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            Introduction

         

         While this is my second book, Bikepacking Scotland has been much longer in the making than Great British Gravel Rides. I found my love for gravel riding through bikepacking, and in the year before Scotland welcomes the world to the 2023 UCI Cycling World Championships, it seemed fitting to finally write this book.

         I had my official introduction to bikepacking in 2014, when I first lined up in Tyndrum to ride the Highland Trail 550 on a single-speed bike. Back then I was unprepared for what lay ahead of me, but I loved the spirit of the community of riders that enveloped me. I had a fair bit of learning to do, but the sheer beauty that surrounded me, and the warm and welcoming nature of both the bikepacking community and the people of Scotland made the experience one that has stuck in my memories ever since.

         Shortly after finishing the Highland Trail just hours within the cut-off time, I discovered the Cross Borders Drove Road on one of my local rides in the Pentland Hills. It immediately sparked an interest for the amazing heritage paths that criss-cross the country, and it inspired the development of my first bikepacking route – the Capital Trail.

         Only a few months after organising an event on the route in 2015, I was off on a much bigger loop around the world. My ‘Extended Capital Trail’ took me cycling through 26 different countries and I was met with the same warm hospitality I encountered on my first bikepacking event. But I was also happy and pleased to return to Scotland after 34,000 kilometres (21,126 miles), to combine my passion for bikepacking and my learnings from the trip. This was the start of Bikepacking Scotland.

         Since December 2016, when I first registered the domain bikepackingscotland.com, I have had the privilege to work with inspiring people across the country to develop and promote bikepacking routes. I came to understand Scotland, which I have called home since 2009, so much better on two wheels than I would have done in any other way.

         Bikepacking has allowed me to experience the rich history and natural heritage of the country with all my senses. My work has connected me with inspiring people, many of whom have since become friends. Bikepacking has taken me to the corners of Scotland that the country is world-famous for, but without the need to travel with a metal cage around me. But, more often, cycling has taken me to those places that don’t normally feature in other travel guides.

         For me, bikepacking is one of the purest ways to discover Scotland off the beaten track, leaving no other trace than a few tyre marks. All the bikepacking adventures I have had in Scotland have created lasting memories, even though at times it was a steep learning experience. Scotland isn’t an easy country to cycle in when it throws its weather at you. You will fondly remember the first time you sink your feet into its famous bog, or the first time a cloud of midges surrounds you. But you will also be blown away by the wonderful scenery, no matter where you go.

         The routes in this book are only a snapshot. Scotland inspires a vibrant community of people who create routes, organise events or simply share their experiences on social media, and these are people that are proud of where they call home. Its access rights, historic routes and climate make it one of the best countries in the world to enjoy bikepacking.

         I hope this book serves as inspiration for you to enjoy your cycling adventures, big and small.

         
             

         

         Markus Stitz

         Edinburgh, December 2022
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            Feedback and Updates

         

         If you have any feedback, please do contact me: markus@bikepackingscotland.com @reizkultur
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            How to use this book

         

         This book provides descriptions of 20 routes suitable for road, gravel and mountain bikes in Scotland. The rides are presented in roughly geographical order, starting in the south and finishing in the far north. Each route description gives you the following information:

         
	A short summary of the route.

            	A detailed route description, which includes points of interest and historical information.

            	Other routes nearby to inspire your own exploration.

            	Essential information that includes grade, distance, ascent, start/finish locations with Ordnance Survey grid references and satnav, nearest bike-friendly public transport and the distance from the start/finish, the highest point, terrain information, a percentage comparison of surfaces encountered, recommended bike choice, best time to ride and warnings, where needed.

            	Places to stay and eat, as well as bike shops and bike hire options.

         

Each route portrait is accompanied by beautiful photography to give you a sense of what to expect on your adventure, and, where possible, a QR code to a YouTube video about the route.

      

   


   
      
         
            Route Grades

         

         EASY [image: ]


         These routes are a great introduction to bikepacking, suitable for most fitness and skills levels.

