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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Scotland, introduces you to the Highlands, the rugged, windswept north of Scotland that’s a picture-perfect setting for romantic novels and epic films. Filled with more natural and historical mystique than people, the rocky Highlands are where Scottish dreams are set. In this land of mountains and glens, you can march across legendary battlefields, taste a dram of the finest whisky, or even search for the Loch Ness monster. And along the west and north coasts lay a smattering of some of Europe’s most intriguing islands—mountainous, scenic, romantic, and indelibly Scottish. On these remote outposts of Scottish life, mist drifts across craggy hillsides, grizzled islanders man the drizzly ferry crossings, and midges can make life miserable.


In the Highlands you’ll find Scottish culture distilled to its most potent brew. Whenever I want a taste of traditional Scotland, this is where I come.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights with ratings:


▲▲▲—Don’t miss


▲▲—Try hard to see


▲—Worthwhile if you can make it


No rating—Worth knowing about


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, ferries, and driving


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and other helpful hints.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Happy travels!
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SCOTLAND


One of the three countries that make up Great Britain, rugged, feisty, colorful Scotland stands apart. Whether it’s the laid-back, less-organized nature of the people, the stony architecture, the unmanicured landscape, or simply the haggis, go-its-own-way Scotland is distinctive.
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Scotland encompasses about a third of Britain’s geographical area (30,400 square miles), but has less than a tenth of its population (about 5.4 million). This sparsely populated chunk of land stretches to Norwegian latitudes. Its Shetland Islands, at about 60°N (similar to Anchorage, Alaska), are the northernmost point of the British Isles. You may see Scotland referred to as “Caledonia” (its ancient Roman name) or “Alba” (its Gaelic name). Scotland’s fortunes were long tied to the sea; all of its leading cities are located along firths (estuaries), where major rivers connect to ocean waters.


The southern part of Scotland, called the Lowlands, is relatively flat and urbanized. The northern area—the Highlands—features a wild, severely undulating terrain, punctuated by lochs (lakes) and fringed by sea lochs (inlets) and islands.
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The Highland Boundary Fault that divides Scotland geologically also divides it culturally. Historically, there were two distinct identities: rougher Highlanders in the northern wilderness and the more refined Lowlanders in the southern flatlands and cities. Highlanders represented the stereotypical image of “true Scots,” speaking Gaelic, wearing kilts, and playing bagpipes, while Lowlanders spoke languages of Saxon origin and wore trousers. After the Scottish Reformation, the Lowlanders embraced Protestantism, while most Highlanders stuck to Catholicism. Although this Lowlands/Highlands division has faded over time, some Scots still cling to it.




Scotland Almanac


Official Name: Scotland.


Population: About 5.4 million. Scotland is mostly English-speaking, though about 1.5 million people use the Scots “language,” and about 60,000 speak Scottish Gaelic.


Latitude and Longitude: 57°N and 4°W. The Shetland Islands are Scotland’s northernmost point, at 60°N (similar to Anchorage, Alaska).


Area: 30,400 square miles, about the size of South Carolina.


Geography: Scotland’s flatter southern portion is the Lowlands; the Highlands to the north are more wild and hilly, and the country boasts over 6,000 miles of coastline and more than 790 islands (only about 130 are inhabited). Ben Nevis in western Scotland (at 4,406 feet) is Great Britain’s highest peak.


Biggest Cities: Glasgow has 600,000 people, Edinburgh 490,000.


Economy: The gross domestic product is about $142 billion, and the GDP per capita is $26,500. The Scottish service sector (including retail and financial services) has become an increasingly significant part of its economy, producing over 60 percent of all economic activity in 2015.


Scotland’s main exports include food and drink, as well as chemicals and petroleum products. Scotch whisky comprises a quarter of all UK food and drink exports; exports to the US represent the biggest market for Scotch by value, though France is the biggest market by volume.


Scotland uses the same currency as the other UK countries of England, Wales, and Northern Ireland: the pound sterling.


Government: Queen Elizabeth II officially heads the country—but for Scots she is simply Queen Elizabeth, not Queen Elizabeth II. (Scotland and England were separate monarchies when England had their first Elizabeth.) Theresa May is the UK’s prime minister, and Nicola Sturgeon is Scotland’s first minister.


