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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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WELCOME TO Scotland



11 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE . . .


BEST OF Scotland


TOP FIVE CASTLES


SCOTTISH WHISKY


Scotland’s National Parks


BEST ROAD TRIPS


What draws so many people to Scotland, time after time? The kilted-tartan-shortbread view of Scotland, which has been shaped by writers from Sir Walter Scott to Diana Gabaldon, certainly has its fans. And there’s a poignancy about the place that lies in the fact that its heather-clad hills, glistening lochs, craggy castles, and mighty mountains have been the backdrop to much bloody unrest and rebellion. Those with active imaginations can almost hear the roars of opposing clans hanging in the peat-singed air.


Much has been written about Scotland’s obvious charms—its sublime scenery, rousing history, and myths and legends—but to focus only on this romanticized view is to do the nation an injustice, for it’s a living, evolving place, not a museum.


Scotland is a land that needs to be experienced, felt, and lived in, not merely admired from the sidelines. For every world-famous tourist attraction, like Edinburgh Castle or Skye’s Fairy Pools, there’s a forgotten corner of the Cairngorms, or an unbelievable Outer Hebridean beach, which have all the atmosphere, far fewer people, and lots of room for adventure.


The paradox of Scotland is that it has wide-open spaces, skies that go on forever, and solitude, but when you want it, there is a raucous music session in the pub down the road. It’s an all-embracing place, where one could never get bored and no two experiences are the same.


The essence of Scotland underpins our need to protect it and take a responsible approach to tourism. There is enough to see here that you don’t need to follow the well-trodden trail of top sights.


Scotland is ready to welcome you, and if you listen to its people and appreciate it for all its variations and endless possibilities, you will receive that famous Scottish welcome most emphatically.
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the Calanais Standing Stones






11 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Scaling the peak of Arthur’s Seat for breathtaking views of Edinburgh.
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2 Driving the North Coast 500 through charming villages and wild Highland scenery.
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3 Tasting the heritage, history, and innovation of Scotch whisky on Islay.
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4 Camping out under the stars in Galloway Forest Park or Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park.
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5 Absorbing Scottish history while exploring iconic castles and fortresses.
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6 Getting a glimpse into Neolithic life at Orkney’s Skara Brae.
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7 Learning about the region’s ambitious rewilding projects at the Cairngorms National Park.
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8 Experiencing Scotland at its most boisterous and welcoming at legendary live music venues in Glasgow.
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9 Enjoying fresh, creative Scottish cuisine in Skye’s award-winning restaurants.
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10 Bagging Ben Nevis, the tallest of Scotland’s Munros.
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11 Shopping for handspun tweed on the isle of Lewis and Harris in the Outer Hebrides.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Edinburgh


Edinburgh, Scotland’s handsome capital, is full of history. Explore both the sophisticated 18th-century New Town and the crumbling but atmospheric Old Town, where medieval wynds (narrow lanes between buildings) will bring you to the Royal Mile, a thoroughfare flanked by two of the city’s most celebrated attractions: Edinburgh Castle and the Palace of Holyroodhouse. The latter is overlooked by the volcanic peak of Arthur’s Seat, which stands in its own windswept hilly park—a small promise of what the Highlands might offer, right here in the city.
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Palace of Holyroodhouse





Central Scotland


The historic city of Stirling is home to what is arguably Scotland’s finest castle, and heading a little farther north will bring you to the “Fair City” of Perth—Scotland’s ancient capital. Fife is perhaps best known as being the location of “the home of golf,” in the attractive town of St. Andrews, but its East Neuk seaside villages are one of Scotland’s best-kept secrets. And for culture, the rough diamond city of Dundee has a few surprises up its sleeve.


The Cairngorms and the North East


For nature lovers, the Cairngorms is one of the most special places in Scotland, home to an enormous number of its most endangered species and the highest concentration of Munros in the whole country. Its vastness includes a variety of terrain, from the Arctic-like tundra where reindeer roam free, to its moorlands, forests, and glens where other mammals and birds once thought lost are starting to return. To the northeast, you’ll find the Malt Whisky Trail, and the best way to take the whole region in is by following the North East 250.


[image: image]




If You Have . . .


ONE WEEK


Try basing yourself in one of Scotland’s two big cities and tacking on some of the accessible regions nearby. After a 2-3-day introduction to Edinburgh, spend 2-3 more days in the East Neuk, a seaside holiday destination just an hour’s drive north of Edinburgh. Finish your week in St. Andrews, home to the world’s oldest golf course.


Or, after spending a few days in Glasgow, head south to the under-visited Dumfries and Galloway region, hopefully spending a pitch-black night in Galloway Forest Park, before heading over to the lovely Isle of Arran for a few leisurely days.


TWO WEEKS


A two-week holiday is the perfect amount of time to explore some of Scotland’s islands, which take a bit of doing to get to and deserve a longer trip. You can make your way to the Inner Hebrides slowly, taking in Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park en route to Oban, from where you can reach Mull. Then, head south to Islay and its famous whisky distilleries.


Or fly into Inverness and take your time heading to the northern coast of mainland Scotland, where you can catch a ferry over to Orkney and hole up in a cozy cottage for a week, and then venture to some of the outlying islands, such as Rousay or Sanday, or take a ferry trip to the Shetland Islands, which lie even farther off the Scottish coast.


ONE MONTH


I’m tempted to say you should find a quiet, remote lodging and just stay there for the whole month, but this length of trip does give you the perfect opportunity to travel deeper into Scotland. You can fly into Inverness and take in the bulk of the North Coast 500, and then spend a week seeing the Skye other visitors don’t see. From Skye, catch the ferry to Lewis and Harris and make your way down through the Outer Hebrides to Barra over 10 days.






Glasgow



Cool, edgy, and with its tongue firmly in its cheek, Glasgow is a place that reveals a little more of itself on every visit. It has some beautiful architecture—including the old warehouses of the Merchant City and Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s Art Nouveau buildings—but it’s for the nonstop energy that one should visit Scotland’s most populous city. In the city center, take a tour of the City Chambers and the Gallery of Modern Art, if only to grasp the scale of wealth that once poured through the city via the tobacco trade. To the south you’ll find beautiful green spaces, whereas in the East End you can visit the famous Barras Market, Glasgow Cathedral, and the Necropolis. For a little bit of everything, including cool thrift stores and great nightlife, head straight to the West End.


Southern Scotland and the Borders


The south of Scotland is often skipped on holiday itineraries or, at best, is included as a day trip. But there is so much going on in the south, from the Borders Abbeys and their string of pretty, historic villages, to the jewel-studded ink-black skies of the Galloway Forest Park, with some of the bonniest woodland walks in all of Scotland. And then there’s Arran, a sort of Scotland in miniature with its hills, glens, and mysterious standing stones, all within easy access of Glasgow.


Loch Lomond and the Inner Hebrides


Dominated by the expansive Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park—an outdoor playground complete with Scotland’s biggest loch, woodland cycling, hiking trails, and many Munros to climb—this region is easily accessible from both Glasgow and Edinburgh. To the west of Loch Lomond, you’ll find Oban, gateway to the isles of the Inner Hebrides, including Mull, from where you can easily take the local ferry over to the spiritual island of Iona. You need to travel a little farther south to reach the whisky wonderland of Islay; its neighbor Jura has a mighty fine distillery to its name, too.


Western Highlands and the Isle of Skye


South of Loch Ness, you’ll find Fort William, the Outdoor Capital of the United Kingdom, where you can go skiing in winter and Munro-bagging at other times. Whatever you do, make sure you travel farther south to visit Glen Coe, an extraordinary landscape that will leave you open-mouthed in awe.


The road north to Skye is famously traversed by the West Highland Rail/Jacobite Steam Train, and for good reason; the sprawling Isle of Skye is top of most people’s Scotland wish list. Photos of the Fairy Pools, Quiraing, and the Old Man of Storr litter Instagram feeds. To have a more authentic Skye experience, you’d do well to visit some lesser-known spots; the Cuillin mountain range is a huge draw for hikers and climbers.


Inverness, Loch Ness, and the North Coast 500


Gateway to the Highlands, Inverness is an attractive city, but most people come here to go somewhere else. For a history lesson, a visit to Culloden, just east of the city and scene of one of the most brutal battles on Scottish soil, is unforgettable, and whether you believe in its mysterious monster or not, it would feel churlish not to visit Loch Ness. For many, though, Inverness is the launchpad for the North Coast 500, an epic driving route that encircles much of the northwest Highlands, revealing some of Scotland’s most stunning scenery en route, from tiny communities to ruined castles, paradisial beaches, and moon-like landscapes.



Outer Hebrides



For natural beauty and long-held traditions, the long finger of the Outer Hebrides holds an untamed allure. The beaches of Lewis and Harris are like something out of a tropical paradise brochure (though not as warm), and Neolithic sites like the Calanais Standing Stones rival Stonehenge but without the crowds. There’s little tourism infrastructure here, but who needs it? It’s a place where the sense of solitude speaks for itself.


Orkney and Shetland


Scotland’s North Isles are scattered obliquely off Scotland’s northeast coast, as though reaching out to Scandinavia. They are wild, often lonely places, littered with intriguing standing stones and lined with windswept cliffs where birds congregate in the thousands. Orkney is well-groomed and ordered compared to hardy and remote Shetland—home to Scotland’s northernmost point.


WHEN TO GO


Spring


For outdoor recreation, spring (March-May) is best, when the weather is reasonably clement (temperatures average 45°F/7°C to 55°F/13°C, though the term “April showers” refers to the high chance of rain), wildlife nest and breed, and the crowds are still thin enough not to scare them away. You’ll get good daylight hours for attempting any of the many Munros on Skye or in Loch Lomond and the Cairngorms. It’s also a good time to visit some of Scotland’s most famous sights with fewer other tourists keeping you company.


Summer


Summer (June-August) is when the festivals hit Edinburgh, and the best time for dipping your toes into the sea or loch swimming, but you’ll want to find your own quiet part to appreciate it all without feeling like you’re on a merry-go-round with everyone else. Average temperatures in summer range from 59°F (15°C) to 63°F (17°C) (but can go higher), and though rainfall in western Scotland and the Highlands is almost a certainty throughout the year, it’s often dry elsewhere.


Autumn


The leaves in autumn (September-November) are something else, a mosaic of golds, yellows, reds, and browns, which crunch satisfyingly underfoot. Cool temperatures—46°F (8°C) to 57°F (14°C)—give you a good excuse to wrap yourself in a cashmere or lambswool blanket and snuggle up after a blustery walk as you listen out for the rutting deer. It’s also one of the quietest times to visit Scotland.
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Edinburgh in autumn





Winter


Winter (December-February) in Scotland is cold (the average highest temperature is around 41°F/5°C, but it can be much, much colder) and the winds can be cutting. This is a time of storms, best watched from the window of your holiday home or hotel, of snow on the mountains and moors, of whisky and fires, and very, very few people to spoil the romance of it all. Hogmanay and other holiday traditions help lift the spirits in these months of little daylight.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Getting There


Both Glasgow and Edinburgh are well connected with international flights from the United States, Canada, and Europe, and they are accessible via numerous flights and trains from London and other parts of the United Kingdom.


From Elsewhere in Europe


There are numerous options for reaching Scotland from Europe. The cheapest way is by air, on easyJet flights from Berlin to Edinburgh, for instance, for as little as £35 each way (flight time around 2 hours) and from Amsterdam to either Glasgow or Edinburgh for a similar price (flight time 1 hour 40 minutes). For destinations in the Highlands and North East, Inverness and Aberdeen also receive some international flights, so keep a lookout for deals from your point of origin.


However, it’s also relatively easy to get to Scotland by train from Europe if you’ve got the time. Eurostar trains from Amsterdam, for example, will get you to London in just over four hours and cost from as little as £40 one-way. From London, if you book in advance, you should be able to get a train to Glasgow or Edinburgh for around £35 one-way and it will take another 4-5 hours.


From North America


Several major airlines fly from North America to Scotland, including Virgin Atlantic and Delta, both of which fly direct to Edinburgh from New York’s JFK (flight time around 7 hours, from $900 return). Air Canada flies from Toronto to Glasgow and Edinburgh with a stopover in London Heathrow or France (total travel time 10-12 hours, from $1,000).