         MEDIUM [image: ]


         These routes are suitable for riders with good fitness and riding skills.

         HARD [image: ]


         These routes are suitable for riders with very good fitness and expert riding skills.
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            Scotland: a bikepacker’s dream

         

         There are many reasons for choosing Scotland as a bikepacking destination: the favourable access rights, the weather, a vast network of historic routes and other great trails, the stunning scenery, the unique bothy network, a rich food and drink culture, and dark skies. But the biggest reason to go bikepacking in Scotland is the warm welcome you will receive wherever you go. Whether you are exploring the streets of Edinburgh or Glasgow, or you end up in a remote Highland village, you are guaranteed a hearty greeting from the locals.

         HISTORICAL ROUTES: THE HERITAGE PATHS PROJECT

         Scotland has a unique network of heritage paths from bygone times. The Heritage Paths Project from the Scottish Rights of Way and Access Society, ScotWays, started in 2007. ScotWays is the independent charity which upholds and promotes public access rights in Scotland. Its interactive Heritage Path Map (www.scotways.com/heritage-paths) is one of the best resources for planning bikepacking adventures in Scotland. The map gives you not only basic information about the state of the paths, but also the historical background so you can better understand their use. While this is not a comprehensive list, the following historical paths can be found in Scotland; I have also included some information about where they feature in the routes in this book.

         
	
Roman roads: the oldest known roads in Scotland were built by the Romans between AD 78 and AD 185. Parts of Dere Street still exist in the Scottish Borders near Jedburgh, included in route 3.

            	
Medieval routes: these routes are more widespread, but harder to trace. They were less engineered and were mainly formed by horses or humans over the centuries. For example, parts of the Southern Upland Way at Minch Moor, included in route 5.

            	
Drove roads: these were the ‘highways’ on which thousands of cattle streamed from the Highlands to the markets of the Central Belt each autumn. First to Crieff, then to Falkirk, and from there further across the border to England. Many routes in this book feature at least one drove road.

            	
Kirk and coffin roads: kirk is a Scottish word meaning church. Kirk and coffin roads were rights of way to churches or burial grounds. The cairns, where coffin bearers rested, can still be seen on some routes. Be mindful that some of xthese routes are steep. The section from Loch Lyon to Killin in route 19 is a former coffin road.

            	
Military roads: military roads were first built by General George Wade in 1724 to pacify and improve communication in the Highlands. His successor, Major Caulfeild, oversaw the completion of more roads, creating in total a network of more than 1,600 kilometres (1,000 miles). Many have since disappeared under tarmac and form part of Scotland’s modern road network, but a good few remain as tracks. They are included in a number of routes in this book.

            	
Turnpike trusts and Thomas Telford: after the military roads, road building developed under the turnpike trusts. Thomas Telford was employed to build new roads in remote parts of the Highlands, and while there is no direct legacy from these for bikepacking, parts of Telford’s roads can be found on route 19.

         

Most of the historic routes are marked with green signs erected by ScotWays. Today, there are over 4,000 signs scattered throughout Scotland, with some reminding people that a route is a right of way, while others tell the history and heritage of a path.

         SCOTLAND’S GREAT TRAILS

         Different to most bikepacking routes described in his book, Scotland’s Great Trails (www.scotlandsgreattrails.com) are clearly waymarked with the symbol of a thistle within a hexagon. These are largely off-road routes, and most of them offer a choice of visitor services. Be aware that the quality of the trails can vary widely; there are no quality assessments before a route becomes a Great Trail. Many of Scotland’s Great Trails have sections that are suitable for cyclists as well as walkers. Some routes, like the West Highland Way, have dedicated websites, while others have only a single page sitting within a council website. The routes below are suitable for cycling or bikepacking, but often with concessions, such as the need to lift your bike over gates. xi