Flag: The Saltire, with a diagonal, X-shaped white cross on a blue field, is meant to represent the crucifixion of Scotland’s patron saint, the apostle Andrew.


The Average Scot: The average Scottish person will live to age 79 and doesn’t identify with an organized religion. He or she has free health care, gets 28 vacation days a year (versus 16 in the US), lives within a five-minute walk of a park or green space, and gets outdoors at least once a week.
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The Lowlands are dominated by a pair of rival cities: Edinburgh (on the east coast’s Firth of Forth) and Glasgow (on the west coast’s Firth of Clyde) mark the endpoints of Scotland’s 75-mile-long “Central Belt,” where three-quarters of the country’s population resides. Edinburgh, the old royal capital, teems with Scottish history and is the country’s most popular tourist attraction. Glasgow, once a gloomy industrial city, is becoming a hip, laid-back city of art, music, and architecture. In addition to these two cities—both of which warrant a visit—the Lowlands’ highlights include the medieval university town and golf mecca of St. Andrews, the small city of Stirling (with its castle and many nearby historic sites), and selected countryside stopovers.
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Generally, the Highlands are hungry for the tourist dollar, and everything overtly Scottish is exploited to the kilt; you need to spend some time here to get to know the area’s true character. You can get a feel for the Highlands with a quick drive to Oban, through Glencoe, then up the Caledonian Canal to Inverness. With more time, the Isles of Iona, Staffa, and Mull (an easy day trip from Oban); the Isle of Skye; the handy distillery town of Pitlochry; and countless brooding countryside castles will flesh out your Highlands experience. And for those really wanting to get off the beaten path, continue north—all the way up the dramatic west coast (called Wester Ross) to John O’Groats, at Britain’s northeastern tip. To go farther, cross the Pentland Firth to Orkney, with its own unique culture and history.


[image: Image]


At these northern latitudes, cold and drizzly weather isn’t uncommon—even in midsummer. The blazing sun can quickly be covered over by black clouds and howling wind. Your B&B host will warn you to prepare for “four seasons in one day.” Because Scots feel personally responsible for bad weather, they tend to be overly optimistic about forecasts. Take any Scottish promise of “sun by the afternoon” with a grain of salt—and bring your raincoat, just in case.


Americans and Canadians of Scottish descent enjoy coming “home” to Scotland. If you’re Scottish, your surname will tell you which clan your ancestors likely belonged to. The prefix “Mac” (or “Mc”) means “son of”—so “MacDonald” means the same thing as “Donaldson.” Tourist shops everywhere are happy to help you track down your clan’s tartan (distinctive plaid pattern).


Scotland shares a monarchy with the rest of the United Kingdom, though to Scots, Queen Elizabeth II is just “Queen Elizabeth”; the first Queen Elizabeth ruled England, but not Scotland. (In this book, I use England’s numbering.) Scotland is not a sovereign state, but it is a “nation” in that it has its own traditions, ethnic identity, languages (Gaelic and Scots), and football league. To some extent, it even has its own government.


Recently, Scotland has enjoyed its greatest measure of political autonomy in centuries—a trend called “devolution.” In 1999, the Scottish parliament convened in Edinburgh for the first time in almost 300 years; in 2004, it moved into its brand-new building near the foot of the Royal Mile. Though the Scottish parliament’s powers are limited (most major decisions are still made in London), the Scots are enjoying the refreshing breeze of increased self-governance. In a 2014 independence referendum, the Scots favored staying in the United Kingdom by a margin of 10 percent. The question of independence will likely remain a pivotal issue in Scotland for many years to come.
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Scotland even has its own currency...sort of. Scots use the same coins as England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, but Scotland also prints its own bills (featuring Scottish rather than English people and landmarks). Just to confuse tourists, three different banks print Scottish pound notes, each with a different design. In the Lowlands (around Edinburgh and Glasgow), you’ll receive both Scottish and English pounds from ATMs and in change. But in the Highlands, you’ll almost never see English pounds. Bank of England notes are legal and widely used; Northern Ireland bank notes are legal but less common.
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The Scottish flag—a diagonal, X-shaped white cross on a blue field—represents the cross of Scotland’s patron saint, the Apostle Andrew (who was crucified on an X-shaped cross). You may not realize it, but you see the Scottish flag every time you look at the Union Jack: England’s flag (the red St. George’s cross on a white field) superimposed on Scotland’s (a blue field with a white diagonal cross). The diagonal red cross (St. Patrick’s cross) over Scotland’s white one represents Northern Ireland. (Wales gets no love on the Union Jack.)