From New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa


Qatar Airways has a flight from Auckland to Edinburgh via Doha (total travel time of 30 hours, from NZD 2,700). From Sydney, you can fly with Emirates to Glasgow via Dubai in around 40 hours for around AUD 2,500. For South Africa, British Airways has flights from Johannesburg to London Heathrow (12 hours travel time, from ZAR 11,250), from where you can travel on to Scotland.



Getting Around



Though there are some parts of Scotland that are well connected by public transport, traveling this way can take a good deal of planning, and having your own car still offers the most flexibility. Despite Edinburgh being the capital, Glasgow is by far the most well-connected hub, with direct trains and buses to all main towns and cities. If you are traveling from Edinburgh, you will often have to pick up a connection in Glasgow.


Plane


There are some instances—usually when you’re short of time—when you might prefer to fly within Scotland. This is particularly the case for destinations such as the Outer Hebrides and the North Isles, which are deserving of trips in themselves and take quite a bit of doing to get to. In these cases, Scottish airline Loganair is your friend (www.loganair.co.uk).


Train


Traveling by train in Scotland is quite simple, straightforward, and reasonably affordable. The main train operator is Scotrail (www.scotrail.co.uk). There can be delays, especially in bad weather, but it’s still preferable to taking a bus. If your destination has a train station nearby, I’d always recommend this over taking a bus or coach. There are some train routes in Scotland that are bucket-list routes in themselves for many, including the West Highland Rail/Jacobite Steam Train and the Kyle Line, which take travelers from Glasgow or Inverness to entry points to Skye, respectively.


Rental Car


Car hire in Scotland is well worth it. A lot of places are very hard to get to without your own wheels, and it’s a lot cheaper hiring a car than paying for numerous individual tours. Road signs are pretty clear, and on the whole big places are well signposted, but you may want to do a bit of pre-planning if you’re staying somewhere small or a bit off the main tourist trail. Be ready for some narrow, single-track roads if you’re getting into the countryside, and remember that automobiles drive on the left side of the road in Scotland.



Bus



Taking the bus in Scotland is marginally cheaper than taking the train, but the main benefit is that there are lots more places (smaller villages, for example) that have bus routes passing through them than have train stations. It’s worth bearing in mind that the more remote the place you visit, the fewer local buses there tend to be, so you really will have to plan carefully (or exercise patience) to get around this way. The main bus operators are Scottish Citylink (www.citylink.co.uk) and Stagecoach (www.stagecoachbus.com). Traveline is the best resource for planning your travel by bus in Scotland (www.travelinescotland.com).


Ferry


Many of Scotland’s islands are accessible by ferry, including the Inner and Outer Hebrides, the Isle of Skye, and the North Isles. Unless you want to take a domestic flight to save time to reach some of these destinations, this is a romantic and fairly efficient way to travel, with most ferries offering both passenger and car ferry service. Most ferries are run by Caledonian MacBrayne (www.calmac.co.uk).
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ferry leaving the Isle of Skye





Passports and Visas


There are few visa restrictions if you are visiting Scotland for no more than six months. If you are an EU citizen or come from Switzerland or one of the non-EU member states of the EEA (Norway, Liechtenstein, and Iceland), you do not need a visa. Currently, there is no visa requirement for citizens of the United States, Canada, Australia, or New Zealand who plan to visit Scotland for six or fewer months. Anyone planning to come for more than six months will need to get an entry clearance certificate from the British Embassy in their home country before they travel. This also applies if you are planning to work here during your visit.


To enter the United Kingdom, travelers from South Africa do need a Standard Visitor visa (www.gov.uk/standard-visitor-visa), which currently costs £115 and allows stays of up to six months.


You will of course need a passport if you are traveling here from outside the United Kingdom. For the latest advice on travel documents, check the website of the U.K. Foreign and Commonwealth Office (www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-visas-and-immigration).


What to Pack


Scotland is quite well facilitated, so you can likely pick up anything you forget at home upon arrival here, but as a general rule, think layers: Remember that the weather can vary quite a lot here, so having warm clothing to layer on or off (particularly if it’s waterproof) can be a godsend. For outdoorsy travelers, comfortable walking shoes are a must. And don’t forget to pack a UK adapter for your electronic devices.
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BEST OF Scotland


You could spend months, years even, traveling Scotland and not run out of places to visit and things to do amid its wide-open landscapes, dramatic coastline, and innumerable islands. But even 10 days can give you a good introduction to the country and its variety, from nature spots to electric cities, stirring castles, haunting heritage sites, and elegant architecture. Consider the below itinerary a very rough sketch; if you have the luxury of time, it’s worth spending longer in each spot to truly savor its atmosphere and character or detouring away from some of the well-trodden routes.


Though it’s possible to travel much of Scotland by train and bus, for maximum flexibility, you’ll want a rental car, especially if traveling beyond the cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow.


Days 1-2: Edinburgh


Start your first day in Edinburgh in the Old Town. Of course, you could go to Edinburgh Castle, but it would take up a big chunk of your day, so if you’re happy to settle for a photo opportunity instead, head down to Grassmarket via Victoria Street, a gently curved shopping street that is widely believed to be the inspiration behind Diagon Alley in the Harry Potter novels. Climb the steps up to the castle esplanade for a closer look before heading into the Camera Obscura and The World of Illusions for a fun couple of hours.


The nearby but hidden-away Jolly Judge is one of my favorite spots for a low-key lunch along the Royal Mile, where you should pop in to see the incredible interior of St. Giles’ Cathedral. From here, just a few minutes’ walk will bring you to the National Museum of Scotland, whose halls are filled with fascinating exhibits, and which has panoramic views from the 7th floor roof terrace. Sightseeing done, jump in a cab to Prestonfield House for a decadent dinner and overnight stay.


On your second day in the city, you’ll want to cross over to the graceful New Town. You can have breakfast in one of the many good cafés around trendy Broughton Street before pottering along to the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, where you can have a history, architecture, and art lesson all in one. Head west a few blocks from here to Charlotte Square to admire the neoclassical architecture, then pop into Oxford Bar, the favorite pub of author Ian Rankin’s Inspector Rebus, for a pint. Afterward, climb the Scott Monument for city views, head to Stockbridge for dinner, and finish your night with comedy at The Stand.


Day 3: Glasgow


From Edinburgh, it’s around an hour by car or train to Glasgow. If you want to pack as much as possible into your day, you should buy a ticket for the City Sightseeing bus and start your tour with a visit to the oldest part of the city at Glasgow Cathedral and the Necropolis that overlooks it. The bus stops at lots of key sights, and you should hop off in the West End for lunch—the Ubiquitous Chip is a good choice before you pay a visit to the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum. From here, it’s just a few minutes’ walk to University of Glasgow, where you can join an afternoon tour. For dinner and drinks, walk through Kelvingrove Park to Dockyard Social, a lively food market with regular DJ sets and live music.
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University of Glasgow





Day 4: Loch Lomond and Glen Coe


From Glasgow, it’s just a half-hour drive to Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park, home to breathtaking scenery, much of which can be viewed from the main A82 road. En route, stop at The Village Rest for warm hospitality and a bite to eat, then pull into the Falls of Falloch for a leisurely short woodland stroll to a beautiful waterfall. From here, drive north out of the park, heading toward Glen Coe, an epic valley with numerous steep-sided mountains and myriad waterfalls, where you’ll be stopping all the time to take photos.


Drive all the way to the village of Glencoe for the full edge-of-your-seat driving experience. Visit the Glencoe War Memorial and take a few moments to reflect on the massacre of 38 members of Clan MacDonald, who were punished for a perceived slight against the legitimacy of William III and Mary II in the 17th century. For dinner, music, and a bed for the night, head to the warm and hospitable Clachaig Inn.
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driving through Glencoe





Day 5: Fort William to Skye


Fort William is just a half-hour drive from Glen Coe and is the launchpad for that most mighty of mountains: Ben Nevis. If you don’t have time to hike the mountain entirely (it requires a full day), you can join one of the excellent walks along the North Face of the mountain with Wild Roots Highland Guiding, where you can hear stories about the landscape and its people (bring a packed lunch).


Then you’ll need to get back on the road if you’re going to make Skye by nightfall. It’s only an hour by car to Mallaig, from where you can catch the ferry to Skye, but the scenery is magnificent, and you should allow yourself time and space to appreciate it. Without a doubt the highlight of the journey is Glenfinnan, where the train crosses the huge viaduct, and the Glenfinnan Monument stands poignantly on the banks of Loch Shiel. When you arrive in Mallaig, grab some seafood at Cornerstone Restaurant if you need to kill some time before the ferry, and then check in to Morar B&B on the south of the island for the night.


Days 6-7: Isle of Skye


It’s almost impossible to squeeze Skye into just two days, so if you really want to visit the Misty Isle, I implore you to try and eke out more time if you can. After breakfast in the hotel, head out on a wildlife tour with Skyefari, which will take you to secret corners of the island with an expert guide. Have a three-course dinner at Duisdale Hotel. Once back at the hotel, you can entertain other guests with tales of otter and eagle sightings over a drink by the fireside.


The following morning, pack up and head to the north of the island and drive a circuit of the Trotternish Peninsula, where you can park up and trek to the Old Man of Storr. Pop into the picturesque harbor town of Portree for lunch at one of the many good cafés and restaurants. In the afternoon, check into the Stein Inn for the night, before popping next door for dinner at Loch Bay.


Day 8: Skye to Loch Ness


Leaving the island over the Skye Bridge to Kyle of Lochalsh, it’s yet another spectacular drive to reach Loch Ness, detouring slightly to charming Plockton for lunch at the Plockton Inn, before returning to the A87 to pass by Eilean Donan Castle. Once you reach Fort Augustus, follow the southern shoreline of the loch to check into one of the camping pods at Loch Ness Shores and head out for an afternoon kayaking trip in search of Nessie. Back on dry land, take the steep walk up to Craigdarroch Inn for dinner, drinks, and a bird’s-eye view of the loch.


Day 9: Inverness to Royal Deeside


From your campsite at Loch Ness, drive an hour north to the Culloden Battlefield and its informative visitor center for a moving experience. Afterward, have a traditional Scottish lunch at the Cawdor Tavern before driving south into the Cairngorms National Park. You’re heading for Royal Deeside, where you can take an afternoon tour of Balmoral, the summer home of the British Royal Family. Have a delicious seafood dinner at The Fish Shop in Ballater before bedding down for the night at The Fife Arms in Braemar.


Day 10: Return to Edinburgh


It’s a two-hour drive south to Stirling, where you’ll want to visit both Stirling Castle—one of the most contested fortresses in Scottish history—and the National Wallace Monument, the city’s two most iconic landmarks. I’d start with the castle, having lunch with a view at the café, before taking the scenic walk to the monument. Then it’s time to return to Edinburgh, where you may have an evening flight to catch, or hopefully you can check into The Roseate for a luxurious last night of your holiday.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Top Five Castles


It’s estimated there were once as many as 3,000 castles in Scotland, and though up to half have now disappeared from the landscape, there are still around 1,500 scattered throughout the country, from fairy-tale fortresses that have been beautifully preserved or restored, to craggy ruins that cling to cliff-tops.


Often strategically placed at the head of a loch, on a headland, or perched high above a royal burgh, Scotland’s castles were frequently the sites of conflict, built to ward off invaders from England or to act as the stronghold of a ruling clan, and many of the ones that survive still show their battle scars. Often castles were status symbols, with ornamental details that were meant to show off the owners’ power and wealth.


Castles are almost as synonymous with Scotland as its glens and lochs, and most visits will take in at least one castle, where you can hear dramatic tales of clan battles, illicit liaisons, and ruthless royals, in the very places where history was made.


EDINBURGH CASTLE


Seen from almost anywhere you go in the capital, Edinburgh Castle, atop an old volcanic plug, is an idol of Scotland and has defended the nation for centuries. Within its walls are the Honours of Scotland (Scotland’s crown jewels) and Edinburgh’s oldest building: St. Margaret’s Chapel. Even if you don’t visit the castle itself, keep an ear out for the One O’clock Gun, which is fired every day except Sunday.


STIRLING CASTLE


This castle, located between the Highlands and the Lowlands, was once so integral to the swing of power in the country that it was said, “He who holds Stirling, holds Scotland.” Though it fell into disrepair for many years, careful restoration has returned some of the interiors to their Renaissance glory.