         
            SCOTLAND’S GREAT TRAILS SUITABLE FOR CYCLING AS A WHOLE

            
	Clyde Walkway

               	Cross Borders Drove Road

               	Dava Way

               	Formartine and Buchan Way

               	Forth & Clyde/Union Canal Towpath

               	Great Glen Way

               	Great Trossachs Path

               	John Muir Way (see page 63)

               	Rob Roy Way

               	Romans and Reivers Route

            

SUITABLE IN PARTS FOR CYCLING

            
	Annandale Way

               	Arran Coastal Way

               	Ayrshire Coastal Path

               	Borders Abbeys Way

               	Cateran Trail

               	Fife Coastal Path

               	Kintyre Way

               	Loch Lomond & Cowal Way

               	Moray Coast Trail

               	River Ayr Way

               	Speyside Way

               	Southern Upland Way

               	Three Lochs Way

               	West Highland Way

            



         SUSTRANS ROUTES IN SCOTLAND

         There are approximately 2,644 kilometres (1,643 miles) of National Cycle Network (NCN) routes in Scotland, including 1,130 kilometres (702 miles) of traffic-free routes, which use a mix of railway paths, canal towpaths, forest roads, shared-use paths, segregated cycle lanes and redetermined rural footways. They are marked by blue signs, with the route number displayed in white writing in a red box; most routes in this book include at least one section of NCN. In recent years, Sustrans has created themed routes like the Caledonia Way (Campbeltown to Inverness), the Lochs and Glens Way (Glasgow to Inverness) and the Far North Way (Inverness to John o’Groats), which have their own brand identity. At times, these routes do follow roads, which means that following a review in 2018 of the whole network they no longer meet the strict criteria to be included in the NCN. So, waymarking on these routes is a mix of bespoke logos and Sustrans symbols. Sustrans, in partnership with VisitScotland, has also created a resource that lists cycling routes in Scotland. Find it online: www.visitscotland.com

         BIKEPACKING SCOTLAND

         The Bikepacking Scotland website lists a number of additional routes which were developed in partnership with destination management organisations, local councils or commercial partners. GPX files of these routes can be downloaded free of charge. A number of established Bikepacking Scotland routes are featured in this book; others, like the Reiver Raid and the Central Belter, can be found at www.bikepackingscotland.com

         ROAD ITINERARIES

         The creation of the North Coast 500 (see page 168) has led to a number of driving routes being promoted across Scotland. As you will often have to mingle with camper vans on singletrack roads in peak season, these routes are of only limited interest for bikepacking, but they can still provide good inspiration for you to map your own route. This book features an alternative North Coast 500 (page 161).

         
	Heart 200 – www.heart200.scot


            	Kintyre 66 – www.wildaboutargyll.co.uk/kintyre66


            	North East 250 – www.northeast250.com


            	SnowRoads Scenic Route – www.snowroads.com


            	South West Coastal 300 – www.scotlandstartshere.com/swc300


            	The Coig – www.ayrshireandarran.com


         

MORE INSPIRATIONAL ROUTES

         In addition to Scotland’s Great Trails, Sustrans and Bikepacking Scotland routes, and the routes described in this book, there are more routes that either have their own website or simply exist as a GPX file which you can download for free or a fee/donation. Scotland has a very vibrant bikepacking scene, with new routes appearing on a regular basis. This is a list of routes that exist at the time of writing and which are not featured in more detail in this book.

         
	An Turas Mor – www.anturasmor.co.uk


            	Borders 350 – www.komoot.com/tour/558830131


            	Cairngorms Loop – www.cairngormsloop.net


            	Deeside Trail – www.deesidetrail.com


            	Faultline Trail – www.albannach.cc/thefaultlinetrail


            	Fife Pilgrim Way – www.fifecoastandcountrysidetrust.co.uk/walks/fife-pilgrim-way


            	Great North Trail – www.cyclinguk.org/route/great-north-trail-full-route-cape-wrath


            	Hebridean Way – www.visitouterhebrides.co.uk/hebrideanway


            	Loch Ness 360° Trail – www.lochness360.com


            	Kirkpatrick C2C, South of Scotland’s Coast to Coast – www.scotlandstartshere.com xii