[image: Image]


Here in “English-speaking” Scotland, you may still encounter a language barrier. First is the lovely, lilting Scottish accent—which may take you a while to understand. You may also hear an impenetrable dialect of Scottish English that many linguists consider to be a separate language, called “Scots.” You may already know several Scots words: lad, lassie, wee, bonnie, glen, loch, aye. On menus, you’ll see neeps and tatties (turnips and potatoes). And in place names, you’ll see ben (mountain), brae (hill), firth (estuary), and kyle (strait). Second is Gaelic (pronounced “gallic” here; Ireland’s closely related Celtic language is pronounced “gaylic”)—the ancient Celtic language of the Scots. While only one percent of the population speaks Gaelic, it’s making a comeback—particularly in the remote and traditional Highlands. For more on Scots words—see here.




British, Scottish, and English


Scotland and England have been tied together politically for more than 300 years, since the Act of Union in 1707. For a century and a half afterward, Scottish nationalists rioted for independence in Edinburgh’s streets and led rebellions (“uprisings”) in the Highlands. In this controversial union, history is clearly seen through two very different filters.


If you tour a British-oriented sight, such as Edinburgh’s National War Museum Scotland, you’ll find things told in a “happy union” way, which ignores the long history of Scottish resistance—from the ancient Picts through the time of Robert the Bruce. The official line: In 1706-1707, it was clear to England and certain parties in Scotland (especially landowners from the Lowlands) that it was in their mutual interest to dissolve the Scottish government and fold it into the United Kingdom, to be ruled from London.


But talk to a cabbie or your B&B host, and you may get a different spin. Scottish independence is still a hot-button issue. Since 2007, the Scottish National Party (SNP) has owned the largest majority in the Scottish Parliament. During a landmark referendum in September 2014, the Scots voted to remain part of the union—but many polls, right up until election day, suggested that things could easily have gone the other way.


The rift shows itself in sports, too. While the English may refer to a British team in international competition as “English,” the Scots are careful to call it “British.” If a Scottish athlete does well, the English call him “British.” If he screws up...he’s a clumsy Scot.





While soccer (“football”) is as popular here as anywhere, golf is Scotland’s other national sport. But in Scotland, it’s not necessarily considered an exclusively upper-class pursuit; you can generally play a round at a basic course for about £15. While Scotland’s best scenery is along the west coast, its best golfing is on the east coast—home to many prestigious golf courses. Most of these are links courses, which use natural sand from the beaches for the bunkers. For tourists, these links are more authentic, more challenging, and more fun than the regular-style courses (with artificial landforms) farther inland. If you’re a golfer, St. Andrews—on the east coast—is a pilgrimage worth making.
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Outside of the main cities, Scotland’s sights are subtle, but its misty glens, brooding countryside castles, and warm culture are plenty engaging. Whether toasting with beer, whisky, or Scotland’s favorite soft drink, Irn-Bru, enjoy meeting the Scottish people. It’s easy to fall in love with the irrepressible spirit and beautiful landscape of this faraway corner of Britain.
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THE SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS


Filled with more natural and historical mystique than people, the Highlands are where Scottish dreams are set. Legends of Bonnie Prince Charlie linger around crumbling castles as tunes played by pipers in kilts swirl around tourists. Intrepid Munro baggers scale bald mountains, grizzled islanders man the drizzly ferry crossings, and midges make life miserable (bring bug spray). The Highlands are the most mountainous, least inhabited, and—for many—most scenic and romantic part of Scotland.
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The Highlands are covered with mountains, lochs, and glens, scarcely leaving a flat patch of land for building a big city. Geographically, the Highlands are defined by the Highland Boundary Fault, which slashes 130 miles diagonally through the middle of Scotland just north of the big cities of the more densely populated “Central Belt” (Glasgow and Edinburgh).


This geographical and cultural fault line is clearly visible on maps, and you can even see it in the actual landscape—especially around Loch Lomond and the Trossachs, where the transition from rolling Lowland hills to bald Highland mountains is almost too on-the-nose. Just beyond the fault, the Grampian Mountains curve across the middle of Scotland; beyond that, the Caledonian Canal links the east and west coasts (slicing diagonally through the Great Glen, another geological fault, from Oban to Inverness), with even more mountains to the north.