DUNNOTTAR CASTLE


Formidable, dramatic, historic—there are many adjectives to describe this ruinous Aberdeenshire castle, where the Honours of Scotland were once hidden away, but none can conjure that feeling you get when you first spy it hanging on precariously atop sheer cliffs above the angry North Sea below.


ALDOURIE CASTLE


Most visitors to Loch Ness head to Urquhart Castle, a ruin on the western shores that is saturated with tourists in summer, but for a castle visit with more privacy, the exclusive-use Scottish baronial palace of Aldourie on the southern shores is truly spectacular. If you can’t stretch to hiring the whole castle, there are also some lovely, quaint cottages to rent within the grounds.


EILEAN DONAN CASTLE


When you first see this castle on the road to the Skye Bridge, you’ll probably feel like you know it, even if you’ve never been here before, as it’s a popular filming location and features regularly on shortbread tins and the like. Much of what you see was re-created in the 20th century, but it doesn’t lose any of its atmosphere for it.







SPECIAL TOPIC


Scottish Whisky


A visit to Scotland is not complete without a venture into the country’s whisky heartland—or at least a sampling in one of the tasting rooms of Edinburgh or Glasgow.


To plan your Scottish whisky experience, first get familiar with the primary whisky-producing regions covered in this guide: Speyside, Islay, and the Highlands. On your tasting adventure, you’ll find that each region lends its unique flavors to the whisky. Islay, for example, is known for whiskies with the distinctive flavor of peat.


If your time is limited, you’ll find whisky experiences in both Edinburgh and Glasgow. At the Whiski Rooms in Edinburgh, you can order from the impressive list of 500 whiskies. In Glasgow, stop by for a tour of Clydeside Distillery, a newcomer to the whisky scene (it opened in 2017) hoping to revive whisky-making in Glasgow.


Speyside


Scotland’s densest whisky region, Speyside, is about an hour northwest of Aberdeen. The region is known for complex whiskies, thanks in part to warmer weather and water fresh from the mountains.




















	Distillery

	Location

	Best Known For

	Attractions










	Glenlivet

	Ballindalloch

	Rich, robust flavor

	Tastings and tours; rare-bottle tour option






	Glenfiddich

	Dufftown

	Golden, well-balanced, mellow sprits

	Tastings and tours; within walking distance of Dufftown






	The Balvenie

	Dufftown

	Home-grown barley, on-site cooperage

	Tastings and tours; within walking distance of Dufftown






	Cardhu

	Knockando

	Smooth, light, sweet whisky

	Tastings and tours






	Glen Grant

	Rothes

	Rich, fruity notes

	Tastings and tours, garden on-site






	The Macallan

	Aberlour

	Rich, full-bodied flavors; use of renewable fuels

	Tastings and tours; brasserie on-site






	Strathisla

	Keith

	In operation since 1786

	Tastings and tours; whisky-blending workshop






	Glen Moray

	Elgin

	Smooth, easy-drinking

	Tastings and tours






	Benromach

	Forres

	Smoky Speyside whisky

	Tastings and tours









Islay


Islay is the land of peat and farmland, where distilling whisky is a tradition. Whiskies from the south of this region are known for their peat flavor—which some say is an acquired taste. Islay distilleries are well prepared for visitors.




















	Distillery

	Location

	Best Known For

	Attractions










	Lagavulin

	Lagavulin

	Rich, peaty whiskies since 1816

	Tastings and tours






	Laphroaig

	Port Ellen

	Rich, peaty flavor with a smoky finish

	Tastings and tours






	Ardbeg

	Port Ellen

	Heavily peated, smoky whiskies

	Tastings and tours; café on-site






	Bowmore

	Bowmore

	Islay’s first legal distillery

	Tastings and tours






	Bruichladdich

	Port Charlotte

	Both peated and un-peated spirits

	Tastings and tours; gin tastings available






	Kilchoman

	Bruichladdich

	Whiskies made with barley harvested on the distillery’s farm

	Tastings and tours; café on-site






	Bunnahabhain

	Port Askaig

	Mild Islay whisky

	Tastings and tours; short 50-minute tour option









The Northern Highlands


The vast landscape north of Inverness is home to peaks and craggy cliffs. You’ll pass several top-notch distilleries while driving the North Coast 500 route. It’s also possible to visit the following distilleries on a day trip from Inverness.




















	Distillery

	Location

	Best Known For

	Attractions










	Glen Ord Distillery

	Black Isle

	Singleton whisky, an amber-colored malt made from Black Isle barley

	Tastings and tours






	Glenmorangie

	Ross-shire

	Clean, pure whisky—thanks to its “giraffe”-style distilleries, the tallest in Scotland

	Tastings and tours






	Old Pulteney Whisky

	Wick

	Coastal “Maritime” malt

	Tastings and tours






	Badachro

	Badachro

	Modern craft whisky and gin

	Tastings and tours
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Scotland’s National Parks


You haven’t experienced Scotland until you’ve visited the pristine beauty of its national parks. Below is a suggested route for visiting the country’s two national parks: Loch Lomond and the Trossachs, and the Cairngorms. If you have more time, I recommend spending longer to fully experience the natural wonders of both parks.


Day 1: Glasgow


To see Glasgow in a day without feeling worn out, hop on two wheels with Glasgow Bike Tours, which offers trips that start and end in one of the city’s craft breweries and take you past city landmarks. Afterward, head out to BAaD in the east end for dinner and drinks.


Days 2-3: Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park


Incredibly accessible from Glasgow, Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park is an outdoor adventurer’s paradise. Start your visit with a guided kayaking trip with Loch Lomond Leisure to ply the waters of Scotland’s largest loch. Spend the night in the lovely Loch Lomond Arms Hotel.


The next day, get an early start to bag a Munro: The hike to the summit of Ben Lomond is best begun in the early morning. From the top, you’ll be rewarded with a view of Loch Lomond. Have a well-deserved meal at The Village Rest before heading back to your hotel.



Day 4: Oban



It’s about an hour and a half drive from Loch Lomond to Oban, where you should fill up on some fabulous seafood at the Oban Seafood Hut. Wander the charming port town before heading to dinner at No. 26 By the Sea, your accommodation for the night.


Day 5: The Cairngorms


With only one day in the Cairngorms, prioritize seeing some of the national park’s wildlife and hearing about its important rewilding work. Instinct Guides offers excellent guided tours on which you can expect to see black grouse and red deer, and there is also an option to stay overnight in a tepee.


After your tour, take the easy hike around Loch Morlich with your newfound knowledge of the forest, followed by a hearty dinner at the Old Bridge Inn.


Day 6: Perth


The “Fair City” of Perth is about an hour’s drive from the Cairngorms. Immerse yourself in the Kinnoull Hill Woodland Park just east of city center for hiking trails and views across the River Tay and countryside. After dinner in town, turn in to The Salutation, Perth’s historic hotel.


Day 7: Return to Glasgow


It’s just over an hour by car back to Glasgow. Once there, stretch your legs along the 4-mi (6.4-km) stretch of the Clyde Walkway from the center of town to the Falls of Clyde. Spend the night in the West End enjoying traditional Scottish fare and a pint at one of the many pubs.




Best Road Trips


With miles upon miles of open road and big-screen scenery, driving in Scotland is truly memorable. The roads are thrilling, with twists, bends, and blind summits that will really test your driving skills, and navigating the many single-track roads takes concentration and anticipation (plus some reading up on the rules of the road). But if you have the stomach for it, you’ll be able to reach some of the most remote areas and be left slack-jawed at panoramic views of mountains, glens, and coastline.


THE NORTH COAST 500


515 mi/830 km; 5-7 days


Encircling the northwest Highlands, this world-famous route offers something for everyone—lush, green countryside, white-sand beaches, castles, traditional villages, and wild, barren lunarscapes. If you don’t want to do it all, there are a few smaller sections that will still wow, including the short Road to Diabaig in Wester Ross and the Drumbeg Road farther north.


THE NORTH EAST 250


250 mi/402 km; 2-3 days


A newer, shorter alternative to the NC500, this route, which travels through the northeast Highlands, is a more manageable trip for those with less time, through whisky country, taking in Aberdeenshire’s castles and rugged North Sea coastline. If you yearn for more excitement, then make sure you include the Snow Roads through the Cairngorms, in particular the road down through Glenshee.


TROTTERNISH PENINSULA, SKYE


50 mi/80 km; 3-4 hours


Skye is an island of huge proportions and otherworldly landscapes, and nowhere is this more evident than on its northernmost peninsula, the Trotternish. Here, in the interior, you will find two of the island’s most famous landmarks: the dagger-like Old Man of Storr and its neighboring pinnacles, and the folded hills of the Quiraing, all the result of a dramatic landslip. Skirt the peninsula and you’ll see these, as well as some of Skye’s more forgotten, atmospheric places, such as Staffin, where dinosaurs once roamed.


THE GLEN COE ROAD


30 mi/48 km; 1-2 hours


Pretty much an essential route for anyone traveling north into the western Highlands from Glasgow, this road, which snakes through Scotland’s most scenic valley of Glen Coe, doesn’t have a dull moment. There are straight sections of blanket bog before the road ascends, flanked by mighty mountains like the Three Sisters, which were carved by glaciers. Countless waterfalls, including the Meeting of the Three Waters, continue to cut crevices through their steep sides. You can drive it in less than an hour, but it’s unlikely you’ll be able to resist pulling over into one of the viewpoints.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Edinburgh Castle: Perched high above the city, this iconic fortress—the most besieged castle in Britain—has stood to protect the city of Edinburgh for 900 years (click here).


S The Royal Mile: The epicenter of the Old Town, this thoroughfare is home to some of the city’s most historic buildings as well as a network of intriguing closes (residential areas that could be locked up at night to keep undesirables out) that tell another side of the city’s story (click here).
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S Arthur’s Seat and Holyrood Park: Hike this ancient volcano, the summit of a group of hills to the east of the city center, for panoramic views and a calm retreat from city life (click here).


S Pickering’s Gin Distillery: This tiny distillery in Summerhall, one of the city’s coolest cultural spaces, is the place to sample one of the most reputable names in Scotland’s gin boom (click here).


S Live Comedy: Shows at The Stand are legendary, but festival favorites, such as Gilded Balloon, also present laugh-out-loud sets, and there are always new venues to discover (click here).


S Sandy Bell’s: Squeeze yourself into this busy bar where there is fantastic folk music every night of the week and a lively, welcoming crowd (click here).


S Portobello: East of the city center, the seaside suburb of Portobello is a welcome surprise, with grand Georgian villas leading down to golden sands and the sea (click here).


S Linlithgow Palace: While the interiors of the birthplace of Mary, Queen of Scots, have been ravaged by fire and decay, the medieval walls are remarkably intact (click here).


S Rosslyn Chapel: Admire the intricate stone masonry of this 15th-century church and decide for yourself if the carvings hide clues from the notoriously secretive Knights Templar (click here).





“Edina! Scotia’s darling seat! All hail thy palaces and towers,” declared Robert Burns in his 18th-century Address to Edinburgh.


Today, millions of travelers descend on the medieval city of Edinburgh to see the very same noble buildings that so enraptured Scotland’s most celebrated poet. They walk the historic Royal Mile at the center of the city’s Old Town, beginning at Edinburgh Castle, perched over the metropolis on its ancient volcanic seat, and follow as it slopes down all the way to the Palace of Holyroodhouse, the King’s official home in Edinburgh.


On the other side of Princes Street Gardens, the neoclassical “New Town,” which is not actually that new, has lots of interesting historical sites that are often a lot quieter than those in the Old Town. Built between the 18th and 19th centuries to cope with the city’s growing population, the New Town is an architectural masterpiece, with grand Georgian squares, avenues, and elegant townhouses, and three national galleries within strolling distance. It’s no wonder that both the Old Town and New Town were classified a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1995.


A little further exploration to the northeast will bring you to the foodie hot spot of Leith, while the seaside suburb of Portobello east of Holyrood Park is where locals go to unwind. Meanwhile, pretty Stockbridge, just north of the New Town, and Bruntsfield on the Southside are fashionable urban villages that embrace a more bohemian vibe.


