
   [image: cover]


   
      i
         
            
               
[image: ]ii
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            
               
                  [image: ]

               

               Vertebrate Publishing, Sheffield
www.v-publishing.co.uk

            

         

      

   


   
      
         v

         
            
[image: ]Shetland Mainland, Cliffs at Fethaland

            

         

      

   


   
      
         vi

         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Introduction 

                  	The Firth of Forth 

                  	Overview map

                  	Isle of May

                  	Bass Rock

                  	Craigleith

                  	Fidra

                  	Inchkeith

                  	Inchcolm

                  	Cramond Island

                  	The Firth of Clyde

                  	Overview map

                  	Arran

                  	Pladda

                  	Holy Isle

                  	Bute

                  	Inchmarnock

                  	Great Cumbrae

                  	Little Cumbrae

                  	Ailsa Craig

                  	Davaar Island

                  	Sanda

                  	Islay, Jura & Colonsay

                  	Overview map

                  	Islay

                  	Jura

                  	Colonsay

                  	Oronsay

                  	Gigha

                  	Cara

                  	The Firth of Lorn & Loch Linnhe 

                  	Overview map

                  	Seil

                  	Easdale

                  	Luing

                  	Shuna

                  	Lunga

                  	Scarba

                  	The Garvellachs

                  	Kerrera

                  	Lismore

                  	Eriska

                  	Island of Shuna

                  	The Isle of Mull Group

                  	Overview map

                  	Mull

                  	Iona

                  	Erraid

                  	Ulva

                  	Gometra

                  	Inch Kenneth

                  	Little Colonsay

                  	Staffa

                  	Lunga and the Treshnish Islands

                  	Eorsa

                  	Carna and Oronsay

                  	Coll, Tiree & the Small Isles

                  	Overview map

                  	Tiree

                  	Coll

                  	Eigg

                  	Rum

                  	Canna

                  	Sanday

                  	Muck

                  	Eilean Shona

                  	Skye & the North-West

                  	Overview map part 1

                  	Skye

                  	Loch Bracadale Islands

                  	Soay

                  	Eilean Ban

                  	Pabay

                  	Scalpay

                  	Raasay

                  	Eilean Fladday

                  	Rona

                  	Isle of Ewe

                  	Gruinard Island

                  	Overview map part 2

                  	Summer Isles

                  	Isle Martin

                  	Handa

                  	Rabbit Islands and Eilean nan Ròn

                  	The Outer Hebrides

                  	Overview map part 1

                  	Lewis

                  	Eilean Chaluim Cille

                  	Great Bernera

                  	Pabbay (Loch Roag)

                  	Harris

                  	Scalpay

                  	Taransay

                  	Overview map part 2

                  	Scarp

                  	Pabbay

                  	Flannan Isles

                  	St Kilda Archipelago

                  	Rockall

                  	North Rona

                  	Sula Sgeir

                  	Shiant Islands

                  	Berneray

                  	North Uist

                  	Vallay (Bhàlaigh)

                  	Baleshare (Baile Sear)

                  	Monach Isles

                  	Grimsay

                  	Ronay (Rònaigh)

                  	Benbecula (Beinn na Faoghla)

                  	Flodaigh (Fladda)

                  	South Uist

                  	Eriskay

                  	Barra

                  	Vatersay

                  	Fuday

                  	Bishop’s Isles (Barra)

                  	Orkney

                  	Overview map

                  	Mainland

                  	Brough of Birsay

                  	Lamb Holm

                  	Burray

                  	Hunda

                  	South Ronaldsay

                  	Hoy

                  	South Walls

                  	Graemsay

                  	Flotta

                  	Rousay

                  	Egilsay

                  	Wyre

                  	Westray

                  	Papa Westray

                  	Holm of Papa

                  	Shapinsay

                  	Eday

                  	Stronsay

                  	Papa Stronsay

                  	Sanday

                  	North Ronaldsay

                  	Copinsay

                  	Stroma

                  	Swona

                  	Shetland

                  	Overview map

                  	Mainland

                  	Bressay

                  	Noss

                  	Mousa

                  	Trondra

                  	West Burra

                  	East Burra

                  	Papa Stour

                  	Muckle Roe

                  	Uyea

                  	Yell

                  	Unst

                  	Fetlar

                  	Whalsay

                  	Out Skerries

                  	Fair Isle

                  	Foula

                  	The Islands: at a glance

               



         

      

   


   
      
         viii

         
            
[image: ]Isle of Rum, seen from Eigg

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Introduction

         

         There’s an indefinable magic about islands. Even otherwise ordinary places are transformed by a feeling of otherness when you have to cross the sea to reach them. Islands are places apart, away from the commonplace, places where we leave our normal lives behind. Just think of the words we commonly associate with them: island escape, island adventure, treasure island, island paradise.

         And nowhere is this truer than with the islands of Scotland. They possess some of the finest mountain and maritime landscapes in Europe. The variety in such a compact area is immense, from the fertile fields of Orkney to the barren peatlands of Lewis, from the sandy beaches of Tiree to the Cuillin of Skye, the most alpine mountains in Britain. There are endless layers of human history to uncover too: the remarkably preserved Stone Age settlements of Skara Brae or Jarlshof, the long era of Norse rule, the richness of Gaelic culture, the human tragedy of the Clearances. Then there’s the natural history: dolphins, whales, otters and some of the most spectacular seabird colonies to be found anywhere in the world.