Though the Highlands’ many “hills” are technically too short to be called “mountains,” they do a convincing imitation. (Just don’t say that to a Scot.) Scotland has 282 hills over 3,000 feet. A list of these was first compiled in 1891 by Sir Hugh Munro, and to this day the Scots still call their high hills “Munros.” (Hills from 2,500-3,000 feet are known as “Corbetts,” and those from 2,000-2,500 are “Grahams.”) Avid hikers—called “Munro baggers”—love to tick these minimountains off their list. According to the Munro Society, more than 5,000 intrepid hikers can brag that they’ve climbed all of the Munros. (To get started, you’ll find lots of good information at www.walkhighlands.co.uk/munros).




Hiking the Highlands


Scotland is a hiker’s paradise...as long as you bring rain gear. I’ve recommended a few hikes of varying degrees of difficulty throughout this book. Remember: Wear sturdy (ideally waterproof) shoes, and be prepared for any weather. For serious hikes, pick up good maps and get advice at local TIs or from a knowledgeable resident (such as your B&B host). A good resource for hiking route tips is www.walkhighlands.co.uk.
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For a more in-depth experience, consider one of Scotland’s famous multiday walks. These are the most popular:


West Highland Way: 95 miles, 5-10 days, Milngavie to Fort William by way of Loch Lomond, Glencoe, and Rannoch Moor


Great Glen Way: 79 miles, 5-6 days, Fort William to Inverness along the Caledonian Canal, Fort Augustus, and Loch Ness


John Muir Way: 134 miles, 9-10 days, newer route—from 2014—that runs coast to coast through the Central Belt of Scotland, from Helensburgh to Dunbar via Falkirk, the Firth of Forth, and Edinburgh





The Highlands occupy more than half of Scotland’s area, but are populated by less than five percent of its people—a population density comparable to Russia’s. Scotland’s Hebrides Islands (among them Skye, Mull, Iona, and Staffa), while not, strictly speaking, in the Highlands, are often included simply because they share much of the same culture, clan history, and Celtic ties. (Orkney and Shetland, off the north coast of Scotland, are a world apart—they feel more Norwegian than Highlander.)


Inverness is the Highlands’ de facto capital, and often claims to be the region’s only city. (The east coast port city of Aberdeen—Scotland’s third largest, and quadruple the size of Inverness—has its own Doric culture and dialect, and is usually considered its own animal.)


The Highlands are where you’ll most likely see Gaelic—the old Celtic language that must legally accompany English on road signs. While few Highlanders actually speak Gaelic—and virtually no one speaks it as a first language—certain Gaelic words are used as a nod of respect to their heritage. Fàilte (welcome), Slàinte mhath! (cheers!—literally “good health”), and tigh (house—featured in many business names) are all common. If you’re making friends in a Highland pub, ask your new mates to teach you some Gaelic words.
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The Highlands are also the source of many Scottish superstitions, some of which persist in remote communities, where mischievous fairies and shape-shifting kelpies are still blamed for trouble. Many superstitions surround babies. New parents were gripped with a fear that their newborn could be replaced by a devilish imposter called a changeling. Well into the 20th century, a midwife called a “howdie” would oversee key rituals: Before a birth, doors and windows would be unlocked and mirrors would be covered. And the day of the week a baby is born was charged with significance (“Monday’s child is fair of face, Tuesday’s child is full of grace...”).


Many American superstitions and expressions originated in Scotland (such as “black sheep,” based on the idea that a black sheep was terrible luck for the flock). Just as a baseball player might refuse to shave during a winning streak, many perfectly modern Highlanders carry a sprig of white heather for good luck at their wedding (and are careful not to cross two knives at the dinner table). And let’s not even start with the Loch Ness monster...


In the summer, the Highlands swarm with tourists...and midges. These miniature mosquitoes—like “no-see-ums”—are bloodthirsty and determined. They can be an annoyance from late May through September, depending on the weather. Hot sun or a stiff breeze blows the tiny buggers away, but they thrive in damp, shady areas. Locals suggest blowing or brushing them off, rather than swatting them—since killing them only seems to attract more (likely because of the smell of fresh blood). Scots say, “If you kill one midge, a million more will come to his funeral.” Even if you don’t usually travel with bug spray, consider bringing or buying some for a summer visit. Locals recommend Avon’s Skin So Soft, which is effective against midges, but less potent than DEET-based bug repellants.