            	Lomond Trossachs Loop – lomondtrossachsloop.tumblr.com


            	River Tay Way – www.pkct.org/pages/category/river-tay-way


            	The Pictish Trail – www.bikepacking.com/routes/the-pictish-trail


         

LEGALITIES

         The routes in this book have been researched in respect of the current laws in Scotland and the wider United Kingdom. Please note that these laws can change. In the UK, cyclists are obliged to adhere to the Highway Code. Although no speed limits are applicable to cyclists, you can be charged with cycling carelessly or furiously. Cycling on a pavement is illegal unless it is also a cycle path. Helmets are not mandatory. At night, your bike must have white front and red rear lights (flashing lights are permitted), and it also needs to be fitted with a red rear reflector and amber pedal reflectors. You can be charged with cycling under the influence of drink or drugs.

         THE SCOTTISH OUTDOOR ACCESS CODE

         In Scotland, the Scottish Outdoor Access Code gives people the right to access to most land, including private roads, tracks and paths, for recreation and to get from place to place. This right is conditional on people acting responsibly. The main exceptions to the right are: people’s gardens; farmyards (although access is at times possible – if in doubt, ask); and land in which crops have been sown or are growing (but you can use field margins as long as you avoid unnecessary damage to the crops). You can access golf courses (except greens and tees), but only to cross the area and without interfering with play. On golf courses, cyclists must keep to paths at all times. You are also allowed to cycle off-path, but you are encouraged to avoid going on to wet, boggy or soft ground, and churning up the surface. Take care not to alarm farm animals, horses and wildlife, and do not endanger walkers and horse riders; give other users advance warning of your presence and give way to them on narrow paths. More information can be found at www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot and www.dmbins.com/do-the-ride-thing

         ACCOMMODATION AND SHELTER

         Scotland offers accommodation in all price ranges, from basic campsites to five-star hotels. The VisitScotland Cyclists Welcome scheme promotes cyclist-friendly accommodation. Providers offer extra facilities and services, such as drying facilities, secure bike storage and flexible dinner times, to make your stay even more comfortable. They display the Cyclists Welcome logo on their website and premises. Bike-friendly accommodation options are listed for each route in this book, and almost all of them have been personally tested by the author.

         The following options for overnighting are specific to Scotland.

         Bothies: a network of very basic and free-touse shelters, some of which can be found on routes in this book. Originally accommodation for itinerant workers, most bothies are old cottages in remote locations a good distance from public roads. Expect nothing more than a wooden platform on which to unroll your mattress, and sometimes a fireplace. As they have very limited capacity, make sure you always take a tent or bivvy bag as alternative shelter. Most bothies are under the stewardship of the Mountain Bothies Association: www.mountainbothies.org.uk

         Wild camping: Scotland’s access rights extend to wild camping, as long as it is lightweight, and done in small numbers and for only up to three nights in any one place. You can camp wherever access rights apply, but please avoid causing problems for local people and land managers by xiiinot camping in enclosed fields of crops or farm animals, and keep well away from buildings, roads and historic structures. There is also one exception: seasonal camping restrictions and by-laws in the Loch Lomond & The Trossachs National Park mean that camping in certain areas of the national park is only permitted within campsites or with a camping permit between 1 March and 30 September.

         Hostels: a good network of hostels can be found across Scotland, with many offering bike shelters, self-catering kitchens and a choice of shared or private accommodation. Scottish Hostels (www.scottish-hostels.com) is the organisation for independent hostels, bunkhouses, backpackers and activity accommodation providers, and Hostelling Scotland (www.hostellingscotland.org.uk), part of Hostelling International, provides youth hostel accommodation either run by the organisation or affiliated hostels.

         BEASTIES

         Scotland is a very safe country for bikepacking. Be mindful about the following beasties, but don’t let them put you off a bikepacking adventure.