         Many people start with a visit to one of the better-known islands – Skye, Arran, or perhaps Mull; all make for experiences to remember. Once you’ve been to one island, the mind begins to wonder what the neighbouring islands are like – and what about the ones beyond them? All are different. If you enjoy taking trips, exploring and discovering different islands for yourself – and who wouldn’t? – then you’re an island bagger.

         Island bagging is as addictive as Munro bagging, but it’s far less precisely defined. There is no official list of islands, nor are there any rules as to what it means to bag one – so where does this book fit in?

         What is an island?

         The dictionary definition of an island is ‘a piece of land surrounded by water’. That sounds very simple – too simple. What if it’s surrounded by water only when the tide is out? What if there’s a bridge? How large does it needed to be? Does a skerry or a sea stack count?

         In his lavish book on Scotland’s islands, beautifully illustrated with his own paintings, Hamish Haswell-Smith defines an island as:

         
            a piece of land or group of pieces of land which is entirely surrounded by seawater at Lowest Astronomical Tide and to which there is no permanent means of dry access.

         

         He then further restricts himself to islands of forty hectares of more. Hamish is a yachtsman, with a passion for exploration by sea, and his book is a classic guide for those with their own boat.

         Most of us, though, don’t own a yacht – or even a sea kayak. We therefore focus on the islands to which it is possible to catch a ferry – or at least realistically book on to a boat trip – to make a visit. We still regard Skye and Seil as islands, despite their having bridges. We regard walking over the sands to visit a tidal island as being an unmissable adventure in itself. We’re landlubbers by nature, but ones who feel the irresistible draw of the isles. We want to experience the islands in all the best ways we can.

         If this sounds like you, then this is your book. Rather than restricting ourselves to strict definitions, we’ve focused on the ninety-nine islands that have regular trips or means of access for visitors, and have described our picks of the best ways to experience each of them. This book also features fifty-five other islands which have no regular transport but are still of significant size or interest.x

         How do you ‘bag’ an island?

         Even if you are happy with whether something is an island, the question remains: what does it take to ‘bag’ it? Most people would say you have to at least visit it, but if you simply tag the island and leave, have you really experienced it? In 2007, Andy Strangeway announced he had ‘bagged’ all Scotland’s islands by sleeping on them overnight.

         What makes each island special? There is no one answer, and so we reckon there is no one correct way to bag an island. You might just visit it or stay overnight; you could climb its highest hill or circumnavigate its coastline. You could uncover its history, sample the local island produce or take part in a community event. Which island experience you choose is entirely up to you.

         Practical matters

         Every island we have included features a brief introduction, and information on how to access it if it can be done without your own boat. We then describe our choices of experiences to get the most from a visit to that island.

         Note that most of Scotland’s islands are relatively remote and undeveloped places. There are few formal footpaths, and the walks described include only brief details – most cross rugged terrain, a long way from help. Only a few islands have mountain rescue teams. Always ensure you carry an Ordnance Survey map and a compass, and that the walk you are attempting is within your experience and abilities. If you are heading to a tidal island make sure you have studied the tide times and allow plenty of time to return safely. If you are unsure of what you are doing or where you are going, consider hiring a guide.
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         xiThe islands featured that do not have regular boat services are for information only; these may be accessible by your own boat or kayak but this is outside the scope of this book – the waters around Scotland’s islands are amongst the most challenging in the world.

         A word of warning

         After climbing their first few Munros, many hillwalkers find Munro bagging addictive, even if they try to resist. As they advance it can become all-consuming, taking up all their free time and dominating their thoughts. But at least Munro bagging has an end point, when that final summit is reached.

         Island bagging, on the other hand, may be more dangerous. You may get a passion for it. You might even visit and experience something on every single one of the main ninety-nine islands with ferries, bridges, tidal causeways and boats as featured in this book. You might get a kayak or charter a boat to visit the other islands listed. You may work your way through all the islands listed by Haswell-Smith, or other longer lists. But whatever you do, there will be always be more islands to visit, more skerries, islets, rocks and stacks to discover. You might eventually find yourself trying to land and climb one of St Kilda’s towering sea stacks, or something even harder.
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         Once you’ve started, there is no cure for Scottish island bagging. You have been warned.

         Bag your islands on Walkhighlands

         Sign up as a registered user on Walkhighlands and log which islands you’ve visited. Head to www.walkhighlands.co.uk to get started.
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               Compared to the archipelagos of the west and north, Scotland’s east coast has remarkably few islands. What these isles lack in size, they make up for in variety and interest. Their strategic position scattered across the Firth that divides Edinburgh from Fife, busy with ships, has ensured a rich history, and several of the islands are covered with old military fortifications. Perhaps more surprising is that they also boast two of Scotland’s most spectacular colonies of seabirds.
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         Overview map
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         Isle of May

         Some eight kilometres off the coast of Fife, the Isle of May guards the outermost reaches of the Firth of Forth. This emerald-green gem, defended by impressive cliffs, has long exerted a powerful draw on visitors; it was an important centre for pilgrimage in the Middle Ages, while today it is a National Nature Reserve, renowned for both its seabirds and importance as a pupping ground for grey seals.