Keep an eye out for another Scottish animal: shaggy Highland cattle called “hairy coos.” They’re big and have impressive horns, but are best known for their adorable hair falling into their eyes (the hair protects them from Scotland’s troublesome insects and unpredictable weather). Hairy coos graze on sparse vegetation that other animals ignore, and, with a heavy coat (rather than fat) to keep them insulated, they produce a lean meat that resembles venison. (Highland cattle meat is not commonly eaten, and the relatively few hairy coos you’ll see are kept around mostly as a national symbol.)
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While the prickly, purple thistle is the official national flower, heather is the unofficial national shrub. This scrubby vegetation blankets much of the Highlands. It’s usually a muddy reddish-brown color, but it bursts with purple flowers in the late summer; the less common bell heather blooms in July. Heather is one of the few things that will grow in the inhospitable terrain of a moor, and it can be used to make dye, rope, thatch, and even beer (look for Fraoch Heather Ale).


Highlanders are an outdoorsy bunch. For a fun look at local athletics, check whether your trip coincides with one of the Highland Games that enliven Highland communities in summer (see the sidebar on here). And keep an eye out for the unique Highland sport of shinty: a brutal, fast-paced version of field hockey, played for keeps. Similar to Irish hurling, shinty is a full-contact sport that encourages tackling and fielding airborne balls, with players swinging their sticks (called camans) perilously through the air. The easiest place to see shinty is at Bught Park in Inverness (see here), but it’s played across the Highlands.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Here are three recommended Highland itineraries: two days, four days, or a full week or more. These plans assume you’re driving, but can be done (with some modifications) by bus.


Two- to Three-Day Highland Highlights Blitz


This ridiculously fast-paced option squeezes the maximum Highland experience out of a few short days, and assumes you’re starting from Glasgow or Edinburgh.
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Day 1: In the morning, head up to the Highlands. (If coming from Edinburgh, consider a stop at Stirling Castle en route.) Drive along Loch Lomond and pause for lunch in Inveraray. Try to get to Oban in time for the day’s last distillery tour (see hours on here; smart to book ahead). Have dinner in Oban.


Day 2: Get an early start from Oban and make a beeline for Glencoe, where you can visit the folk museum and enjoy a quick, scenic drive up the valley. Then drive to Fort William and follow the Caledonian Canal to Inverness, stopping at Fort Augustus to see the locks (and have a late lunch). Drive along Loch Ness to search for monsters, then wedge in a visit to the Culloden Battlefield (just outside Inverness) in the late afternoon. Finally, make good time southward on the A-9 back to Edinburgh (3 hours, arriving late).


Day 3: To extend this plan a bit, take your time getting to Inverness on Day 2 and spend the night there. Follow my self-guided Inverness Walk either that evening or the next morning. Leaving Inverness, tour Culloden Battlefield, visit Clava Cairns, then head south, stopping off at any place that appeals: The best options near the A-9 are Pitlochry and the Scottish Crannog Centre on Loch Tay, or take the more rugged eastern route to see the Speyside whisky area, Balmoral Castle and Ballater village, and Cairngorms mountain scenery. Or, if this is your best chance to see Stirling Castle or the Falkirk sights (Falkirk Wheel, Kelpies sculptures), fit them in on your way south.


Six-Day Highlands and Islands Loop


While you’ll see the Highlands on the above itinerary, you’ll whiz past the sights in a misty blur. This more reasonably paced plan is for those who want to slow down a bit.


Day 1: Follow the plan for Day 1, above, sleeping in Oban (2 nights).


Day 2: Do an all-day island-hopping tour from Oban, with visits to Mull, Iona, and (if you choose) Staffa.


Day 3: From Oban, head up to Glencoe for its museum and valley views. Consider lingering for a (brief) hike. Then zip up to Fort William and take the “Road to the Isles” west (pausing in Glenfinnan to see its viaduct) to Mallaig. Take the ferry over the sea to Skye, then drive to Portree to sleep (2 nights).


Day 4: Spend today enjoying the Isle of Skye. In the morning, do the Trotternish Peninsula loop; in the afternoon, take your pick of options (Talisker Distillery, Dunvegan Castle, multiple hiking options).


