll
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Southern Highlands & Islands
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Why Go?

The impossibly complex coastline of Scotland’s southwest harbours some of its most inspiring corners. Here, sea travel is key – dozens of ferries allow you to island-hop from the scenic splendour of Arran to majestic Mull or Tiree’s lonely sands, via the whisky distilleries of Islay, the wild mountains of Jura, the scenic delights of diminutive Colonsay and Oban’s sustainable seafood scene.

On fresh water too, passenger ferries, vintage steamboats, canoes and kayaks ply Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park, a memorable concentration of scenery that’s very accessible but possessed of a wild beauty.

Wildlife experiences are a highlight here, from the rasping spout of a minke whale to the ‘krek-krek’ of a corncrake. Spot otters tumbling in the kelp, watch sea eagles snatch fish from a lonely loch and thrill to the sight of dolphins riding the bow-wave of your boat.




When to Go

[image: scotland-oban-crm-ccjpg]


	May Fèis Ìle (Islay Festival) celebrates traditional Scottish music and whisky.

	Jun Roadsides and gardens become a blaze of colour with deep-pink rhododendron blooms.

	Aug The best month of the year for whale watching off the west coast.








Best Places to Eat

ANinth Wave

ACafé Fish

ACallander Meadows

AStarfish

AEe-Usk




Best Places to Stay

AMonachyle Mhor

ACalgary Farmhouse

AIona Hostel

AHighland Cottage

AKnap Guest House

AGlenartney







Southern Highlands & Islands Highlights

[image: 10-southern-high-ch-shi4jpg]

1 The Trossachs Exploring the lovely lochscapes and accessible walking and cycling routes.

2 Islay Visiting the smoky heavyweights of the whisky world on their peaty turf.

3 Arran Blowing away the cobwebs on this scenic, activity-packed island.

4 Corryvreckan Whirlpool Visiting the white waters of this maelstrom at the north end of lonely Jura.

5 Iona Journeying through wildlife-rich Mull to reach this holy emerald isle.

6 West Highland Way Hiking along the eastern shore of Loch Lomond.

7 Seafood Restaurants Tucking into a platter of fresh local langoustines at Ee-Usk or another one of Oban’s eating establishments.

8 Machrihanish Teeing off on the great-value old and new golf courses down the Kintyre peninsula.




Loch Lomond & The Trossachs

The ‘bonnie banks’ and ‘bonnie braes’ of Loch Lomond have long been Glasgow’s rural retreat – a scenic region of hills, lochs and healthy fresh air within easy reach of Scotland’s largest city. Today the loch’s popularity shows no sign of decreasing. The scenic Trossachs have likewise long been popular for their wild Highland beauty, set so close to the southern population centres. With the region covered by a large national park, it makes a fine destination for outdoor activity, with some excellent walking and cycling on offer and lots of high-quality accommodation and eating choices.

[image: 10-lomond-trossachs-np-shi4]


Loch Lomond

Loch Lomond is mainland Britain’s largest lake and, after Loch Ness, the most famous of Scotland’s lochs. Its proximity to Glasgow (20 miles away) means that the tourist honey pots of Balloch and Luss get pretty crowded in summer. The eastern shore, which is followed by the West Highland Way long-distance footpath, is quieter and offers a better chance to appreciate the loch away from the busy main road.

Loch Lomond straddles the Highland border. The southern part is broad and island-studded, fringed by woods and Lowland meadows. However, north of Luss the loch narrows, occupying a deep trench gouged out by glaciers during the Ice Age, with 900m mountains crowding either side.


2Activities


Walking

The West Highland Way (www.west-highland-way.org) runs along the loch’s eastern shore, while the Rob Roy Way (www.robroyway.com) heads from Drymen to Pitlochry via the Trossachs. The Three Lochs Way (www.threelochsway.co.uk) loops west from Balloch through Helensburgh and Arrochar before returning to Loch Lomond at Inveruglas. The Great Trossachs Path (www.lochlomond-trossachs.org) links the loch with the Trossachs. There are numerous shorter walks around: get further information from tourist offices.