         There are regular boat trips to the island from April to September each year: the 100-seater May Princess and the twelve-seater fast RIB Osprey both operate out of Anstruther in Fife and give two to three hours ashore, while there is also a fast boat which runs from the Scottish Seabird Centre at North Berwick, over twenty kilometres away in East Lothian. There’s a visitor centre on the island which is open during the season, and this gives information and offers shelter and toilets, but there are no other facilities.

         Join the puffarazzi [image: alt]


         While the May is home to breeding guillemots, razorbills, shags, cormorants, eiders and terns, and is an important station for migrants, for most people, there’s one particular bird species that they really come to see – puffins. These incomparably charming and comical birds begin gathering in the sea around the island in April, and gradually move ashore. Taking a break from lives otherwise spent entirely out at sea, up to 60,000 pairs of puffins come here to breed each year, laying their eggs in burrows at the top of the cliffs. In early summer the skies over the island are alive with puffins, while below visitors try to get that perfect photo of a bird carrying a beakful of sand eels back to its burrow. In mid-August the puffins return to the seas.

         See the high light – and the low light  [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         After landing on the island and being attacked by the aggressive terns, most visitors then go hunting for their perfect puffin photo. Once satisfied, it is well worth continuing to explore: a network of paths encircles the island and visitors are asked to keep to these routes; the walk along the cliff edges is very dramatic. The May was the site of Scotland’s first permanently manned lighthouse, a coal-fired beacon built in 1635. It was operated privately until 1814 when the Northern Lighthouse Board commissioned Robert Stevenson to build the current High Light, an ornate tower that resembles a Gothic castle. In 1843 a second lighthouse, the Low Light, was built to provide (with its neighbour) a pair of lights to help align ships, but the building is now used for accommodation for the researchers and volunteers who monitor the island’s bird and animal life.

         Bass Rock

         The great granite citadel of the Bass Rock is a familiar landmark off the East Lothian coast. Rising precipitously 120 metres from the sea, its bald dome is dusted white by guano and surrounded by thousands of circling birds, making it look like a maritime snow globe. The Bass was once a prison for Covenanters and Jacobites, but these days it’s renowned for being the home of the world’s largest colony of gannets, with an incredible 150,000 of these huge but graceful birds breeding on the rock from February to October. The lighthouse has been unmanned since it was automated in 1988.6

         Gawp at gannets [image: alt]


         Regular boat trips run out to visit Bass Rock from the Scottish Seabird Centre in North Berwick, with a choice of cruising in a catamaran or a fast rigid inflatable. The trips pass around the Bass, getting as close to the rock as is safe, and provide an incredible spectacle – and smell! The combination of bird and rock has led to the Bass being dubbed one of the wonders of the wildlife world by Sir David Attenborough.

         Gannets are Britain’s largest seabird, with a 1.8-metre wing span and a striking streamlined shape that enables them to dive at almost 100 km/h into the sea when fishing – looking like a harpoon fired from a gun. Every available spot on the island is occupied, and as well as diving for fish, the birds can be seen fighting, bill fencing, preening, carrying in weed, and – in July – feeding their fluffy chicks.

         It’s also possible to take a landing trip to the Bass, which usually gives around three hours ashore, although the seas can be rough and landings can never be guaranteed. These trips give a unique chance to get up close and intimate with the gannets, though there is the risk of being hit by their vomit!

         Craigleith

         This small island is just over a kilometre out from North Berwick’s harbour. All eyes looking seaward from the town are drawn to the drama of the Bass Rock so that Craigleith, its nearer, less spectacular neighbour, is often forgotten and overlooked. For many years Craigleith was used as a rabbit warren – the animals were introduced to the island to act as a food source. More recently it was home to one of Scotland’s largest puffin colonies, with 28,000 pairs nesting as recently as 1999. The population was decimated after an invasive plant, tree mallow, reached the island and choked their burrows. The mallow had spread from Fidra having been planted there by lighthouse keepers to use as loo roll.

         Hundreds of volunteers from the Scottish Seabird Centre have since been helping to control the mallow, and the puffin numbers have started to recover. There are no landing trips but the regular boat trips out to the Bass Rock pass close to the shores of Craigleith, giving views of its puffins, eiders, guillemots, cormorants and shags.

         Fidra

         Lying 500 metres off the beaches at Yellowcraig is Fidra, which at ten hectares is larger than the Bass Rock or Craigleith, through it reaches only ten metres in height. Robert Louis Stevenson was a frequent visitor to Yellowcraig, and Fidra is said to have been the model for the map in Treasure Island. The island has a prominent lighthouse, built by Robert Louis’ father Thomas and his cousin David A. Stevenson. There are also the remains of a twelfth-century chapel. Like Craigleith, Fidra’s puffin population is recovering following the removal of tree mallow. The island is well seen from Yellowcraig but there are no regular boat trips.7
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         Inchkeith

         The strategic location of Inchkeith where the Firth of Forth begins to narrow to the north of Edinburgh has ensured its rich history. In 1493 King James IV ordered a mute woman and two small children to be moved to the island in a bizarre deprivation experiment to see what language the children would grow up to speak. It was thought this might show the original language of God; unsurprisingly the children never spoke at all. Subsequently it was used as a quarantine for sufferers of syphilis (‘grandgore’) – a ship carrying the sufferers sailed from Leith; later it served as a refuge for those with the plague.