Day 5: Leaving Portree, drive across the Skye Bridge for a photo-op pit stop at Eilean Donan Castle. The A-87 links you over to Loch Ness, which you’ll follow to Inverness. If you get in early enough, consider touring Culloden Battlefield this evening. Sleep in Inverness (1 night).


Day 6: See the Day 3 options for my Highlands Highlights Blitz, earlier.


10-Day (or More) Highlands Explorer Extravaganza


Using the six-day Highlands and Islands Loop as a basis, pick and choose from these possible modifications (listed in order of where they’d fit into the itinerary):


• Add an overnight in Glencoe to make more time for hiking there.


• Leaving the Isle of Skye, drive north along Wester Ross (the scenic northwest coast). Go as far as Ullapool, then cut back down to Inverness, or...


• Take another day or two (after spending the night in Ullapool) to carry on northward through remote and rugged scenery to Scotland’s north coast. Drive east along the coast all the way to John O’Groats; then either take the ferry from Scrabster across to Orkney, or shoot back down to Inverness on the A-9 (about 3 hours).


• Visit Orkney (2-night minimum). This can fit into the above plan after John O’Groats. Or, to cut back on the remote driving, simply zip up on the A-9 from Inverness (about 3 hours)—or fly up from Inverness, Edinburgh, or Aberdeen.


• On the way south from Inverness, follow the Speyside whisky trail, cut through the Cairngorms, visit Balmoral Castle, and sleep in Ballater. Between Balmoral and Edinburgh, consider visiting Glamis Castle (Queen Mum’s childhood home), Dundee (great industrial museums), or Culross (scenic firthside village).


• Add an overnight wherever you’d like to linger; the best options are the Isle of Skye (to allow more island explorations) or Inverness (to fit in more side-trips).


GETTING AROUND THE HIGHLANDS


By Car: The Highlands are made for joyriding. There are a lot of miles, but they’re scenic, the roads are good, and the traffic is light. Drivers enjoy flexibility and plenty of tempting stopovers. Be careful, but don’t be too timid about passing; otherwise, diesel fumes and large trucks might be your main memory of driving in Scotland. The farther north you go, the more away-from-it-all you’ll feel, with few signs of civilization. Even on a sunny weekend, you can go miles without seeing another car. Don’t wait too long to gas up—village gas stations are few and far between, and can close unexpectedly. Get used to single-lane roads: While you can make good time when they’re empty (as they often are), don’t let your guard down, and slow down on blind corners—you never know when an oncoming car (or a road-blocking sheep) is right around the bend. If you do encounter an oncoming vehicle, unspoken rules of the road dictate that the driver closest to a pullout will use it—even if they have to back up. A little “thank-you” wave (or even just an index finger raised off the steering wheel) is the customary end to these encounters.


By Public Transportation: Glasgow is the gateway to this region (so you’ll most likely have to transfer there if coming from Edinburgh). The train zips from Glasgow to Fort William, Oban, and Kyle of Lochalsh in the west; and up to Stirling, Pitlochry, and Inverness in the east. For more remote destinations (such as Glencoe), the bus is better.


Most of the buses are operated by Scottish Citylink. You can pay the driver in cash when you board. But in peak season—when these buses fill up—it’s smart to buy tickets at least a day in advance: Book at www.citylink.co.uk, call 0871-216-3333, or stop by a bus station or TI.


Glasgow’s Buchanan Station is the main Lowlands hub for reaching Highlands destinations. From Edinburgh, it’s best to transfer in Glasgow (fastest by train, also possible by bus)—though there are direct buses from Edinburgh to Inverness, where you can connect to Highlands buses. Once in the Highlands, Inverness and Fort William serve as the main bus hubs.




Scottish Highland Games


Throughout the summer, Highland communities host traditional festivals of local sport and culture. These Highland Games (sometimes called Highland Gatherings) combine the best elements of a track meet and a county fair. They range from huge and glitzy (such as Braemar’s world-famous games, which the Queen attends, or the Cowal Highland Gathering, Scotland’s biggest) to humble and small-town. Some of the more modern games come with loud pop music and corporate sponsorship, but still manage to celebrate the Highland spirit.