Rowardennan is the starting point for ascents of Ben Lomond, a popular and relatively straightforward (if strenuous) climb.
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Other Activities

The mostly traffic-free Clyde and Loch Lomond Cycle Way links Glasgow to Balloch (20 miles), where it joins the West Loch Lomond Cycle Path, which continues along the loch shore to Tarbet (10 miles). The park website (www.lochlomond-trossachs.org) details some other local routes.




Loch Lomond Leisure WATER SPORTS

([image: icon-phonegif]%0333 577 0715; www.lochlomond-scotland.com; Luss)


From Luss pier, Loch Lomond Leisure runs speedboat tours of the loch (short trip £10/5 per adult/child) as well as water-skiing or wakeboarding (both £40/105 for one/three sets) and other splashy activities. Kayaks (£20/65 per hour/day) and various boats are also available for hire.





Balmaha Boatyard BOATING

([image: icon-phonegif]%01360-870214; www.balmahaboatyard.co.uk; Balmaha; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5pm Apr-Oct, to 4pm Nov-Mar)


The operator runs an on-demand ferry to the island of Inchcailloch, just offshore (£5 return). It also rents out rowing boats (£40 per day) and motorboats (£60 per day).







TTours


Sweeney’s Cruises BOATING

([image: icon-phonegif]%01389-752376; www.sweeneyscruiseco.com; Balloch Rd, Balloch)


Offers a range of trips including a one-hour return cruise to Inchmurrin (adult/child £10.50/7, five times daily April to October, twice daily November to March) and a two-hour cruise around the islands (£19/10.50, twice daily May to September plus weekends April and October). The quay is directly opposite Balloch train station. It also runs summer trips from a dock at Loch Lomond Shores.

Piped commentary is by Neil Oliver.





Cruise Loch Lomond BOATING

([image: icon-phonegif]%01301-702356; www.cruiselochlomond.co.uk; Tarbet; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-5.30pm Easter-Oct)


With departures from Tarbet and Luss, this operator runs short cruises and two-hour trips to Arklet Falls and Rob Roy’s Cave (adult/child £15/8). There are several options. You can also be dropped off at Rowardennan to climb Ben Lomond (£15/9), getting picked up in the afternoon, or after a 7-mile hike along the West Highland Way (£15/9).

From its Tarbet office, it also rents out bikes (half-/full day £13/17).





Loch Lomond Seaplanes SCENIC FLIGHTS

([image: icon-phonegif]%01436-675030; www.lochlomondseaplanes.com; flights from £119)


Loch Lomond Seaplanes offers a variety of scenic flights over the loch and western Scotland, leaving from the Cameron House Hotel just north of Balloch.





LOCH LOMOND WATER BUS

From mid-March to October a network of boats criss-crosses Loch Lomond, allowing you to explore the loch’s hiking and biking trails using public transport. The Loch Lomond Water Bus timetable is available from tourist offices and online (www.lochlomond-trossachs.org).






8Information

Balloch Tourist Office ([image: icon-phonegif]%01389-753533; www.visitscotland.com; Balloch Rd; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-6pm Jul & Aug, to 5.30pm Jun & Sep, 10am-5pm Oct-May) Opposite Balloch’s train station.

Balmaha National Park Centre ([image: icon-phonegif]%01389-722100; www.lochlomond-trossachs.org; Balmaha; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-4pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Sat & Sun Nov-Mar) Has maps showing local walking routes.




8Getting There & Away


BUS

First Glasgow (www.firstglasgow.com) Bus 1/1A runs from Argyle St in central Glasgow to Balloch (£5.30, 1½ hours, at least two per hour).

Scottish Citylink ([image: icon-phonegif]%0871 266 3333; www.citylink.co.uk) Coaches from Glasgow stop at Luss (£9.40, 55 minutes, 9 to 18 daily), Tarbet (£9.40, 65 minutes, 9 to 18 daily) and Ardlui (£16.90, 1½ hours, four to nine daily).