         Inchkeith was first fortified during the sixteenth-century wars between Scotland and England; today it is littered with the extensive remains of batteries and guns from the two world wars. Troops remained here until 1957, and lighthouse keepers until 1986. The island is now abandoned. There are no regular boat trips, but charters can be arranged through Forth Sea Safaris at North Queensferry.
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         Inchcolm

         This green and relatively fertile island’s name means the ‘Isle of Columba’, and the great saint was reputed to have visited in person in AD 567. Nonetheless, the island was home only to a 9solitary hermit in 1123 when King Alexander I sought shelter here and vowed to build a monastery as thanks for his safety. Following Alexander’s death the next year, it fell to his brother David I to build the current abbey dedicated to Columba. It’s a very popular but memorable place to visit, and two different boat companies operate regular cruises and landing trips from Hawes Pier in South Queensferry. The landing trips usually allow around ninety minutes or so on the island, though it may be possible to return on a later sailing. There is a charge to land on the island – check whether this is included in your boat trip ticket, and there’s a small visitor centre (with toilets) just beyond the jetty. As the boat pulls in you may notice the tiny islet opposite is populated with a host of garden gnomes – and a sign declaring it to be ‘Inch Gnome’; the gnomes are placed there by local boaters.

         Climb the abbey bell tower [image: alt]


         Known as the ‘Iona of the East’, Inchcolm Abbey boasts the finest preserved group of monastic buildings standing in Scotland. With structures dating from the twelfth to fifteenth centuries, it is a great place to poke around and explore. The cloister is remarkably complete and atmospheric, there’s a rare surviving medieval fresco, and a Viking hogback tomb (now in the visitor centre), but for most people the highlight is the climb up the tiny curving stone steps to reach the top of the bell tower – with grand aerial views over the whole complex.
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         Stand guard over the Forth [image: alt]


         Like most of the islands in the Firth of Forth, Inchcolm is littered with defences from the two world wars. These were first manned in 1915, but reworked with much heavier armaments in 1916 and 1917, with prominent batteries and gun emplacements at both ends of the island; the island was then rearmed in 1939 and the abbey was used as a barracks for a time. The ruins at the eastern end are the most fascinating to explore – you can still pass through an access tunnel to reach parts of them, though take care as the site is decaying and overgrown in places. The views across the Firth to Inchkeith, Cramond, Edinburgh and Fife reveal what a key defensive location this was. The ruins at the western end are guarded by extremely aggressive gulls and access is restricted during part of the nesting season.

         Cramond Island

         Linked to beautiful Cramond village and beaches by a tidal causeway, this is very much Edinburgh’s island. The crossing is on a concrete causeway, but is only possible for up to two hours each side of low tide. The tide comes in very fast and many people have become stranded on the island, so make sure you pay close attention to the times which are posted on a sign near the start of the causeway. They are also available on the Queensferry lifeboat website. Do not attempt to cross anywhere but the causeway.

         Make the tidal crossing [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         The fact that the causeway is submerged most of the time makes a visit to Cramond feel like a real adventure. There’s a steep flight of steps to descend before beginning the walk across, which is further than it looks, being well over a kilometre. The concrete pylons alongside the causeway were built to stop enemy boats during the Second World War, not submarines as often supposed, as the water isn’t deep enough for the latter. From the far end of Cramond an anti-boat and submarine boom then extended on to reach the tiny islet of Inchmickery, then on to Inchcolm and finally to the Fife coast.

         Once on the island a rough path heads up to the highest point, a superb viewpoint for the Forth, with the defences on neighbouring Inchmickery covering it so completely that it looks like a battleship. You can continue from here to pass the ruins of an old farm and the various old gun emplacements, but make sure you leave plenty of time to get back across the causeway before the rising tide.11
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               The halcyon days of the paddle steamers carrying thousands of workers from Glasgow ‘down the watter’ to holiday on these isles may be long gone, but Arran, Bute and Great Cumbrae remain popular destinations with folk from Scotland’s biggest city and beyond. The largest island, Arran, boasts not just one of Scotland’s most dramatic mountain ranges, but lowlands and rich history too, while Rothesay on Bute and Millport on Cumbrae retain the charm of seaside resorts from years gone by. Beyond these, there are real gems amongst the smaller isles of the Firth, from the cliffs and gannetries of Ailsa Craig to the remarkable cave painting on the tidal island of Davaar.
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         Overview map
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         Arran

         Often described as Scotland in miniature, Arran offers a remarkable variety of activities and scenery in a relatively compact island package. From atmospheric prehistoric stone circles, to challenging mountain walks which rank amongst the most spectacular in the Scottish hills, all encircled by a fine coast of sandy beaches, caves and high cliffs. Not to mention the cultural sights, wildlife, whisky and quality local produce from this unique island that is home to around 4,000 people.