Most Highland Games take place between mid-June and late August (usually on Saturdays, but occasionally on weekdays). The games are typically a one-day affair, kicking off around noon and winding down in the late afternoon. At smaller games, you’ll pay a nominal admission fee (typically around £5-7). Events are rain or shine (so bring layers) and take place in a big park ringed by a running track, with the heavy events and Highland dancing stage at opposite ends of the infield. Surrounding the whole scene are junk-food stands, a few test-your-skill carnival games, and local charities raising funds by selling hamburgers, fried sausage sandwiches, baked goods, and bottles of beer and Irn-Bru. The emcee’s running commentary is a delightful opportunity to just sit back and enjoy a lilting Scottish accent.


The day’s events typically kick off with a pipe band parading through town—often led by the local clan chieftain—and ending with a lap around the field. Then the sporting events begin.
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In the heavy events—or feats of Highland strength—brawny, kilted athletes test their ability to hurl various objects of awkward shapes and sizes as far as possible. In the weight throw, competitors spin like ballerinas before releasing a 28- or 56-pound ball on a chain. The hammer throw involves a similar technique with a 26-pound ball on a long stick, and the stone put (with a 20- to 25-pound ball) has been adopted in American sports as the shot put. In the “weight over the bar” event, Highlanders swing a 56-pound weight over a horizontal bar that begins at 10 feet high and ends at closer to 15 feet. (That’s like tossing a 5-year-old child over a double-decker bus.) And, of course, there’s the caber toss: Pick up a giant log (the caber), get a running start, and release it end-over-end with enough force to (ideally) make the caber flip all the way over and land at the 12 o’clock position. (Most competitors wind up closer to 6.)


Meanwhile, the track events run circles around the muscle: the 90-meter dash, the 1,600-meter, and so on. The hill race adds a Scottish spin: Combine a several-mile footrace with the ascent of a nearby summit. The hill racers begin with a lap in the stadium before disappearing for about an hour. Keep an eye on nearby hillsides to pick out their colorful jerseys bobbing up and down a distant peak. This custom supposedly began when an 11th-century king staged a competition to select his personal letter carrier. After about an hour—when you’ve forgotten all about them—the hill racers start trickling back into the stadium to cross the finish line.


The Highland dancing is a highlight. Accompanied by a lone piper, the dancers (in groups of two to four) toe their routines with intense concentration. Dancers remain always on the balls of their feet, requiring excellent balance and stamina. While some men participate, most competitors are female—from wee lassies barely out of nappies, all the way to poised professionals. Common steps are the Highland fling (in which the goal is to keep the feet as close as possible to one spot), sword dances (in which the dancers step gingerly over crossed swords on the stage), and a variety of national dances.


[image: Image]


Other events further enliven the festivities. The pipe band periodically assembles to play a few tunes, often while marching around the track (giving the runners a break). Larger games may have a massing of multiple pipe bands, or bagpipe and drumming competitions. You may also see re-enactments of medieval battles, herd-dog demonstrations, or dog shows (grooming and obedience). Haggis hurling—a relatively new event in which participants stand on a whisky barrel and attempt to throw a cooked haggis as far as possible—has caught on recently. And many small-town events end with the grand finale of a town-wide tug-of-war, during which everybody gets bruised, muddy, and hysterical.


If you’re traveling to Scotland in the summer, check online schedules to see if you’ll be near any Highland Games before locking in your itinerary. Rather than target the big, famous gatherings, I make a point of visiting the smaller clan games. One helpful website—listing dates for most but not all of the games around Scotland—is www.shga.co.uk. For many travelers to Scotland, attending a Highland Games can be a trip-capping highlight. And, of course, many communities in the US and Canada also host their own Highland Games.





Note that bus frequency can be substantially reduced on Sundays and in the off-season (Oct-mid-May). Unless otherwise noted, I’ve listed bus information for summer weekdays. Always confirm schedules locally.


These buses are particularly useful for connecting the sights in this book:


Buses #976 and #977 connect Glasgow with Oban (5/day, 3 hours).


Buses #914, #915, and #916 go from Glasgow to Fort William, stopping at Glencoe (8/day, 2.5 hours to Glencoe, 3 hours total to Fort William). From Fort William, these buses continue all the way up to Portree on the Isle of Skye (3/day, 7 hours for the full run).


Bus #918 goes from Oban to Fort William, stopping en route at Ballachulish near Glencoe (2/day, 1 hour to Ballachulish, 1.5 hours total to Fort William).