But, while the heritage sites and buzzy neighborhoods are undoubtedly enchanting, it is the city’s maze-like closes (residential areas that could be locked up at night to keep undesirables out), secret tunnels, and welcoming howffs (traditional pubs) that really reel you in. And perhaps most spellbinding of all, Edinburgh’s gloomy beauty is contradicted by its jovial atmosphere and the friendliness of its people, who will charm you with their self-deprecating and disarming humor and make you feel much like Charles Dickens, who famously said: “Coming back to Edinburgh is to me like coming home.”
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ORIENTATION


The city center has two distinct areas: the Old Town and the New Town, divided by Princes Street Gardens, with Edinburgh Waverley, the city’s main train station, at one end of the gardens, on Waverley Bridge.


Old Town


Most visitors make a beeline to the Royal Mile in the heart of the Old Town, and despite the crowds, tartan shops, and kilted pipers (which can feel like tourist overload), this area is hard to resist. At one end is Edinburgh Castle, Scotland’s most visited paid-for attraction; at the other end is the Palace of Holyroodhouse, the official Scottish residence of His Majesty The King.


New Town


From the Old Town, a 10-minute walk north across Waverley Bridge or The Mound will bring you to the New Town. See the towering Gothic Scott Monument up close, admire the exquisite design of Charlotte Square, and take in some culture at one of three world-class galleries (the Scottish National Gallery is on The Mound itself). Rose Street, a narrow road running behind Princes Street, is renowned for its heady mix of bars and restaurants, and, just behind it, George Street is one of the city’s fancier shopping areas and is popular with well-dressed partygoers. Broughton Street in the northeast of the New Town is home to independent shops as well as some of the city’s best gay bars.


Stockbridge


Stockbridge is fast becoming the cool neighborhood where Edinburgh natives—sometimes referred to as Dunedians after the city’s old name, or the slightly less appealing Edinburghers—retreat when they’ve had enough of Scottish clichés. With gastropubs, cafés, and antique shops replacing the former junk shops, it retains a laid-back, village-like atmosphere.


West End


The West End, which starts just past the western fringes of Princes Street, offers a quiet oasis from the bustle of city life, with a smattering of boutiques, cafés, and bars. Farther west is the transport hub of Haymarket, with a railway station, trams, and bus routes. Walking distance from the city center (20 minutes), West End’s proximity to the Murrayfield Stadium, the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, and Dean Village make it a smart choice for those looking for affordable accommodations.



Southside



From Chambers Street south, you are in what is known as Edinburgh’s Southside, largely a student area with a string of attractive Victorian villas and tenement buildings. Today, most visitors head to the neighboring districts of Bruntsfield and Morningside, low-key areas that are home to lots of well-priced restaurants and quirky gift shops.


Leith


A short bus ride northeast of the city center will bring you to the historic Port of Leith where Mary, Queen of Scots, arrived back from her exile in France to stake her claim on the throne. Today it’s a foodie destination, with lots of good seafood restaurants and cafés lining the waterfront and trickling out in the roads off the main port. It is also home to the Royal Yacht Britannia.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Edinburgh isn’t huge, and many of the real tourist draws can be explored on foot, including the countless closes and wynds (alleyways just wide enough to allow a horse and cart to wind their way through) that lead off from the Royal Mile and other parts of the Old Town.


Allow a full day to explore the attractions along the Royal Mile properly (more if you are venturing up to Arthur’s Seat). However, tourism is becoming a bit of a problem in the city center, and, as the Royal Mile becomes congested with visitors, locals complain that it has become something of a theme park, particularly during festival season and Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve).


A good compromise is to spend a day or two seeing the main sights in and around the Old Town and along or off Princes Street in the New Town before escaping to one of the cooler, less congested neighborhoods for a more authentic taste of Edinburgh life. You may even want to consider visiting out of season, such as in autumn (October and November), when you’ll be able to take your time exploring and spend a lot less time queuing.


If you are planning to visit during Hogmanay or the Edinburgh Festivals (most of the month of August), try to book accommodations around six months in advance to secure your top choice.


Popular restaurants such as The Witchery by the Castle need booking in advance, and, if you are planning on doing a tour of The Real Mary King’s Close or one of the more popular ghost tours, book a couple of weeks ahead, particularly in high season (April-August).
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Itinerary Ideas



DAY 1


Spend your first day taking in the sights of the Royal Mile and Old Town.


1 Stop into Procaffeination on St. Mary’s Street, off the Royal Mile, for a quick breakfast.


2 Take an early-morning hike up to Arthur’s Seat in Holyrood Park (weather depending)—first thing is often the quietest time here and you may even have the place to yourself.


3 After your hike, head to the Palace of Holyroodhouse at the foot of Holyrood Park to learn about the royal history of Edinburgh, from Mary, Queen of Scots, to Bonnie Prince Charlie.


4 Allow a couple of hours to explore the palace and its grounds fully, and then have lunch at Michelin-starred Timberyard.


5 Enjoy a leisurely stroll past the colorful shop fronts and bustling bars of Victoria Street and Grassmarket on your way to Edinburgh Castle. Paid ticketholders can join a free tour to hear tales of bloodshed and bitter rivalries, and to view the famous Honours of Scotland (crown jewels).


6 Have dinner at the legendary The Witchery by the Castle on Castlehill (book well ahead).


7 Round off your evening with a live folk session at Sandy Bell’s pub.


DAY 2


Spend your second day in the New Town, seeing a different side of the city.


1 Start your morning at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art—home to Scotland’s foremost contemporary art collection (allow 1-2 hours).


2 Wander around and admire the crowning glory of the New Town: Charlotte Square. Drop in or at least take your photo in front of the Georgian House, a perfectly preserved 18th-century townhouse, now a museum.


3 Stop for lunch and a tipple at the Oxford Bar, where Ian Rankin’s famous detective Inspector John Rebus regularly goes to mull over his cases.


4 See some of Scotland’s most recognizable faces at the Scottish National Portrait Gallery.


5 Have an intimate meal with a view at The Lookout by Gardener's Cottage.


6 Pop in for a pre-show drink at the ornate Circle Bar in the Café Royal.


7 End your night with a riotous introduction to Scottish humor at The Stand Comedy Club.



EDINBURGH LIKE A LOCAL



Spend your day in Stockbridge, one of the most fashionable hangouts in the city, much calmer than the frenetic tourist hubs of the Royal Mile and Princes Street.


1 Start your day at The Pantry with a waffle or the café’s healthier spin on a cooked breakfast: grilled courgettes (zucchini) and sweet potato alongside poached eggs and chorizo.


2 Appetite sated, take the 15-minute walk along the Water of Leith Walkway to Dean Village.


3 Wander around picturesque Dean Village before returning along the river to Stockbridge.


4 Stop into The Scran and Scallie for some excellent and hearty pub grub.


5 Next, it’s time for a little shopping, à la Stockbridge: If it’s Sunday, pay a visit to Stockbridge Market. Alternatively, browse the quirky, bohemian independent retailers or pop into one of the many charity shops, particularly those around Raeburn Place.


6 If the weather is nice, head to the Royal Botanic Gardens for a lovely stroll.


7 Finish your day with dinner at Purslane restaurant.


8 Head to The Last Word Saloon for a drink or two before calling it a night.


Sights


OLD TOWN



S Edinburgh Castle



GOOGLE MAP

Castlehill; tel. 0131 225 9846; www.edinburghcastle.scot; 9:30am-6pm daily Apr.-Sept., 9:30am-5pm daily Oct.-Mar. (check between Christmas and New Year); adult £19.50, child £11.40, concessions £15.50


High atop an old craggy volcano, Scotland’s most recognizable landmark can be seen from all parts of the city. But you really must pass the castle walls to appreciate this icon of Scottish history, which guards Scotland’s crown jewels, and is the location for the daily firing of the One O’clock Gun (except Sunday), a tradition dating back to 1861.
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Inside the walls there’s a vast complex of historic buildings, interconnected by a series of batteries; give yourself at least two hours to explore it—three or more hours to do it fully.


History


The volcanic rock on which the castle sits was formed some 340 million years ago and has been home to a hill fort for 2,000 years. Here, embattled kings and queens of Scotland have sought refuge, while marauding forces under the leadership of Edward I, Oliver Cromwell, and Robert the Bruce have fought to snatch the fortress back from enemy hands, making it the most besieged castle in all of Britain.


Over its 900-year history the castle has been a royal palace, an arsenal, a gun foundry, infantry barracks, and even a prison. Today it’s still garrisoned, largely for administrative purposes or to deliver the ceremonial pomp for which the castle is known.


Exploring the Castle


Official guided tours, led by funny and insightful guides, are an extra £3.50 on top of the normal ticket price and set off from just inside the Portcullis Gate. They usually run every half hour or so, depending on the time of year, and last 30-45 minutes.


Esplanade: Laid out in 1753 as a place for troops to parade, some 200 years earlier the ground beneath the esplanade was used for darker purposes: Between the 15th and 18th centuries, more than 300 women were burned at the stake here for the crime of witchcraft. A small fountain on the southeastern castle wall, the Witches’ Well, honors the poor women who were tortured and killed. Today, the esplanade is where the Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo ceremony takes place each August.


Scottish Crown Jewels: Dating from the 15th and 16th centuries, the Scottish crown jewels, or Honours of Scotland, comprise a scepter and sword—papal gifts presented to King James IV of Scotland in 1494 and 1507, respectively—and a gold, silver, and gem-encrusted crown, first worn by James V at the coronation of his wife, Mary of Guise, in 1540. Three years later the crown and scepter were used for the first time together at the coronation of their infant daughter, Mary, Queen of Scots. The Honours of Scotland are housed on the first floor of the Royal Palace, to the east of Crown Square. As of spring 2024, the Stone of Destiny, which kings of Scotland stood upon for centuries during their coronation ceremony, is no longer at the castle but has been moved to a purpose-built museum in Perth—near its historic home of Scone Castle.


The Honours of Scotland became obsolete following the unification of England and Scotland in 1707, when the Crown Jewels of the United Kingdom—which had been remade in the late 17th century after Oliver Cromwell destroyed the originals—were used in their place.


The Great Hall: With its hammerbeam roof, just across Crown Square from the Royal Palace, the Great Hall is a feat of medieval majesty that once hosted elaborate banquets, but the oldest part of the castle is St. Margaret’s Chapel, just a short walk away near Foog’s Gate. When his forces recaptured the medieval castle in 1314, Robert the Bruce ordered the castle’s destruction, but he spared the chapel, perhaps out of reverence to Queen Margaret, mother of David I, for whom the chapel was constructed. Outside the chapel is Mons Meg, a 15th-century bombard (cannon) fired to mark the wedding of Mary, Queen of Scots, and her first husband, the Dauphin of France.


Crown Square: Also worth a visit is the Scottish National War Memorial, opposite the Great Hall on the north side of Crown Square. It is an elaborate commemoration of the dead of both World Wars, as well as those who have died on military campaigns since 1945.


Grounds: As you walk around the castle grounds, look for carvings showing the rose and thistle, which celebrate the marriage of King James IV of Scotland (the thistle) and Princess Margaret Tudor of England (the rose—Margaret was Henry VIII’s sister) in 1503. The symbols are supposed to signify a reconciliation between their kingdoms, though warfare between the two nations continued.


Tips


If you want to avoid crowds, try to visit the castle during weekday mornings (9:30am-10am) or later in the afternoon (just before last entry time—always an hour before closing). However, if you do come later in the day, you may find yourself a bit rushed to take everything in.


Book your ticket in advance. This will save you money, as well as time queuing on arrival; at peak times, it can take up to an hour to buy a ticket at the gate.



S The Royal Mile



GOOGLE MAP


Castlehill, Lawnmarket, the High Street, Canongate, and Abbey Strand


This mile-long thoroughfare, made up of a series of streets that lead on to one another, runs west to east from Edinburgh Castle to the Palace of Holyroodhouse; strictly speaking, it is a Scots mile, which is slightly longer than an English mile (by around 107 yd/98 m).


It’s easy to tour the Royal Mile on your own with a guidebook in hand. You can do the route from the castle to the palace or vice versa. Here I have chosen the former option. It’s an easy enough walk that should take no more than 25 minutes, but allow 1-2 hours if you want to stop by some of the attractions en route or pop into the shops.