TRAIN

Glasgow–Balloch (£5.60, 45 minutes, every 30 minutes)

Glasgow–Arrochar & Tarbet (£12.40, 1¼ hours, four to seven daily)

Glasgow–Ardlui (£16.30, 1½ hours, four to seven daily, continuing to Oban or Fort William)






8Getting Around

Bus 309 runs from Balloch to Drymen and Balmaha (£2.60, 20 minutes, nine to 10 daily), while bus 305 heads to Luss (£2.80, 20 minutes, nine to 10 daily). Bus 207 connects Balloch with Loch Lomond Shores and Alexandria. An SPT Daytripper ticket gives a family group unlimited travel for a day on most bus and train services in the Glasgow, Loch Lomond and Helensburgh area. Buy the ticket (£12.30 for one adult and two children, £21.80 for two adults and up to four children) from any train station or Glasgow bus station.

Tarbet and Ardlui are accessible by train and by Citylink buses between Glasgow and northwestern destinations.

Local buses run from Helensburgh to Arrochar via Luss and Tarbet four times daily Monday to Friday.




Western Shore

Balloch, straddling the River Leven at Loch Lomond’s southern end, is the loch’s main population centre and transport hub. A Victorian resort once thronged by day trippers transferring between the train station and the steamer quay, it is now a ‘gateway centre’ for Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park. Visitors still arrive in abundance. On its edge, the overblown Loch Lomond Shores complex provides family-friendly attractions, boat trips, eating establishments and lots of retail.

Leaving Balloch behind, the road along the western shore offers great views of Loch Lomond. There’s also busy traffic along what is a major route to north and west Scotland.

Some would say that the western shore of the loch serves a purpose: to take one for the team, accept the tour coaches and leave other parts of the lake comparatively traffic-free.

Head first for the picture-postcard village of Luss. Stroll among the pretty cottages, built by the local laird in the 19th century for his estate workers, and admire the lochside vistas. You won’t be alone: to live in one of these cute cottages must occasionally feel like being a celeb with paparazzi camped outside the door.

Beyond Luss, Tarbet sits at the junction where you choose between Argyll and Kintyre or Oban and the Highlands. Following the shore brings you to Ardlui and thence Crianlarich.


1Sights & Activities


Loch Lomond Shores AREA

(www.lochlomondshores.com; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-6pm)


Loch Lomond Shores, a major tourism development situated a half-mile north of Balloch, sports various visitor attractions, outdoor activities and boat trips. The heart of the development is a large shopping mall.





Loch Lomond Sea Life AQUARIUM

([image: icon-phonegif]%01389-721500; www.visitsealife.com; Loch Lomond Shores; £13.95, per person for 2 or more £12.30; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Mar-Oct, to 4pm Nov-Feb)


The centrepiece of Loch Lomond Shores is this aquarium, which has displays on the wildlife of Loch Lomond, an otter enclosure (housing short-clawed Asian otters, not Scottish ones), and a host of sea-life exhibits ranging from sharks to stingrays to sea turtles. It’s a lot cheaper if you book online.





Maid of the Loch SHIP

(www.maidoftheloch.com; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-5pm school holidays & weekends Easter-Oct) [image: icon-free]F


The vintage paddle steamer Maid of the Loch, built in 1953, is moored at Loch Lomond Shores while awaiting full restoration – you can nip aboard for a look around. With any luck, it might be operational for the 2019 summer.







4Sleeping & Eating


Glenview B&B€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01389-528878; www.glenview-luss.co.uk; Luss; d £100-140; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


In the centre of things on the road through Luss village, this white house offers a genuine welcome and three highly appealing suites. All are showroom-spotless: one comes with a full kitchen and dining area, the others with spacious lounge areas, with one also having a modish four-poster bed. Breakfast is continental, with a cooked option available in their cafe around the corner.





Loch Lomond Arms INN€€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01436-860420; www.lochlomondarmshotel.com; Main Rd, Luss; r £190-250; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


Though you’re paying quite a bit for the location, there’s something very likeable about the modernised but still traditional rooms here, with their artful design, intriguing fabrics and creature comforts. There’s a suite and self-catering options in nearby buildings. The bar and restaurant areas are attractive without pulling up any culinary trees.