         Arran is very accessible from Glasgow, making it a popular weekend destination year round. Caledonian MacBrayne (CalMac) vehicle ferries run from Ardrossan (with a train connection to Glasgow), taking around an hour to reach Brodick – it’s best to book if you are taking your car. There is also a shorter ferry route from Claonaig (in Kintyre) to Lochranza which operates in the summer months, and a longer daily service from Tarbert to Lochranza in the winter. Arran has a great bus service which makes public transport a feasible option if you’re prepared to do a bit of planning and be flexible. The main services and shops are in Brodick; there is a range of accommodation here and scattered across the island.

         Climb Goatfell [image: alt]


         The highest mountain on Arran at 874 metres, Goatfell is also one of the easier peaks to climb amongst Arran’s granite mountain ridges. The ascent can be rewarded with superb views all around, even reaching Ireland on the clearest of days. The most straightforward ascent is from near Brodick; the out-and-back route from there can be completed in a long half day if you are fit. If you want to really push it, the Goatfell Race takes place each year in May – the fastest runners complete the course in under an hour and a quarter! There are a number of other ways up, including ones taking in some of the other dramatic peaks seen from the summit, many of which require some scrambling. While you’d be lucky to spot any wild goats here (the Goat part of the name either comes from the Gaelic word gaoth, meaning wind, or from the Norse word for goat, geita), keep an eye out for golden eagles and buzzards riding the thermals.

         Bike around the island [image: alt]


         The full circumnavigation of the island on two wheels is a popular goal for cyclists. Most tackle this tough eighty-eight-kilometre road route clockwise to get the big hills out of the way early, and to take advantage of the downhill last few kilometres to freewheel back to the ferry. The fittest cyclists can complete the circuit in four hours, but with plenty of pretty villages and inviting refuelling spots along the way, many take a whole day – keep those legs moving to ensure you don’t miss the last ferry. Bikes are carried free on CalMac ferries and there is also bike hire available in Brodick.

         Feel the ancient past at Machrie Moor [image: alt]


         A walk of a kilometre from a car park leads you into this intriguing prehistoric site. Six stone circles can be made out in total, including one with huge sandstone blocks up to five and a half metres high. Others are constructed from smaller granite rocks, and there are also remains of burial chambers, hut circles and ancient field systems to discover. It is thought that the site was used for ceremonial purposes 4,500 years ago, with the visible stone circles dating back to 2000 BC. As they stand in open moorland and require the short walk, you can often be alone amongst the stones, adding to the atmosphere.18
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         Walk the Arran coast [image: alt]


         Fitting neatly into a week, the complete Arran Coastal Way is a long-distance walk around the island with a couple of optional inland excursions. Don’t be fooled by the low level of this walk, there are some very rugged sections of coastline to negotiate – as well as the optional ascent of Goatfell. With careful planning the route can be completed using a mix of B&Bs, hotels and hostels, or from a central base using the bus service, as well as by backpacking and enjoying some stunning wild camping spots.

         If you don’t have time for the complete circuit, the most spectacular section of the Coastal Way can be walked as a fine day route. It clings to the coast between Sannox and Lochranza, passing the Cock of Arran, a giant boulder resembling a cockerel. www.walkhighlands.co.uk/arran/arran-coastal-way.shtml

         Hear the rut at Lochranza [image: alt]


         The village of Lochranza on the north-west coast is home to a herd of red deer that seem immune to the disturbance of people, happily munching away or obligingly posing in front of the castle while their photos are taken. In fact, they can pose a hazard on the golf course, oblivious to shouts of ‘fore’. They are not tame and should not be approached or fed; their wildness becomes more apparent during the autumnal rut when it can be enchanting or terrifying – perhaps both – to hear the stags roaring, depending on whether you are hearing this from the comfort of a B&B or cowering in a tent at Lochranza’s campsite.

         Find Hutton’s Unconformity [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         The geologist James Hutton came to Arran in 1787 and made a remarkable discovery. Near Newton Point on the coast between Sannox and Lochranza he found older rocks sitting on top of younger ones. This became known as Hutton’s Unconformity; he went on to find other similar examples and began to develop his revolutionary thinking about the processes of geology. Newton Point is easily reached on foot by heading along the road on the east side of Loch Ranza and continuing on the path to the headland. Extend the walk into a five-kilometre circuit by following the coast to the cottage at Fairy Dell and returning on an inland path and track.

         Watch for a spider at King’s Cave [image: alt]  [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         The King’s Cave is a dramatic sea cave – now above high tide level – on the west coast of the island. It was here that Robert the Bruce is said to have had his famed encounter with the spider following a series of defeats, and from it he gained his resolve to ‘try, try again’ – ultimately winning Scottish independence at the Battle of Bannockburn. Several other Scottish caves also claim to be the site of this legend, but the King’s Cave is the finest of them. Enjoy the fine coastal setting on the approach, taking a torch to enable you to seek out the ancient carvings inside including ones of a cross, horse and deer. The four-and-a-half-kilometre circular route is best tackled from the Torr Righ Beag forestry car park north of Blackwaterfoot.20

         Visit the Glenashdale Falls [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         This spectacular waterfall is one of Arran’s showplaces and makes a fine highlight of a walk from Whiting Bay. The viewing platform near the top of the falls is the best place to admire the two graceful tiers of the cascade. Start from the parking area at the southern end of Whiting Bay and follow the signed path up through enchanting old woodland. The Giant’s Graves (actually two chambered cairns) can be visited on the same route – to continue to them, keep climbing and turn left at a track, following this for another kilometre until a signed path off to the cairns and their stunning viewpoint; the path then returns to the village.