Scotch Whisky Experience



354 Castlehill; tel. 0131 220 0441; www.scotchwhiskyexperience.co.uk; 10am-5pm daily Aug.-Mar., 10am-6pm daily Apr.-July; Silver Tour £23, Gold Tour £37, Tasting Tales £48


This visitor attraction is a bit of a tourist trap, but it’s also a fun way to spend a few hours, and you’re bound to walk away a bit more knowledgeable and perhaps a tad squiffy.


The Experience is part museum and part tasting room. All visitors must join one of the tours. The 50-minute Silver Tour for novices promises to turn you into a one-hour whisky expert. You can upgrade to a Gold Tour, which offers a chance to compare Scottish single malts from four of the five regions you’ll learn about—the Highlands, the Lowlands, Islay, Campbeltown, and Speyside.


Meanwhile, the hour-long Tasting Tales experience, which sees drams paired with Scottish food, regularly sells out. The excellent shop is also a great place to search for your favorite whisky.


Edinburgh’s Camera Obscura


549 Castlehill; tel. 0131 226 3709; www.camera-obscura.co.uk; open early to late throughout the year, check website for seasonal times; adult £22.95, ages 5-15 £17.95, under 5 free


The city’s oldest purpose-built visitor attraction is still one of its biggest surprises. It was opened by the mysterious Maria Short, who arrived from the Caribbean in 1827 claiming to be the daughter of the late Thomas Short, who had built the city’s first public observatory on Calton Hill.


Maria inherited her supposed father’s Great Telescope and opened a new observatory near his defunct one. Soon after, she added Edinburgh’s first major attraction, the Camera Obscura. Powered by just daylight, the part periscope and part pinhole camera enabled visitors to see moving images for the first time. Unfortunately, Maria was forced to close the original building in 1849, but, undeterred, she relocated to a 17th-century tenement building on the Royal Mile.


Today there is lots more to see in the building besides the Camera Obscura; the attraction also includes The World of Illusions with its maze of mirrors and other mind-bending tricks, which is a must for big and little kids. What I love most is that your ticket allows you to come and go throughout the day, so you can pop out for lunch and snacks without having to rush. Perhaps the biggest highlight, though, is the view from the rooftop, which might offer the best panoramas in the whole of Edinburgh. You can even visit after dark.


Gladstone’s Land


477B Lawnmarket, Royal Mile; tel. 0131 226 5856; www.nts.org.uk; 10am-3pm daily; tour adult £10, child £6


For a sense of what the Royal Mile was like in medieval times, Gladstone’s Land, one of its oldest buildings, is a good place to start. Built in 1550 and extended the following century, it is one of the few old tenement houses to remain and offers insight into the cramped conditions people (albeit of a slightly higher class) in Edinburgh lived in before the New Town was built.


Entry is by guided or self-guided tour only (about one hour) and must be booked in advance, either by phone or at the venue.


Real Mary King’s Close


2 Warriston’s Close, off the Royal Mile; tel. 0131 225 0672; www.realmarykingsclose.com; 10am-9pm daily Apr.-Oct., 9am-5:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 9:30am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 9:30am-6:30pm Sun. Nov., 10am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri.-Sat. Dec.-Mar.; tickets from £22.50


This labyrinth of medieval underground streets and homes tells the stories of real 17th-century residents, including Mary King, a local merchant burgess.


What remains of the close stays true to its origins. The narrow lanes are much as they were when they were surrounded by tenement buildings as the city’s population swelled in the 17th century.


Prior to Mary King’s time, Mary, Queen of Scots, is said to have spent a night in Stuart’s Close, at the top of the warren of lanes, in 1567 following her abdication. In 1644 the close was sealed off to prevent the spread of the plague. However, it was a decision to build the Royal Exchange over the top of the close, thus effectively turning it into a perfectly preserved ghost town, that led to some of its more enduring unsettling tales.


A one-hour tour with a costumed guide is mandatory with visits. Your guide will dispel some myths, while hamming up some of the spooky tales. In summer, book tours a week or two in advance; walk-ups may be available in quieter winter months.


St. Giles’ Cathedral


High Street, Royal Mile; tel. 0131 226 0674; www.stgilescathedral.org.uk; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.; free (donations encouraged)


The unusual steeple of this cathedral can be seen from across the city. While there may have been a church here as early as 1124, much of the interior you see dates from the 14th century, and it was largely restored in the 19th century.


The stained glass is stunning, but the highlight is the Thistle Chapel—home to the Order of the Thistle, the highest order of chivalry in Scotland. Completed in 1911, it features elaborate carvings, stalls for each of the 16 knights, and an ornate stone vaulted ceiling.


Near the west door of St. Giles’ Cathedral is a heart-shaped mosaic set in the pavement, known as the Heart of Midlothian, which marks the site of the former 15th-century tolbooth building, where executions and torture took place until the building was demolished in the early 19th century.


Palace of Holyroodhouse


Canongate, Royal Mile; tel. 0303 123 7306; www.rct.uk; 9:30am-6pm daily Apr.-Oct., 9:30am-4:30pm daily (last entry up to 90 mins before closing) Nov.-Mar.; adult £20, under 17 £10, under 5 free


The Palace of Holyroodhouse has been the principal home of the kings and queens of Scotland since the 16th century. What you see today is largely the result of a major overhaul ordered by King Charles II in the 17th century. Though he never visited the palace, Charles used it to demonstrate the might of the Royal Family at a time when there was a power struggle between the church in Scotland and the Crown.


In the forecourt, during the Ceremony of the Keys, the king is welcomed into the city of Edinburgh each year. The spectacle occurs during Holyrood Week (usually late June or early July).


Visiting the Palace


The quadrangle you see as you first step beyond the castle walls is a great place to view the architectural style, with Doric columns on the ground level, the slightly more decorative Ionic on the floor above, and finally the Corinthian columns on top.


A free audio guide will take you through the other rooms in the palace.


Be sure to see the Great Gallery—where the walls are lined with the portraits of the kings and queens of Scotland, all commissioned by Charles II. When Bonnie Prince Charlie overtook Holyroodhouse for six weeks in 1745, he reputedly held lavish balls here, buoyed by his triumphant return to the royal palace of his Stuart ancestors.


The bedroom of Mary, Queen of Scots, is accessed via a narrow winding staircase in the northwest tower toward the end of the tour. Mary grew up around great Renaissance opulence—a style she tried to re-create here in Holyroodhouse, as evidenced in her lavish bedchamber, complete with decorative oak ceiling and painted frieze. Mary, who was almost 6 feet (1.8 m) tall, must have found the low doorway a struggle.


Once you have finished the audio tour inside, you can explore the ruins of Holyrood Abbey during palace opening hours and walk around the palace gardens for beautiful views of Holyrood Park and Arthur’s Seat. All that’s left of the original abbey, founded by King David I, is the east processional doorway. What you see today are the remains of a medieval Gothic abbey church built in its place; nevertheless, there is an eerie romance about the place.


King’s Gallery


Canongate; tel. 0303 123 7306; www.rct.uk; 9:30am-6pm daily Apr.-Oct., 9:30am-4:30pm; adult £8.50, child £4.50, under 5 free


Located right next to the Palace of Holyroodhouse and featuring some incredible paintings from the Royal Collection, this gallery hosts a series of rolling exhibitions. An hour-long multimedia guide will point out the biggest attractions. Last admission is an hour before closing.


The Scottish Parliament


Horse Wynd, Canongate; tel. 0131 348 5200; www.parliament.scot; 10am-5pm Mon., Fri., and Sat., 9am-6:30pm Tues.-Thurs.; free


Opened in 2004 following Scotland’s devolution some seven years earlier—in which the UK government transferred powers to the Scottish Parliament to allow it to legislate on day-to-day matters that affect Scottish life—this is where Scotland’s laws are made and debated.


At the foot of the Royal Mile, opposite the Palace of Holyroodhouse, the complex of buildings was completed three years behind schedule and massively over budget. Nevertheless, the unique design—a mix of steel, oak, and granite with a turf roof, and solar panels to blend in with the surrounding landscape—has been embraced, or at least accepted by residents.


Guided tours are free and are a good way of gaining insight into how the Scottish Parliament works. You can also book a seat in the public gallery of the Debating Chamber (Tues.-Thurs.). There is no need to book ahead to go to the public areas, but for guided tours booking opens three months before, and to sit in on debates you can book up to a week in advance. Don’t forget to check dates when Parliament is not sitting, such as the summer holidays from late June to early September. Last entry is half an hour before closing.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Arthur’s Seat and Holyrood Park



GOOGLE MAP


Queen’s Drive; www.walkhighlands.co.uk/lothian/arthurs-seat.shtml


The hill known as Arthur’s Seat was left by a volcanic eruption 350 million years ago, and looms 822 ft (251 m) above sea level in Holyrood Park. It was once the site of one of four hill forts that date back 2,000 years. Today, ascending it is a rite of passage: It’s an Edinburgh tradition to climb Arthur’s Seat on the first day of May and wash your face in the morning dew.


Some say Arthur’s Seat looks like a reclining lion, hence its nickname: The Lion. There is also some debate over where its actual name originated. Contrary to what many assume, its moniker has nothing to do with the legendary King Arthur and is more likely a corruption of Àrd-na-Said, “Height of Arrows,” which over time has evolved into “Arthur’s Seat.”


The park is just a few minutes’ stroll from the eastern end of the Royal Mile near the Palace of Holyroodhouse, and the route follows a well-marked walkway from Queen’s Drive (use the path that bears left), taking you up behind Salisbury Crags via a grassy path. As it climbs up and to the east, you’ll get a good view of the summit. Near the end of the escarpment, take the muddy path just to your left and bear right to join the incoming path; then cross over to a path of steps that zigzag up. This section is steep but not too long, and from the path curves around the hill before bearing left and starting the final rocky climb to the summit. In total, you’ll cover 3 mi (4.75 km), and it should take you 2-2.5 hours to reach the summit and come back down on a different path to the east, where there is a metal chain to help you in your descent.


You are exposed here, so be sure to dress appropriately: sunblock is advisable in summer, and good walking shoes plus wind protection are always recommended. If you don’t want to walk to Arthur’s Seat on your own, then join a tour accompanied by a geologist with Geowalks (see Recreation, click here) or join one of the free walks around the park run by Historic Environment Scotland rangers (www.historicenvironment.scot).


On the way back down, you will pass St. Margaret’s Loch in the northeast of the park, which affords wonderful views of the ruins of the 15th-century St. Anthony’s Chapel above.


National Museum of Scotland


Chambers Street; tel. 0300 123 6789; www.nms.ac.uk; 10am-5pm daily; free


A huge museum of national and international significance, the most visited overall attraction in Edinburgh is set across seven floors and is more than worthy of a couple of hours of your time.


Half of the museum, housed in a grand Victorian building, is very much geared toward younger people and families, with hanging planes and hands-on exhibits, while the other half shows a more serious side and will take you through the history of Scotland. Popular exhibits include the famous Dolly the Sheep, the Lewis Chessmen, and a T. rex skeleton cast. It’s also here that you will find some of the mysterious, rather macabre, miniature coffins discovered in a cave on the northeast slopes of Arthur’s Seat by a group of schoolboys in 1836, which are so small you could hold several in one hand.


Avoid visiting the museum during school holidays when it can get stiflingly busy. If you want to visit the rooftop terrace, enter via the tower entrance, and take the lift or stairs to the 7th floor. It’s a nice space with a different view over the city. Free one-hour guided tours set off from the entrance hall at 11am and 2pm daily.


Greyfriars Kirkyard


Candlemaker Row; www.greyfriarskirk.com; kirkyard always open, kirk open 10:30am-4pm Mon.-Fri., some Saturdays in summer


This churchyard, where burials have been taking place since the late 16th century, is associated with the dark period in the late 17th century when hundreds of Covenanters (supporters of the Presbyterian church) were caged here in a makeshift prison during the notorious “Killing Time.”


In recent years its rows of aging headstones and weathered mausoleums with their faded epitaphs have been more associated with a certain J. K. Rowling, who is said to have taken inspiration from here for many of the characters in her Harry Potter tales. Volunteer-run tours are sometimes available for a small fee (check the website) at the guide’s discretion, and though they won’t take you to the grave of the “real” Voldemort, Thomas Riddell Esq., they may give you a nudge in the right direction; otherwise, look for one of the graves surrounded by other tourists.