         Adders: widespread across the Scottish mainland but rarely seen, the adder is the only venomous snake in Scotland. An adder bite can be very painful and cause a nasty inflammation, but it is really only dangerous to the very young, old or ill.

         Midges: the Highland midge is a real nuisance from late spring to late summer. Female Highland midges are well known for gathering in clouds and biting humans, though most of the blood they obtain comes from cattle, sheep and deer. The best protection against midges is either cycling fast, or covering up by wearing long sleeves and midge nets when stopping. You can also use Smidge, available in many shops, a spray that works on all biting insects (including mosquitoes and ticks).

         Ticks: ticks can be found across Scotland, and particularly in woodland, on moorland and in long grass. They can carry several diseases such as Lyme disease. Check yourself daily for ticks. The most reliable method for removing a tick without leaving any remnants in your skin is with a tick hook.

         Coos: you will sooner or later meet a hairy Highland cow, one of the oldest cattle breeds in the world. Locals call them coos or beasties. Access rights extend to fields with farm animals, but remember that some animals – particularly cows with calves but also horses, pigs and farmed deer – can react aggressively towards people. Before entering a field with animals, check to see what alternatives there are, keep a safe distance and watch them carefully. Land managers are advised to keep animals known to be dangerous, such as bulls, away from fields crossed by core paths or other well-used routes. Often there will be a warning sign, but caution is advised even if there isn’t.

         FOOD/WATER/TOILETS

         Each route features recommended places to eat. Eating locally means you produce less waste and support the communities you are travelling through. Vegan and vegetarian options are easy to find in Scotland, and in some places you can find fresh seafood. If you want to cook yourself, all four main types of camping gas canisters (screw-on, Easy Clic, pierceable and aerosol) are available. Screw-on canisters are the most common.

         Although it is tempting to drink from streams, drinking water must be treated before it is safe to drink. If you want to fill up your bottles or bladder, there are currently 80 locations across Scotland where you can use the big and bright-blue Top up Taps provided by Scottish Water for free (www.yourwateryourlife.co.uk). Topping up at pubs xivand cafes and so on is usually easy: just ask. Water purification (chlorine dioxide) tablets can help to sterilise water from natural water sources, but it will take around 30 minutes before you can drink the water. There are also water bottles and hydration bladders with water filters included – a good solution for more remote rides. Whatever you eat or drink, make sure you leave no trace and carry out all packaging.

         
            
[image: ]Oban Youth Hostel, Argyll (routes 12 and 13).

            

         

         Although they become rarer, there is still a good network of public toilets across Scotland. Bothies don’t normally have toilet facilities. It is good practice to carry a trowel and do your business well away from any natural water courses.

         WEATHER

         Scotland’s climate is milder than what you might expect from its latitude. The weather can often be completely different in various parts of the country. Precipitation is greatest in the mountainous areas of the west, as prevailing winds, laden with moisture from the Atlantic Ocean, blow from the south-west. Easterly winds are common in winter and spring, when cold, dry continental air encircles the east coast. The west tends to be milder in winter, with less frost and with snow only at higher altitudes.

         Scotland’s weather can be extremely changeable. The average rainfall is the highest in summer, so spring and autumn are the best months for bikepacking. Don’t rely on the weather forecast: it is best to pack for all conditions. That said, you are unlikely to have a snowstorm in summer. The wind chill, especially with easterly winds, can have a big impact on the temperature. The best weather forecasts come from the Mountain Weather Information Service (www.mwis.org.uk) and the Norwegian Meteorological Institute (www.yr.no).

         DEER STALKING

         Deer stalking is an essential part of sustainable deer management in Scotland and takes place during the stag stalking season, between 1 July and 20 October, and the hind stalking season, between 21 October and 15 February. In remote areas, you should ensure that you seek information on where stalking might be taking place, and avoid crossing land off the paths. Stalking does not normally take place on Sundays. The Heading for the Scottish Hills service (see www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot) helps you find out where stalking is taking place during the stag stalking season.
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