Drover’s Inn PUB FOOD€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01301-704234; www.thedroversinn.co.uk; Inverarnan; bar meals £9-14; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-10pm Mon-Sat, to 9.30pm or 10pm Sun; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


Don’t miss this low-ceilinged howff (drinking den), just north of Ardlui, with its smoke-blackened stone, kilted bartenders, and walls festooned with moth-eaten stags’ heads and stuffed birds. The convivial bar, where Rob Roy allegedly dropped by for pints, serves hearty hill-walking fuel and hosts live folk music on weekends.

Rooms could do with an upgrade but there are some newer ones in a separate building, the Stagger Inn.





Luss Seafood Bar SEAFOOD€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01436-860524; www.luss-seafoodbar.com; Church Rd, Luss; dishes £8-20; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm Feb-Oct; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


Curiously the eating establishments in Luss are tucked safely away from the lake; this place is no exception, set behind a shop on the main street. But it’s a light, cheerful spot serving tasty fresh oysters, potted fish and smoked salmon. Prices are on the high side, but the produce is good. In winter it becomes a coffee shop.









Eastern Shore

Away from the busy western road, the loch’s eastern shore is a quieter spot populated mostly by walkers and campers. Nevertheless, the narrow road gets busy. It runs from Drymen through attractive Balmaha, where you can hire boats.

There are several lochside picnic areas; Milarrochy Bay (1.5 miles north of Balmaha), has a nice gravel beach and superb views across the loch to the Luss hills.

The road ends at Rowardennan, where there’s a hotel, hostels and boat hire, but the hiking trail West Highland Way continues north along the shore of the loch. It’s 7 miles to Inversnaid, reachable by road from the Trossachs, and 15 miles to Inverarnan at the loch’s northern end. Rowardennan is also the launchpad for climbing Ben Lomond.


CLIMBING BEN LOMOND

Standing guard over the eastern shore of Loch Lomond is Ben Lomond (www.nts.org.uk; 974m), Scotland’s most southerly Munro. It’s a popular climb: most follow the Tourist Route up and down from Rowardennan car park. It’s a straightforward route on a well-used and maintained path; allow five hours for the 7-mile round trip.

The Ptarmigan Route is less crowded and has better views, following a narrow but clearly defined path up the western flank, directly overlooking the loch, to a curving ridge leading to the summit. You can then descend via the Tourist Route, making this option a satisfying circuit.

To find the start of the Ptarmigan path, head north from Rowardennan car park 600m, past the SYHA hostel; cross the bridge after Ben Lomond Cottage and immediately turn right along a path through the trees. The route is then easy to follow.




4Sleeping & Eating

Book your accommodation ahead in the walking season, as it packs out. There are hostel, hotel and camping options as well as B&Bs along this stretch.

From March to September, wild camping is restricted on the eastern shore of Loch Lomond between Drymen and Ptarmigan Lodge (just north of the Rowardennan SYHA). There are campsites at Milarrochy, Cashel and Sallochy, and a hostel at Inversnaid.


Rowardennan SYHA HOSTEL€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01360-870259; www.syha.org.uk; Rowardennan; dm/tw/q £23.50/60/112; [image: icon-hoursgif]hmid-Mar–mid-Oct; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


Where the road ends on the eastern side of Loch Lomond, this is a postcard-quality retreat in an elegant ex-hunting lodge with lawns stretching right down to the water’s edge. Whether you’re walking the West Highland Way, climbing Ben Lomond or just putting your feet up, it’s a great choice, with a huge lounge that has windows overlooking the loch.

Meals are available, including packed lunches for walkers, and there’s a pub a short walk away. The wi-fi is a patchy satellite link.





Inversnaid Bunkhouse HOSTEL€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01877-386249; www.inversnaid.com; Inversnaid;  dm £20-23, d without bathroom £48-59, tent site per person £10; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMar-Oct; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-petgif]#)


This former church is now a remote, welcoming hostel in a peaceful streamside location. It’s popular with walkers and offers simple accommodation in crowded dorms, very pleasant doubles and grassy campsites (pre-pitched tents available). It’s 15 miles from Aberfoyle by road, or by ferry from Loch Lomond’s western side, or via an 8-mile walk north from Rowardennan on the West Highland Way.