Probably most famous of all is the grave of Greyfriars Bobby, a Skye terrier whose loyalty made him one of Edinburgh’s most beloved characters. According to local legend, when Bobby’s owner died in the 19th century, the faithful dog guarded his grave until his own death 14 years later. More romanticized versions of the story tell how the dog would hear the firing of the One O’clock gun each day and come running back to Greyfriars, where he would stay for the rest of the day. There is a statue dedicated to the dog outside the entrance to the graveyard, by the pub that bears his name, and as you enter the churchyard you can see his little grave.


The Writers’ Museum


Lady Stair’s Close, Lawnmarket; tel. 0131 529 4901; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk; 10am-5pm daily; free but donations of £3 encouraged


This small museum tucked into a close just off Lawnmarket pays homage to three of Scotland’s most celebrated writers: Robert Burns, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Sir Walter Scott, and goes some way to explain why Edinburgh was granted City of Literature status by UNESCO. Exhibits include first editions of Walter Scott’s Waverley (from which Edinburgh’s train station takes its name) and Robert Louis Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden of Verses.




The Haunted City


It’s pretty much impossible to walk around Edinburgh without seeing at least one flyer promising a supernatural experience. Though many of the tours are predictably gimmicky, the city’s winding, brooding passages, together with its very real bloody history, make it a ripe backdrop for spooky tales.


EDINBURGH CASTLE


There have been many supposed sightings of a ghost dog, which many presume to be the famous Greyfriars Dog, in Edinburgh Castle’s dog cemetery (a dedicated resting place for soldiers’ loyal canine friends). There have also been numerous reports of a headless drummer boy, who if seen is supposed to be an ominous sign that the castle will soon come under attack.


The most eerie of all the castle’s spirits, though, is that of the ghost piper. The story goes that a boy was instructed to play the bagpipes as he descended into the tunnels below the castle to see where they led. He played loudly as he went underground, but eventually the bagpipes stopped, and the boy was never seen again. To this day, visitors report hearing the muffled sound of bagpipes beneath Edinburgh Castle.


EDINBURGH VAULTS


The Edinburgh Vaults are a series of underground chambers found in the 19 arches of South Bridge just off the Royal Mile. Once home to 18th-century taverns, cobblers, and other businesses, it later became a crime-ridden slum. It is even claimed that notorious 19th-century serial killers Burke and Hare came here to hide the bodies of their victims, though there is no proof. Today, visitors who take ghost tours here have reported receiving mysterious scratches and bruises as well as seeing a strange figure called The Watcher.


MARY KING’S CLOSE


In the hidden streets of Mary King’s Close, a subterranean community walled up to prevent the spread of the plague, some people have reported being grabbed by the tiny hand of Wee Annie—a little girl with the plague said to have been deserted by her parents and sealed up underground for ever more.


BRODIE’S CLOSE


And finally, does the ghost of the real-life Jekyll and Hyde haunt Brodie’s Close?


William Brodie (or Deacon Brodie) was an affluent and respected Edinburgh cabinetmaker who is said to have inspired the title character in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Gothic novella Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. A peer of Robert Burns, by day Brodie mingled with the city’s gentry, but by night he is said to have used his skills as the city’s leading locksmith to break into people’s homes and rob them, presumably to fund his secret life of gambling and philandering. Brodie was hanged for his crimes in the Old Tolbooth in 1788. He supposedly can still be seen walking around Brodie’s Close, just off the Royal Mile, carrying a lantern.





Poignantly, there is even a cast of Burns’s skull (one of only three made), plus the national poet’s writing desk and his manuscript of “Scots Wha Hae” (also known as “Robert Bruce’s Address to His Troops at Bannockburn”).


Edinburgh Gin Distillery


The Arches Distillery, East Market Street; tel. 0131 202 4555; www.edinburghgin.com


Big changes are afoot at this distillery, which as of 2024 has moved from its West End home to the Old Town and a new state-of-the-art visitor attraction that befits its status as an award-winning gin. Visitors will still hear about the history of gin—including the horrific social fallout of the Gin Craze of the 18th century, when sanitary conditions were poor and people drank gin like it was water. However, history aside, at the time of writing it was unclear what this new visitor attraction would include, but I expect it to be a lot bigger and far bit more polished than its previous incarnation.


PRINCES STREET GARDENS


These lovely gardens in the shadow of the castle, which effectively divide the Old Town from the New Town, are a popular place for locals and visitors to stroll. The gardens also host many events during the year, from concerts in summer to an annual Christmas extravaganza.


The gardens gradually start to close about an hour before full closing at sunset.


Scott Monument


Princes Street Gardens; 10am-3:30pm daily; adult £8, child £6


The gargantuan monument to Sir Walter Scott, which stands proud over the gardens, is one of the largest monuments in the world to a writer and gives some indication of just how much he is revered here. The monument is adorned with 64 figures representing characters from Scott’s much-loved books. You can climb the 287 steps to the top of the 200-ft (61-m) monument for a guided tour and view of the city’s skyline, but be warned, the spiral staircase can be unforgiving. No need to book ahead, just buy tickets at the kiosk by the monument. Be warned, the monument closes for lunch from 12:30pm-1:45pm each day.


Scottish National Gallery


The Mound; tel. 0131 624 6200; www.nationalgalleries.org; 10am-5pm daily; free general admission, fee for select exhibits


Located on The Mound, a human-made hill that overlooks Princes Street Gardens between the Old Town and New Town, the Scottish National Gallery is one of the three main art galleries in Edinburgh and is home to world-class works by Renaissance artists, including Raphael and Titian; the Impressionists; and British landscape artists such as Turner. Following the completion of a huge revamp in 2023, the historic William Playfair building was transformed into a world-class gallery that is a great introduction to the history of Scottish art, with pieces by Ramsay, Wilkie, McTaggart, and Raeburn. The Skating Minister, arguably Raeburn’s most famous painting, depicts the Reverend Robert Walker, minister of Canongate Kirk, ice skating on Duddingston Loch and has become something of a symbol of Scotland. While a large proportion of the artworks are by white men, and men of a certain status at that, there are some works by pioneering women such as Phoebe Anna Traquair and Anne Redpath that are worth seeking out.


NEW TOWN


Charlotte Square, a dignified 18th-century plaza to the west of George Street in the New Town, puts London’s Grosvenor Square to shame. The swan song of revered Scottish architect Robert Adam, who died a year after building began, the palace-fronted edifices of the north and south side of the square mirror each other, and, together with the statuesque sphinxes that guard the pyramid-shaped roofs, lend a resplendent air. You can almost picture leading figures of the Scottish Enlightenment, who set up home in the New Town, going about their business—gentlemen in their skirted knee-length coats, breeches, and silk stockings, and ladies in their corsets and hooped dresses.
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Just under a mile to the east of George Street, St. Andrew Square, once the blueprint for Charlotte Square, is now the hub of the business district, with some contemporary office blocks and bars and restaurants. The square’s most prominent landmark is the 140-ft (43-m) Melville Monument, in memory of Henry Dundas, 1st Viscount Melville, a member of parliament (MP) until his impeachment in 1806 on the grounds of a misuse of public funds. The monument was vandalized during the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 and a new plaque that linked Melville to the slave trade was erected, but at the time of writing plans had recently been approved to have it removed. And so, the debate rumbles on.


The Georgian House


7 Charlotte Square; tel. 0131 225 2160; www.nts.org.uk; 10am-5pm daily Mar.-Oct., 10am-4pm daily Nov.-Dec. and Feb.; adult £12, family £33, concessions £10


Taking pride of place in the exquisite surroundings of Charlotte Square is this museum of living history, right next door to the official residence of Scotland’s First Minister, Bute House (5 Charlotte Square). Step across its threshold for a taste of what life was like in 18th-century Edinburgh.


The striking townhouse, designed by Robert Adam, suggested wealth and good taste to those who lived here during the Scottish Enlightenment. Today it has been restored with period furniture, paintings, and silverware, as well as a glimpse into what life was like “below stairs” for the servants of the house. Kids (and more imaginative adults) will love dressing up in some of the costumes left out for this purpose—you can even tour the house in character if you like.


Scottish National Portrait Gallery


1 Queen Street; tel. 0131 624 6200; www.nationalgalleries.org; 10am-5pm daily; free general admission, fee for select exhibits


This collection of paintings of Scotland’s great and good is housed in one of the city’s most magnificent buildings—a neo-Gothic palace built of red sandstone, which, when it opened in 1889, became the world’s first purpose-built portrait gallery.


The initial collection, bequeathed by David Erskine, 11th Earl of Buchan, who collected portraits of famous Scots in the late 18th century, has been added to over the years by other gifts and the commissioning of portraits of contemporary Scots.


It’s a chance to look upon the faces of the men and women who have shaped Scotland, from Bonnie Prince Charlie to the woman who folklore says helped him escape the clutches of British forces, Flora MacDonald; and from Robert Louis Stevenson to Sir Walter Scott. The building’s architect, Sir Robert Rowand Anderson, employed by philanthropist John Ritchie Findlay, owner of the Scotsman newspaper, designed it as a shrine to the nation’s heroes and heroines, hence the elaborate friezes, sculptures, and murals.


Look up as you enter to see the faces of William Wallace and Robert Burns peering down at you. And don’t miss the Great Hall, where a painted frieze charts some of the most significant figures in Scottish history in reverse order. The building is also home to the National Photography Collection. Allow at least 2-3 hours to appreciate it fully.


The Nelson Monument


32 Calton Hill; tel. 0131 556 2716; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk; 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat. (open until 7pm in summer); £6 to climb the tower


This memorial to Admiral Horatio Nelson, completed in 1808, offers some of the best views in the city. Commanding a prime position atop Calton Hill, it commemorates Nelson’s victory against the Spanish and French at the Battle of Trafalgar, in which the British naval hero was fatally wounded.


It stands at the highest point of Calton Hill, 561 ft (171 m) above sea level, and is said to resemble an upturned telescope, although the castellated design may have been added to fit in with some of the surrounding prisons in the area at the time.


A free museum on the ground floor is worth checking out to see the scale model of Nelson’s ship HMS Victory, a piece of timber of the original ship, and a large time ball, which is lowered when the One O’clock gun is fired each day. I recommend paying the £6 to climb the 143 steps to the viewing gallery, too.


Also on Calton Hill is the unfinished Parthenon, which was envisioned as a national monument to those who lost their lives in the Napoleonic Wars. However, despite support from the likes of Sir Walter Scott, the project ran out of funds, a stark reminder of the city’s occasional folly.


WEST END


Though this area, just west of Princes Street, is largely a commercial district, there’s a lot of history here, too: A short walk amid its neatly compact streets will bring you past the home of leading suffragette Elsie Inglis (8 Walker Street), while at 2 Melville Crescent there is a plaque commemorating former resident Joseph Bell, the physician who inspired Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous detective, Sherlock Holmes.
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St. Mary’s Cathedral


Palmerston Place; tel. 0131 225 6293; www.cathedral.net; opening times vary


Built by Sir George Gilbert Scott (most famous for his masterpiece the Midland Grand Hotel at London’s St. Pancras Station), this cathedral is an astonishing example of Gothic Revival architecture, with a soaring central spire (plus two smaller ones by its western entrance added later), numerous lancet windows, and giant pointed arches adding drama along its nave.


But while the building is stunning, the Charles I Chapel is sadly underwhelming, with a few random bits of memorabilia related to the monarch that look as though they have been gathering dust. It is worth a peek in here, though, if only to see the family pew of Sir Walter Scott.


Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art


73 & 75 Belford Road; tel. 0131 624 6200; www.nationalgalleries.org; 10am-5pm daily; free general admission, fee for select exhibits


This exciting gallery set across two handsome buildings is a must-see for modern and contemporary art lovers. It’s set back from the Water of Leith in a peaceful location amid a pretty sculpture park.


In front of the first building, neoclassical Modern One, you can admire the landscaped lawn of postmodernist Charles Jencks. Inside Modern One are two unnerving early pieces by Francis Bacon (Figure Study II depicts a deformed screaming character emerging from beneath an umbrella), alongside some of the artist’s later works and a good selection of abstract art. Though born in England, Joan Eardley was known for her portraits of Glasgow street kids and coastal landscapes in and around the Aberdeenshire fishing village of Catterline, and there are several of her pieces in Modern One.