         See the seals at Kildonan [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         Walk along the sandy shore at Kildonan at low tide and you’re pretty much guaranteed to encounter some of Arran’s large colony of common seals. Hauled out on the rocks, they often flip themselves into banana shapes with their head and tails aloft as if performing some core-strengthening exercise at the gym. Youngsters can be spotted from late summer onwards. Take great care not to cause a disturbance by getting too close. The rest of the shoreline here is a great place for rock-pooling and looking for otters.

         Visit Brodick Castle [image: alt]


         An imposing Scots Baronial pile, Brodick Castle stands on the site of a much earlier fortress from the fifth century. The current elegant country house is today owned by the National Trust for Scotland and is said to be haunted by no less than three ghosts, including a grey lady who apparently perished in the castle’s dungeon having been left to starve there as she was suffering from the plague. You can explore the surrounding country park and its trails for free – be sure to seek out the twelve-sided Bavarian summer house beautifully lined with pine cones.
www.nts.org.uk/visit/places/brodick-castle-garden-country-park

         Pass the twelve apostles at Catacol [image: alt]


         When much of Arran was turned over to deer and became a sporting estate, a high number of local people were cleared from the interior of the island. This attractive row of houses at Catacol was built as part of an attempt to encourage the farmers to look to fishing for a new livelihood. Each top-floor window is a different shape, the idea being that a wife could summon her husband back from the sea by lighting a candle in the window of their own house. The reality is that most people who had been evicted from their original houses left the island, but this row of cottages remains as a memorial to a time of change.

         Taste a dram at Lochranza [image: alt]


         Arran distillery opened in 1995, ending a dry period in whisky production for the island as the last legal distillery closed in 1837. The new distillery sits in Lochranza and is one of only a few independent distillers in Scotland. A range of tours is available, from a basic introduction to the art of distilling to tutored tastings with a stillman. There is also a cafe on site. For a total immersion you could do worse than spend a summer weekend at the annual Malt and Music festival which includes the chance to select the festival bottling for the following year.
www.arranwhisky.com21
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         Sample Arran cheese and oatcakes [image: alt]


         Head to the Isle of Arran Cheese Shop near Brodick and nibble on tasty samples of the wax-wrapped flavoured cheddars. You can watch the cheese being made through a viewing window. Head to Blackwaterfoot to try award-winning cheeses from the Bellevue Creamery, including Arran Blue, Arran Camembert and an Arran Crowdie (a cream cheese often rolled in oats). Continue your cheese tour in the south of the island at Torrylinn Creamery where you can also watch the cheesemakers at work as well as sampling their wares including delicious ice cream. Of course no cheese would be complete in Scotland without an oatcake – head to Wooleys bakery in Brodick which has been producing its signature oatcakes since the mid-nineteenth century.

         Try the ArranMan Triathlon [image: alt]


         Held in September when the sea may just have warmed up a tad, this fitness fest includes an open-water swim from Holy Isle to Lamlash and a half Ironman, as well as Olympic and sprint triathlon distances. An evening ceilidh brings events to a finish in the unlikely event you have any excess energy to use up.

         Arran’s music festivals [image: alt]


         Arran’s long-running folk festival, held in June, has now been joined by a two-day festival which combines whisky and music and is held towards the end of the month at Lochranza distillery. Both feature a survivors’ party on the Sunday after the main celebrations.

         Pladda

         This tiny, tear-shaped and low-lying island is less than a kilometre long. It boasts a lighthouse and was once home to the keepers and their families. Supplies would be ferried by boat four times a month with some visits timed so that the lighthouse keepers could attend church. In later years helicopters took over the supply role, and eventually the lighthouse was automated in 1990 and is now monitored remotely from Edinburgh. The island is uninhabited.

         Holy Isle

         Holy Isle consists of a single dramatic hill falling steeply on all sides to the sea, situated in Lamlash Bay. The island is owned by the Kagyu Samye Ling Buddhist community which uses it for spiritual retreats.

         A ferry runs from April to October with other sailings on request; it’s always best to check there will be space and that the ferry will be running before you plan to go. Day visitors to the island are usually met by a volunteer for a quick chat about the isle, the conservation projects and the community. Longer stays are possible as part of a Buddhist retreat or by working as a volunteer.
www.holyisle.org

         Climb to the top of Mullach Mòr [image: alt]


         Take the short ferry ride from Lamlash and climb to the highest point on Holy Isle to experience a very different view of Arran. The fluttering Tibetan flags that greet visitors are a reminder that the island is run by a Buddhist community. The climb to the highest point is rough and steep but reasonably straightforward, following 24a path up through native woodland and on to open heather moorland before a final ridge and the true top at 314 metres. Keep an eye out for the Eriskay ponies, Saanen goats and Soay sheep who call the island home. You can complete a seven-kilometre circuit by descending to the Centre for World Peace and Health at the south end of the island and returning along the coast, discovering the brightly painted thangka artworks along the shore. Religious retreat and contemplation is nothing new here – St Molaise spent twenty years living as a hermit in a cave in the sixth century. Today a day visit more than satisfies most island baggers.