A hot tub is great for aching muscles and the cafe serves simple meals (noon to 4pm and 6pm to 8pm), packed lunches and decent beers; you can also self-cater evening meals. It’s a 15-minute uphill trudge from the lakeshore and trail, but they offer free transfers. A modern self-catering cabin is also available.





Cashel Campsite CAMPSITE€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01360-870234; www.campingintheforest.co.uk; Rowardennan; site for 1/2 £18/25.45; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMar-late Oct; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-petgif]#)


The most attractive campsite in this eastern shore area is 3 miles north of Balmaha, on the loch shore.





Oak Tree Inn INN€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01360-870357; www.theoaktreeinn.co.uk; Balmaha; s/d £80/100; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W)


An attractive traditional inn built in slate and timber, this place offers bright, modern bedrooms for pampered hikers, plus super-spacious superior chambers, self-catering cottages and glamping pods with their own deck. The rustic restaurant brings locals, tourists and walkers together and dishes up hearty meals that cover lots of bases (mains £10 to £13; noon to 9pm). There’s plenty of outdoor seating.

But it doesn’t end there; the Oak Tree is an impressive set-up that brews its own beers, makes its own ice cream (and sells it in an adjacent cafe), and smokes its own fish. In fact, Balmaha basically is the Oak Tree these days.











Crianlarich & Tyndrum

POP 400

Surrounded by spectacular hillscapes at the northern edge of Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park, these villages are popular pit stops on the main A82 road for walkers on the West Highland Way and Munro-baggers. Crianlarich has a train station and more community atmosphere. Tyndrum (tyne-drum), 5 miles up the road, has two stations, a bus interchange, a petrol station and late-opening motorists’ cafes, and is popular for the ascent of Munros Cruach Ardrain (1046m), Ben More (1174m) and magnificent Ben Lui (1130m).


4Sleeping & Eating


Strathfillan Wigwams CAMPSITE, CABIN€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01838-400251; www.wigwamholidays.com; A82, Strathfillan; sites per adult/child £8/3, wigwam d small/large/en suite £40/50/75, lodge d £70-80; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-petgif]#)


A working farm off the A82 between Crianlarich and Tyndrum, this place has heated ‘wigwams’: wooden A-frame cabins, with fridges and foam mattresses, that can sleep four at a pinch. More upmarket are the self-contained lodges with their own bathrooms and kitchen facilities. It also has camping and a shop. There’s a two-night minimum on summer weekends. Wi-fi costs a small extra amount.





Crianlarich SYHA HOSTEL€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01838-300260; www.syha.org.uk; Station Rd, Crianlarich; dm/tr/q £21/71/94; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


Well run and comfortable, with a spacious kitchen, dining area and lounge, this hostel is a real haven for walkers or anyone passing through. Dorms vary in size – there are some great en suite family rooms that should be booked in advance – but all are clean and roomy.





Ewich Guest House B&B€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01838-300536; www.ewich.co.uk; A82, Strathfillan; s £45, d £70-80; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-petgif]#)


This lovely Swiss-run stone farmhouse is just below the main road between Crianlarich and Tyndrum, but has a fabulous outlook over a valley, with uplifting views and a large garden. It’s very handy for walking and cycling routes and boasts enticing rooms with cheerful fabrics and floorboards. Breakfast has home-laid eggs and there’s a personable pooch.

Walker-friendly features like packed lunches, laundry and a drying room are also available.





Real Food Café CAFE€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01838-400235; www.therealfoodcafe.com; A82, Tyndrum; mains £7-10; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7.30am-8pm Nov-Mar, to 9pm Apr-Oct; [image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-familygif]c) [image: icon-sustainable]S


Hungry hillwalkers throng the tables in this justifiably popular cafe. The menu looks familiar – fish and chips, soups, salads and burgers – but the owners make an effort to source sustainably and locally, and the quality shines through.