Head to Modern Two, housed in the former Dean Gallery, across Belford Road, to view the impressive collection of Dada and surrealist art and to see a re-creation of the studio of Scottish artist Eduardo Paolozzi.


An hour in each gallery should be enough time to admire the main pieces. If you’re short of time, make Modern One your priority.


Edinburgh Zoo


134 Corstophine Road; tel. 0131 334 9171; www.edinburghzoo.org.uk; 10am-6pm daily Apr.-Sept., 10am-5pm daily Oct. and Mar., 10am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb., last entry one hour before closing; adult £24.25, child £15.25, under 3 free, concessions £22


A little out of the city center, Edinburgh Zoo is surprisingly impressive, and though the giant pandas that were here on loan from China for many years have now gone home, there are still plenty of reasons to visit.


The zoo offers talks throughout the day, so you can learn a little more about the resident Sumatran tigers, the sun bears, and the chimpanzees. Don’t miss the daily penguin parade (2:15pm) when the king, gentoo, and rockhopper penguins leave their enclosure and go on a stroll with their keeper—if they are in the mood, that is. Interestingly, the resident king penguin Sir Nils Olav is a bit of a legend in his own right, having been adopted by the Norwegian King’s Guard as their military mascot in 1972 and risen up the military ranks ever since (he’s currently Major General).


The generous animal enclosures are set amid 80 ac (32 ha) of hilly parkland, and, though there are clear paths, some of them involve steep slopes. Make sure to visit the pair of Scottish wildcats, which look like slightly larger versions of domestic cats (though you wouldn’t want to stroke them); they are still found in remote parts of the Highlands and are being reintroduced to other areas.


The zoo is easily accessible from the city center: jump on a number 12, 26, or 31 bus from the city center (£2). Book tickets online for the reduced rates listed.


Dean Village


Dean Path, Edinburgh, EH4 3AY


Edinburgh’s secret water mill village looks more like it belongs in Amsterdam than Scotland. Just a 10-minute walk from the West End (20 minutes from Princes Street), it’s the remains of a former thriving milling community, and millstones and plaques decorated with bread and pies can still be found throughout the village.


In modern times the conservation area has been sensitively regenerated, and the old granaries are now home to offices and luxury flats—a calm sanctuary away from city life. From here, it’s a lovely walk along the Water of Leith into Stockbridge, via St. Bernard’s Well—a well once said to have healing waters that is marked in a typically showy fashion with a pillared dome around a marble statue of Hygieia, the Roman and Greek goddess of health.


From street level, most visitors reach the village via Bells Brae, a small road that leads under the Thomas Telford-designed Dean Bridge and on to Dean Path (bus 37 or 113 will take you to Drumsheugh Place, from where it’s just a five-minute walk). However, far more romantic is to arrive along the Water of Leith, a river that flows through the city, either from Stockbridge or the path that leads down to the river from Belford Road, just before the entrance to the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art.


Royal Botanic Gardens


Arboretum Place; tel. 0131 248 2909; www.rbge.org.uk; 10am-6pm daily Mar.-Sept., 10am-5pm daily Feb. and Oct., 10am-4pm daily Nov.-Jan.


This huge green space, which dates from 1670, is the perfect place to while away a leisurely Sunday afternoon and is just a short walk from the shops and restaurants of Stockbridge. Entrance to the garden, which includes 70 ac (28 ha) of grounds, is free. There is normally a charge to enter the glasshouses, but these are closed for the foreseeable future while restoration work takes place to secure the future of the thousands of exotic plants within.


SOUTHSIDE



S Pickering’s Gin Distillery



1 Summerhall; tel. 0131 290 2901; www.pickeringsgin.com; office open 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., tours Thurs.-Sun.; tours £25


In 2013, Pickering’s became Edinburgh’s first exclusive gin distillery to open in the city in 150 years. But that’s beside the point. What makes Pickering’s stand out—apart from its award-winning handcrafted gins—is its location in the very cool Summerhall arts venue, which becomes a fashionable hub come festival season. Interestingly, the distillery is also located on the site of an old animal hospital, but don’t let that put you off.


Everything is done on-site, from the distilling right through to the bottling and shipping, and this personal service shows. Though you should really book tours in advance, staff will accommodate walk-ins when they are able to, and you can usually pop in for a chat or to buy a bottle.


Tours (allow 1.5 hours) begin in the buzzing Royal Dick bar (open to visitors outside tour times, too), where you’ll be met by a super helpful and enthusiastic member of staff who will have story upon story to tell you. There are usually 1-2 tours a day, but times vary. First things first—you’ll be handed a gin and tonic to sip on as you’re taken through to the miniscule distillery where you can see the two copper stills, Emily and Gertrude (named after the grandmothers of co-founders Marcus Pickering and Matt Gammell). You’ll also see the bottling room before being taken back to the bar for some more tasting.


During Edinburgh Festivals, book ahead; Summerhall is a very popular venue and the distillery’s Speakeasy tour is always a sellout.


LEITH


Royal Yacht Britannia


Ocean Drive; tel. 0131 555 5566; www.royalyachtbritannia.co.uk; 9:30am-4pm daily Apr.-Aug., 10am-4pm daily Sep., 10am-3:30pm daily Oct., 10am-3pm daily Nov.-Mar.; adult £19.50, child £9.25, under 5 free, family £50


Step aboard the Royal Yacht Britannia, one of Scotland’s most popular attractions, for a glimpse into what life was like for our late Queen and her family on their annual holiday around Scotland’s Western Isles—the Queen once labeled it the one place in which she could truly relax. Its lavish decks and staterooms have also accommodated and entertained world leaders, including Nelson Mandela, Rajiv Gandhi, and Ronald Reagan. Highlights of a tour include seeing the bedroom Her Majesty once slept in and taking afternoon tea in the Royal Deck Tea Room.


Royalists will love peeking into the Royal Family’s private lives, but for everyone else it may feel a bit sycophantic. Steer clear on wet days, which will spoil your enjoyment of the deck areas. The Royal Deck tearoom is a good place to warm up with a cuppa, but it can get busy.


To get here from the city center, you can take one of three buses: the 11, 22, or Skylink 200. Tickets cost £2 each way (£5.50 for Skylink) and can be bought on board with the correct change. Alternatively, you can get a Majestic Tour bus from Waverley Bridge (£16 per adult), which costs more but includes onboard commentary throughout the hour-long journey, a tour of the city, and 10 percent off Royal Yacht Britannia entry. The tram also goes direct from St. Andrew Square to Ocean Terminal for the Royal Yacht Britannia and costs just £2 each way.


Performing Arts and Entertainment


CONCERT HALLS AND EVENT VENUES


The Usher Hall


Lothian Road; tel. 0131 228 1155; www.usherhall.co.uk; lunchtime concerts £4, price varies for other events


First opening in 1914, today Scotland’s premier concert hall, renowned for its acoustics, is housed in an Edwardian-modern hybrid building in the West End. It has been the main venue for the Edinburgh International Festival since 1947 and is used in Freedom of the City ceremonies. It also hosts visiting orchestras as well as respected world music, jazz, and blues musicians. The opulent Usher Hall Organ, covered in Spanish mahogany, takes center stage, and a lunchtime concert by city organist John Kitchen is not to be missed. Book in advance, as often there is a huge queue on the day.


Summerhall


Summerhall Place; tel. 0131 560 1580; www.summerhall.co.uk; 9am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-1am Fri., 9:30am-1am Sat., 11am-11pm Sun.


One of the coolest places to hang out both during the Edinburgh Festivals and at other times of the year, this multi-arts complex is a go-to place for the city’s hungry culture vultures looking for intimate events (none of the spaces are huge). It’s set on the site of the old Royal Dick Veterinary College, and you’ll see many artifacts from the building’s former function on display. Shows here consistently attract critical acclaim and are held across several venues, including outside areas such as The Terrace and the Roundabout (particularly popular during the festival) and inside venues like The Dissection Room—home to the popular live music lineup of Nothing Ever Happens Here—which showcases new bands as well as established artists. There is also a regular Ceilidh night every Tuesday from 8pm.


The Pleasance


60 Pleasance Courtyard; tel. 020 7609 1800; www.pleasance.co.uk


One of the most revered venues during festival season, The Pleasance is situated on the eastern fringes of the city near Holyrood Park and attracts international performers of repute. Throughout August the cobbled courtyard between the two main buildings becomes a huge beer garden for people attending one of the performances as they wander in and out of the main venues of The Pleasance Bar and the Cabaret Bar, which accommodate 320 and 164 people, respectively. More popular shows can also be hosted in the 750-seater Pleasance Grand, and there is a kid zone for little ones. It’s so well catered for that many people set up here for the day and don’t venture elsewhere. It’s worth noting that there are now two other Pleasance sites in Edinburgh—the Pleasance Dome and the Pleasance at the Edinburgh International Conference Centre—which expands the offering of the theater group and allows them to put on more ambitious shows, but the Pleasance Courtyard is still the heart and soul of the organization.
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The Pleasance





Outside festival season, there are comedy and music events throughout the year, and the Edinburgh Festival previews in July are always worth a visit.


THEATER


Edinburgh Playhouse


18-22 Greenside Lane; tel. 0844 871 3014; www.atgtickets.com


This former movie theater, modeled on New York’s Roxy Cinema, hosts touring musicals and concerts at a snip of the London prices. Its authentic art deco facade gives it a vintage feel, but bar prices feel anything but old-fashioned, with drinks starting at around £4.50 for a can of beer.



S COMEDY



Edinburgh has something of a reputation to live up to when it comes to comedy: In 1960, a late-night revue called Beyond the Fringe at the Lyceum Theatre, starring Peter Cook, Dudley Moore, Alan Bennett, and Jonathan Miller, was so groundbreaking that many consider it as the forerunner of what was soon known as the “British satire boom.” Much later, in 1981, the Perrier Comedy Awards became the first embodiment of the Edinburgh Comedy Awards, and ever since, comedians have been falling over themselves here to make audiences fall out of their seats.


In addition to the clubs featured below, Gilded Balloon (https://gildedballoon.co.uk) is a festival favorite, with pop-ups throughout the city. It can often be seen at Teviot Row House in festival season but has also been known to pop up at the National Museum of Scotland on Chambers Street.


Freebie magazines The List and Skinny, available in pubs and cafés around the city, are useful for finding out what’s on; www.timeout.com/edinburgh provides up-to-date reviews and gig listings.


The Stand Comedy Club


5 York Place; tel. 0131 558 7272; www.thestand.co.uk; 7:30pm-midnight Mon.-Wed., 7pm-midnight Thurs., 6pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., 12:30pm-3:30pm and 7:30pm-midnight Sun., box office 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri. and noon-7pm Sat.; tickets £5-20


With venues in Glasgow and Newcastle, The Stand is the undisputed king of Edinburgh’s comedy scene. There’s comedy every night of the week, but tickets, particularly for the much-lauded Saturday night show, do sell out, so book a few days before to avoid disappointment. Many big touring acts perform here, but with £5 tickets on Monday for The Stand’s infamous Red Raw night of new talent, it really won’t break the bank.


Monkey Barrel Comedy


9-11 Blair Street; tel. 0131 460 8421; www.monkeybarrelcomedy.com; 7pm-11pm Mon.-Fri., 4pm-11pm Sat., 4:30pm-11pm Sun.; tickets from £8


Just off the Royal Mile, this small but respected venue is where you’ll find many comedians between shows watching some of their peers. It’s small, with bare brick walls and the teeniest of bars, but the atmosphere is electric—if you don’t mind running the risk of being picked on.


Festivals and Events


For the month of August, the whole of Edinburgh is taken over by festival fever as six major cultural events take place concurrently, more than doubling the number of visitors to the city. It’s not for the fainthearted, but it’s when Edinburgh is at its best—a vibrant celebration of music, comedy, performance, and literature. The only other time of year that can perhaps live up to festival time in terms of liveliness is the annual New Year’s celebration of Hogmanay.


AUGUST


Edinburgh Fringe Festival


Various locations; tel. 0131 226 0026; www.edfringe.com; August; ticket prices vary


When people talk about the Edinburgh Festival, they’re usually referring to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. What began as a slight act of rebellion by a small number of theater groups has now grown into the largest arts festival in the world—thousands of performances take place across hundreds of venues each year. Pretty much anyone can perform, meaning that the quality ranges massively, but that’s part of the fun. There is everything from comedy to music, cabaret, and dance. You do need to book tickets for more well-known acts or hyped-up performances (from a few quid for relative unknowns to around £25-30 for big acts), but for a lot of performances you can just turn up, and some events may be free.