         Bute

         The Isle of Bute is undergoing something of a revival as visitors once again come to cherish the Victorian elegance of the main settlement Rothesay and the charming scenery of this green and fertile island. Long established as a day trip destination for Glasgow folk who packed steamers on the Clyde in the first half of the nineteenth century, and a holiday home favourite for rich industrialists who built fancy villas on the seafront, it retains an olde worlde charm, giving the illusion of remoteness while actually being within easy reach. With a population of just over 6,000 it manages to retain that friendly island feel.

         The main ferry to Bute sails from Wemyss Bay and connects with the train from Glasgow. It takes thirty-five minutes and docks at Rothesay and runs about every hour. There is also a ferry from Colintraive on the Cowal peninsula that reaches the north end of the island at Rhubodach; this crossing takes only five minutes and also runs half-hourly. Both ferries carry vehicles and passengers.

         Spend a penny at the Victorian toilets [image: alt]


         Surely ranking amongst the most ornate of public toilets, these date from 1899 during Rothesay’s heyday as a Victorian resort. Located just beyond the ferry pier, every inch is clad in tiles or mosaic to give an opulent first impression to visitors – male visitors, that is; Victorian women were not catered for and the adjoining modern ladies’ toilets are quite a contrast. The attendant will usually let females have a peek in the mens’ when they are empty. Needless to say, it costs more than a penny these days.

         Go Gothic at Mount Stuart [image: alt]


         Prepare for a sensory feast at this Gothic Revival extravaganza of a mansion built in the late 1870s. The house is the ancestral home of the Stuarts of Bute, scions of Robert the Bruce by virtue of being descended from the illegitimate son of King Robert II of Scotland. The current house replaces one which burnt down, and is an incredible feast of ornate carving, marble colonnades, a star-studded ceiling, a huge tapestry, and spires and turrets carved from red stone.

         It’s worth taking your time and seeking out the animals hiding amongst the carved foliage on the decorated wood panelling which adorns many of the rooms, or the doorknobs, all different and expertly crafted by hand. The house also incorporates the trappings of modernity and is said to have been the first house to have an indoor heated swimming pool (though the Romans may have something to say on this one) and the first Scottish home to boast electric lighting in addition to a lift and a telephone system. The extensive grounds are well worth exploring, with formal gardens giving way to landscaped parkland with a variety of walks.
www.mountstuart.com25
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         Hike the West Island Way [image: alt]


         You’ve heard of its big brother, now escape the crowds and tackle this forty-five-kilometre long-distance walking route. It can be walked as an epic one-day challenge, or more leisurely two- or three-day options. The bus service allows you to stop and start at various points. Traditionally starting with a southern loop around Kilchattan Bay, it then crosses the centre of the island before looping again at the north end, taking in scenic coastline, fertile pastures and rugged moors.
www.walkhighlands.co.uk/argyll/west-island-way.shtml

         Wave at a boat from Canada Hill [image: alt]  [image: alt]


         Climb to this viewpoint above Rothesay where families of emigrating Bute folk would gather to catch a final glimpse of the ships carrying their relatives away and on towards the New World. Many headed to Nova Scotia in Canada in the mid to late 1800s. Today there is a Rothesay in the Canadian province of New Brunswick and many Canadians can trace their heritage back to Bute. The walk from Rothesay takes in the thirteen mini-hairpins of Serpentine Hill which at an average ten per cent gradient is a challenge for cyclists, even boasting its own annual hill race, often completed in under two minutes. If on foot, there are steps alongside and the rest of the walk is much less strenuous, heading through farmland to reach the trig point and bench that marks the summit of Canada Hill.
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         See St Blane’s Church [image: alt]


         These extensive and atmospheric ruins are visited on the first circular stage of the West Island Way or by a short ramble from the road. Most of the remains that you can see date back to AD 1100, but the site was a very early Christian monastery established by St Catan back as far as AD 500. St Blane was his nephew and began his spiritual life here and at Kingarth. In addition to the church ruins, remnants of the community that once served the religious buildings also survive, including a well and the remains of a manse.

         Relax at Ettrick Bay [image: alt]


         A mile-long expanse of sand makes Ettrick Bay the most popular beach on Bute, but it never feels crowded. Grab an ice cream from the shoreside tearoom and ramble across the sands. In contrast to the peaceful scene today, the sands were used as one of a number of training grounds for the D-Day landings during the Second World War. For a wilder-feeling beach, head to Stravanan Bay in the south of the island. It lies on the West Island Way and it is possible to visit it as part of a circular walk from Kilchattan Bay, also visiting a prehistoric stone circle.