8Getting There & Away


BUS

Scottish Citylink (www.citylink.co.uk) runs several buses daily to Glasgow (£18.70, 1¾ hours), Fort William (£15.70, 1¼ hours) and Skye (£41.20, four to five hours) from both Crianlarich and Tyndrum. One bus a day goes to Oban in summer (£12.70, 1¼ hours).




TRAIN

Trains run to Tyndrum and Crianlarich from Fort William (£19.90, 1¾ hours, four daily Monday to Saturday, two on Sunday), Oban (£11.70, 1¼ hours, four or six daily) and Glasgow (£21.10, two hours, three to seven daily).








Arrochar

The village of Arrochar has a wonderful location, looking across the head of Loch Long to the jagged peaks of the Cobbler (Ben Arthur). The mountain takes its name from the shape of its north peak (the one on the right, seen from Arrochar), which looks like a cobbler hunched over his bench. The village makes a picturesque overnight stop.


Cobbler HIKING

(Ben Arthur)


To climb the Cobbler, an impressively handsome mountain of 884m, start from the roadside car park at Succoth near the head of Loch Long. A steep uphill hike through woods is followed by an easier section heading into the valley below the triple peaks. Then it’s steeply uphill again to the saddle between the north and central peaks.

The central peak is higher, but awkward to get to – scramble through the hole and along the ledge to reach the airy summit. The north peak to the right is an easy walk. Allow five to six hours for the 5-mile round trip.





Village Inn INN€€

([image: icon-phonegif]%01301-702279; www.villageinnarrochar.co.uk; Shore Rd; d £120-125; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-petgif]#)


The black-and-white 19th-century Village Inn is a gloriously convivial pub boasting a beer garden with a great view of the Cobbler. There are 14 en suite bedrooms, lovely renovated chambers, some with loch views and most with decent bathrooms. Meals (11am to 9pm) are bar standards supplemented by more ambitious blackboard specials – they’re somewhat overpriced (mains £10 to £17) but tasty enough.





WORTH A TRIP

HILL HOUSE

Built in 1902 for Glasgow publisher Walter Blackie, Hill House ([image: icon-phonegif]%01436-673900; www.nts.org.uk; Upper Colquhoun St, Helensburgh; adult/child £10.50/7.50; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-5pm Mar-Oct) is perhaps architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s finest creation – its timeless elegance still feels chic today. The interiors are stunning, with rose motifs and fabulous furniture. Water soaking through the rendered cement exterior means that you’ll find the house enclosed in a giant covering structure. You can stay on the top floor here – check the Holidays section of the NTS website. It’s near Upper Helensburgh station, though not all trains stop there.

The house also has a beautiful garden. Mackintosh was very protective of his creation: he once chided Mrs Blackie for putting the wrong-coloured flowers in a vase in the hall.

If you’re arriving at Helensburgh Central station, it’s about a 1-mile uphill walk to Hill House. Buses 302 and 306 can get you close.






The Trossachs

The Trossachs region has long been a favourite weekend getaway, offering outstanding natural beauty and excellent walking and cycling routes within easy reach of the country’s southern population centres. With thickly forested hills, romantic lochs, national-park status and an interesting selection of places to stay and eat, its popularity is sure to continue.

The Trossachs first gained cachet in the early 19th century, when curious visitors came from across Britain, drawn by the romantic language of Walter Scott’s poem ‘Lady of the Lake’, inspired by Loch Katrine and Rob Roy, about the derring-do of the region’s most famous son.

In summer, the Trossachs can be overburdened with coach tours, but many of these are for day trippers − peaceful, long evenings gazing at the reflections in the nearest loch are still possible. If you can, it’s worth timing your visit to avoid weekends.


ROB ROY

Nicknamed Red (‘ruadh’ in Gaelic, anglicised to ‘roy’) for his ginger locks, Robert MacGregor (1671−1734) was the wild leader of the wildest of Scotland’s clans, outlawed by powerful neighbours, hence their sobriquet, Children of the Mist. Incognito, Rob became a prosperous livestock trader, before a dodgy deal led to a warrant for his arrest.

A legendary swordsman, the fugitive from justice then became notorious for daring raids into the Lowlands to carry off cattle and sheep.
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