Bus #44 (operated by Stagecoach) is a cheaper alternative for connecting Glencoe to Fort William (hourly Mon-Sat, fewer on Sun, www.stagecoachbus.com).


Buses #19 and #919 connect Fort William with Inverness (7/day, 2 hours).


Buses #M90 and #G90 run from Edinburgh to Inverness (express #G90, 2/day, 3.5 hours; slower #M90, some stop in Pitlochry, 6/day, 4 hours).


Bus #917 connects Inverness with Portree, on the Isle of Skye (3/day, 3 hours).


Bus #G10 is an express connecting Inverness and Glasgow (5/day, 3 hours). National Express #588 also goes direct (1/day, 4 hours, www.nationalexpress.com).





[image: Image]



OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES


Oban • Isles of Mull, Iona and Staffa • Near Oban (Inveraray and Kilmartin Glen)


For a taste of Scotland’s west coast, the port town of Oban is equal parts endearing and functional. This busy little ferry-and-train terminal has no important sights, but makes up the difference in character, in scenery (with its low-impact panorama of overlapping islets and bobbing boats), and with one of Scotland’s best distillery tours. But Oban is also convenient: It’s midway between the Lowland cities (Glasgow and Edinburgh) and the Highland riches of the north (Glencoe, Isle of Skye). And it’s the “gateway to the isles,” with handy ferry service to the Hebrides Islands.


[image: Image]


If time is tight and serious island-hopping is beyond the scope of your itinerary, Oban is ideally situated for a busy and memorable full-day side-trip to three of the most worthwhile Inner Hebrides: big, rugged Mull; pristine little Iona, where buoyant clouds float over its historic abbey; and Staffa, a remote, grassy islet inhabited only by sea birds. (The best of the Inner Hebrides—the Isle of Skye—is covered in its own chapter.) Sit back, let someone else do the driving, and enjoy a tour of the Inner Hebrides.


This chapter also includes a few additional sights near Oban, handy for those connecting the dots: the most scenic route between Glasgow and Oban (along the bonnie, bonnie banks of Loch Lomond and through the town of Inveraray, with its fine castle); and the faint remains of Kilmartin Glen, the prehistoric homeland of the Scottish people.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


If you’re on a speedy blitz tour of Scotland, Oban is a strategic and pleasant place to spend the night. But you’ll need two nights to enjoy Oban’s main attraction: the side-trip to Mull, Iona, and Staffa. There are few actual sights in Oban itself, beyond the distillery tour, but—thanks to its manageable size, scenic waterfront setting, and great restaurants—the town is an enjoyable place to linger.


Oban


Oban (pronounced OH-bin) is a low-key resort. Its winding promenade is lined by gravel beaches, ice-cream stands, fish-and-chip joints, a tourable distillery, and a good choice of restaurants. Everything in Oban is close together, and the town seems eager to please its many visitors: Wool and tweed are perpetually on sale, and posters announce a variety of day tours to Scotland’s wild and wildlife-strewn western islands. When the rain clears, sun-starved Scots sit on benches along the Esplanade, leaning back to catch some rays. Wind, boats, gulls, layers of islands, and the promise of a wide-open Atlantic beyond give Oban a rugged charm.


[image: Image]


Orientation to Oban


Oban, with about 10,000 people, is where the train system of Scotland meets the ferry system serving the Hebrides Islands. As “gateway to the isles,” its center is not a square or market, but its harbor. Oban’s business action, just a couple of streets deep, stretches along the harbor and its promenade.


TOURIST INFORMATION


Oban’s TI, located at the North Pier, sells bus and ferry tickets, is well stocked with brochures, and has free Wi-Fi (generally daily July-Aug 9:00-19:00; April-June 9:00-17:30; Sept-March 10:00-17:00; 3 North Pier, tel. 01631/563-122, www.oban.org.uk).


HELPFUL HINTS


Bookstore: Waterstones, a huge bookstore overlooking the harborfront, offers maps and a fine collection of books on Scotland (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:30, Sun 11:00-17:00, longer hours in July-Aug, 12 George Street, tel. 0843/290-8529).


Baggage Storage: The train station has pay luggage lockers, but is open limited hours (Mon-Sat 5:00-20:30, Sun 10:45-18:00)—confirm the closing time before committing.
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