         Go to ButeFest [image: alt]


         Held at the end of July and billed as ‘more than just a music festival’, ButeFest aims to bring music, art and cultural experiences to islanders and visitors alike. The family-friendly event takes place in the stunning scenery of Ettrick Bay, meaning anyone can slope off for a bit of sand and surf at any time.
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         Inchmarnock

         Lying just to the west of and easily visible from Bute, Inchmarnock has a long history of habitation. It was named for St Marnock who established a monastery on the island in the seventh century. An archaeological dig unearthed a number of incised slates which experts have concluded were used for learning to read and write, much as slates were still used in schools well into the twentieth century. The finds included the Hostage Stone, a medieval ‘doodle’ showing a prisoner, who may be a monk, being dragged towards a boat with another figure holding a church-shaped relic; it perhaps tells of a Viking raid and helps us to understand how such valuable objects came to be found in Norse graves far away. The stone is now held by the National Museum of Scotland. More recently during the nineteenth century Inchmarnock was used as a remote naughty step for misbehaving drunks from Bute who would be abandoned on the island until they had dried out. Now turned over to farming, the population was evacuated during the Second World War so that the island could be used for commando training, including for the D-Day landings on the Normandy beaches.

         Great Cumbrae

         It may not look like one, but the CalMac ferry which crosses from Largs to Cumbrae is in fact a time machine. In the short time it takes to cross the water, passengers are whisked back to a sleepier age. The grandeur of the coastal villas of Millport, the palms and swing boats that adorn the prom, and the small independent cafes and shops give a gentle nostalgic feel to this holiday island. Many visitors do come for more active pursuits, with an emphasis on water sports, the sheltered waters being perfect for kayaking, sailing and stand-up paddle boarding.

         The ferry from Largs (with train connections to Glasgow) takes just eight and a half minutes to cross Largs Bay. A bus meets the ferry for the short ride to the main settlement of Millport or there is a pleasant cross-country walking route.

         Cycle around Cumbrae [image: alt]


         At roughly four kilometres long by two kilometres wide, and boasting a tranquil, flattish coastal road, Cumbrae is the perfect island for a gentle bike ride. The sixteen-kilometre circuit is regularly tackled by families and there are places to stop for refreshments en route as well as coastal bays to spot birds and seals. Bike hire is available in Millport, including e-bikes, tag-alongs and even an eight-seater where everyone is facing inwards and seemingly pedalling towards each other – luckily the laid-back vibe of the island extends to local drivers who are used to slow or erratic cyclists.29
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         Discover Cumbrae’s wedgie and wee cathedral [image: alt]


         Cumbrae does quirky, boasting the world’s narrowest house – find The Wedge squeezed in between a couple of shops on Millport’s seafront. A mere 120 centimetres wide at the front, the property opens out towards the back but is still only 335 centimetres at its widest point. If you like things diminutive, the island also boasts Britain’s smallest cathedral. Situated in a beautiful wooded glade, the Gothic-style Cathedral of the Isles can be reached by following Cow Lane at the rear of Millport.

         Power yourself to the island summit [image: alt]


         While it is possible to drive almost to the highest point on the island, the walk or bike up to the trig point at a mere 127 metres above sea level is easy enough and the reward of fabulous views in all directions is that much more satisfying. Topped by a red sandstone boulder known as the Glaid Stone and bearing the names of many previous visitors, there is also a trig point nearby. The handy viewpoint helps you identify landmarks on neighbouring Arran and the mainland.

         Enjoy an ice cream at the crocodile rock [image: alt]


         For well over a century visiting children and those just young at heart have enjoyed climbing on the back of the crocodile which lounges on the west side of Millport’s seafront. It is thought the rock was originally painted by local man Robert Brown in 1913 – possibly after he’d had a lunchtime pint or two. The rock itself is probably well over 4.5 million years old, but its crocodile grin, washed by the tide twice a day, makes it a firm favourite with visitors. Best enjoyed with an ice cream – check out the locally made ones from the Ritz Cafe or the Isle of Cumbrae Ice Cream shop.

         
            
[image: ]Great Cumbrae, crocodile rock

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Little Cumbrae

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Great Cumbrae,31 summit

            

         

         Little Cumbrae

         Known locally as Wee Cumbrae, this small rocky island lies less than a kilometre from its larger sibling and boasts a lighthouse, farm and palatial early twentieth-century mansion with gardens designed by Gertrude Jekyll. The island is privately owned and yoga retreats are run from the house. Little Cumbrae even has its own tiny island sibling – Castle Island, complete with impressive tower castle, is only accessible at low tide.
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         Ailsa Craig

         The volcanic plug of Ailsa Craig rises dramatically from the sea some fourteen kilometres out from the Ayrshire coast. Its position halfway between Belfast and Glasgow has earned it the nickname ‘Paddy’s Milestone’, and its domed summit is certainly an impressive viewpoint. Now a bird reserve, the island’s smooth granite is the source of well over half the world’s curling stones. There are many other signs of man here, from early habitation in the caves on the island, the remains of a sixteenth-century castle built to deter Spaniards from grabbing the strategic island, and more recently a lighthouse with four keepers’ cottages which 32were occupied until the light was automated in 1990.
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