Edinburgh International Festival


Various locations; tel. 0131 473 2000; www.eif.co.uk; August; ticket prices vary


The more mature sibling of the Fringe, this showcase of music, dance, and spoken word leans heavily toward the classical side of things and is often deemed a lot more serious than its Fringe sister. Nevertheless, quality is assured as—unlike the Fringe Festival where anyone can apply for a slot—here top-class musicians, dancers, and visual artists are invited to perform. As it runs at the same time as the Fringe, there’s no reason you can’t do a little bit of both. Some events may be free.


Edinburgh International Film Festival


Various locations; August; many events free


A few years ago, this festival was on the brink of collapse, but it has now been resurrected and incorporated into the Edinburgh International Festival. Expect film shorts and feature-length world cinema shown across the city.


Edinburgh Military Tattoo


Castle Esplanade; 9pm Mon.-Fri. and 7:30pm Sat. August; from £40, often a lot more


Each evening throughout festival season, this showcase of military pomp and ceremony takes place in front of the backlit Edinburgh Castle and is watched live by more than 200,000 people. Tightly choreographed routines are performed against a sea of pageantry and accompanied by the rousing battle tunes of Scotland’s regiments played by the Massed Pipes and Drums and the Massed Military Bands. The pinnacle of the evening is when the lone piper plays his sorrowful lament from the castle walls, which is then followed by a chorus of “Auld Lang Syne,” a riotous fireworks display, and a military flyby. It’s rare to witness such a scene of unapologetic patriotism.


Tickets start at £40, but you will have a restricted view. There is a much wider choice of seats if you are willing to pay over £80, while £220 will get you Premier Seats, and for a place in the Royal Gallery you’ll need to fork out upward of £400 per ticket. Some Saturdays there is a second performance at 10:30pm.


Edinburgh Art Festival


Various venues; tel. 0131 226 6558; www.edinburghartfestival.com; August; prices vary for special exhibitions


Since 2004 this festival has been providing some visual arts amid the forest of stand-up comics and avant-garde theatrics. Set across various galleries throughout the city, including the Dovecot Studios and the City Art Centre, as well as incorporating some site-specific work in pop-ups designed with the festival in mind, it covers everything from photography to painting and textiles. Many events are free, and it’s held in the middle of August.


Edinburgh International Book Festival


Charlotte Square; tel. 0345 373 5888; www.edbookfest.co.uk; August; many events free


This literary event used to be set across a mini tented village in the center of Charlotte Square, but in 2021 it moved to Edinburgh College of Art, and in 2024 it was held at Edinburgh Futures Institute, so it remains to be seen if it will settle in one place. Nevertheless, for two weeks in the middle of August, this festival celebrates the printed word and beyond, with talks from novelists, comic-book creators, illustrators, biographers, and more. There are over 900 events, ranging from sessions to get young readers interested in books to creative writing workshops and discussions on everything from characterization to reporting ethics. Slightly naughtier events for bookish minds can be found at the Unbound literary cabaret.


DECEMBER


Hogmanay


Various locations; tel. 0131 510 0395; www.edinburghshogmanay.com; street party tickets from £31, concert in the Gardens from £65, other prices vary


During Hogmanay, one of the greatest New Year’s celebrations in the world, the streets of Edinburgh come alive with festivities and the atmosphere is electric. Central to proceedings has always been the huge street party, but there is also a ceilidh under the castle, a concert in Princes Street Gardens, and an incredible fireworks display. Tickets sell out fast and so do hotels, so book well in advance.




Navigating the Edinburgh Festival


Edinburgh is a lively, fun city year-round, but it really comes into its own each August, when hundreds of thousands of people arrive for the giant extravaganza that is the Edinburgh Festival.


Usually held over 25 days, the world’s largest arts festival takes place in every corner of the city, in arts houses, theaters, comedy clubs, and pubs. Princes Street Gardens becomes an outdoor concert space, and huge temporary structures are erected across Edinburgh to house the seemingly endless stream of comedians, musicians, acrobats, and artists. Events go from the morning and all night until 5am, with just a short closure before it all starts again—it’s the only way to fit in all 50,000 performances. Allow at least two days to have an enjoyable festival experience (3-5 days is better).


Though it’s known collectively as the Edinburgh Festival, it is made up of several festivals that run at the same time. It’s hard to know where one festival begins and the other ends.


Most significant are:


• The Edinburgh International Festival, which features a program of dance, opera, music, and theater.


• The Edinburgh Fringe Festival, which began as an unofficial sideshow to the Edinburgh International Festival but is now a legendary festival in its own right.


Also running at the same time are:


• The Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo


• The Edinburgh Art Festival


• The Edinburgh International Book Festival


• The Edinburgh International Film Festival


TICKETS


Many of the events are free, but some are ticketed. It can be hard to decide what to see, and some shows will be better than others. It’s best to choose 2-3 shows to pre-book, leaving a bit of time in your schedule to fit in an unexpected visit to the best new thing that your new pal at the bar just told you about.


The official Fringe Programme (www.edfringe.com) is released online each June. It’s also worth following the festival’s social media channels throughout August for last-minute changes and surprise appearances. The Scotsman newspaper does a good hour-by-hour listing of what’s on, local freebie magazine The List publishes weekly during the festival, and reviews in the Edinburgh Evening News are useful.


To combat the lack of diversity at the Edinburgh Festival, in 2018, Fringe of Colour, a public database listing all shows featuring people of color at the festival, was launched by Jessica Brough. The database aims to promote awareness of these shows (particularly those where 50 percent of performers are people of color). Brough also wants to attract a more diverse audience, and, to this end, the project offers 50 percent or more off ticket prices for certain shows for people of color under 25 (www.fringeofcolour.co.uk).


ACCOMMODATIONS


Accommodations fill up fast around the festival, so if you want a good choice of places to stay without having to remortgage your house, you should book around six months in advance.


The Festival Partnership (https://edinburghfestival.net), a letting agent focused on finding accommodation in the city in August, has lots of private apartments to rent, but you would be looking at paying upward of £750 per week for a studio apartment. The Edinburgh International Festival’s website (www.eif.co.uk) has suggestions of places to stay, from premium hotels to much more affordable self-catering or Airbnb options.


One alternative is a room in the University of Edinburgh’s student accommodation (www.uoecollection.com), which often has later availability and is usually cheaper. Perhaps the best value for money, Mortonhall Caravan & Camping Parks (38 Mortonhall Gate, Frogston Road East; tel. 0131 664 1533; www.meadowhead.co.uk) has pitches plus wigwams and shepherd huts to stay in (from £40pn in your own tent, £95pn in a wigwam, £160pn shepherd hut). The campsite is serviced by the no. 11 bus from the city center (£2 each way). Or you can get an Uber for around £25 if you want to stay out and head back to your campsite when you choose.





An evocative torch procession, inspired by Viking tradition, has long taken place down the Royal Mile to Holyrood Park, where guests have been able to pay a little extra for the chance to join in with their own torch rather than remain mere bystanders. There’s yet to be an overriding Hogmanay ticket to get you access to everything, but a ticket for the Concert in the Gardens generally gives you access to the street party where you’ll be able to view the fireworks. Don’t forget, Hogmanay celebrations carry on through New Year’s Day (January 2 is a national holiday).



JUNE/JULY



Ceremony of the Keys


Palace of Holyroodhouse; June/July; free


Each summer His Majesty The King takes up residence in the Palace of Holyroodhouse during what is known as Holyrood Week (or Royal Week). Ancient tradition dictates that, before he does so, he must be handed the keys on the forecourt of the palace by the Lord Provost in the Ceremony of the Keys. Then he hands them back—a symbolic gesture that shows he is entrusting the keys into the hands of elected officials. During the ceremony, the national anthem is played, and a 21-gun royal salute rings out from Edinburgh Castle at the other end of the Royal Mile.



Recreation



Edinburgh has lots of green spaces in which to kick back and take in the views or to recover from the night before. With cycle routes, waterways, and its own nature park in the form of Holyrood Park, the city also offers opportunity for adventure.


TOURS


Black History Walks Edinburgh


Melville Monument, St. Andrew Square; tel. 07429 540 849; www.facebook.com/blackhistoryedinburgh; 10am Sat.; tours from £15


Finally, a tour of Edinburgh that tells the city’s story through the eyes of people of color, by bringing to life the city’s residents and visitors of African and Caribbean descent from the 16th century onward, with a focus on Edinburgh’s part in the transatlantic slave trade. Tours last two hours and are run by Lisa Williams, founder of the Edinburgh Caribbean Association, who will offer discounts at her discretion to people who cannot afford the full cost.


Edinburgh Literary Pub Tour


18-20 Grassmarket; tel. 0800 169 7410; www.edinburghliterarypubtour.co.uk; 7:30pm Thurs.-Sun. Apr.-May and Oct., 7:30pm daily June-July and Sept., 7:30pm Fri. and Sun. Nov.-Dec. and Mar.; £20


This lively two-hour tour, which starts inside the Beehive Inn in Grassmarket, is as much a pub tour as it is a literary one. Told by two actors—one playing a bohemian, one an intellectual—who take visitors in and out of some of the city’s oldest taverns, or howffs, their stories give invaluable insight into the writing habits of some of Scotland’s literary greats.


Auld Reekie Tours


45 Niddry Street; tel. 0131 557 4700; www.auldreekietours.com; from £20


Want to scare yourself witless? These ghost tours take place at some of the spookiest locations across the city, the Edinburgh Vaults (sometimes called the Niddry Street Vaults). The original Vaults Tour (about one hour) burrows beneath South Bridge Street, where your guide will regale you with horrid tales of life in the slums and even bring you to an underground witches’ temple.


Edinburgh Bus Tours


tel. 0131 2475 0618; www.edinburghtour.com; Edinburgh Tour adult £16, under 15 free, Royal Edinburgh Ticket adult £69, child £36.50, under 5 free, concessions £65


While it’s by no means the cheapest way of traveling around the city, if time is short, then hopping on or off one of these bus tours with a knowledgeable guide can be a great way to cram in as many sights as possible. The Edinburgh Tour takes in many of the main sights of the Old Town and New Town, and you can jump on and off at your leisure throughout the day; the Royal Edinburgh Ticket allows unlimited travel aboard three bus routes over two days, plus entry to Edinburgh Castle, the Royal Yacht Britannia, and the Palace of Holyroodhouse.


Geowalks


Holyrood Park Education Centre; tel. 0131 555 5488; www.geowalks.co.uk; £20


Join this tour of Arthur’s Seat with Geowalks, accompanied by a geologist. Setting off from the Holyrood Park Education Centre, you can choose between a two-hour hike to the summit of Arthur’s Seat or a gentle circular walk around Salisbury Crags for views of Edinburgh’s most famous peak.


PARKS


The Meadows


Melville Drive, Southside


This park, just south of the Old Town, marks the boundary with the Southside and hosts many community events and festivals throughout spring and summer. It’s got a small café and is home to the largest play area in the city. It’s a good place to catch some rays when the sun does have its hat on, all while taking in views of Arthur’s Seat.
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the Meadows





Interleith Park


Arboretum Road, Stockbridge


This is where Stockbridge locals come to walk on Sunday or laze about on warm afternoons. It also offers nice views of Edinburgh Castle, so it’s a good place to watch the New Year’s fireworks. There are several lakes to walk by, and the sundial garden is a lovely spot for a picnic.


HIKING AND CYCLING


Water of Leith Walkway


Distance: 1.2 mi (1.9 km)


Walking/Cycling Time: 25 minutes/15 minutes


Trailhead: Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art


Information and Services: www.waterofleith.org.uk


The Water of Leith is a river that runs through Edinburgh, and this pedestrian pathway runs gently alongside much of it, occasionally leading up and onto the road before coming back down to the river’s side. Though the waterway runs all the way from Balerno, southwest of the city, to Leith in the east, this walk starts just outside the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art and leads to Stockbridge, passing through Dean Village en route.


From the gallery, you descend some steps from Bedford Road, onto the river path, and from here follow signs toward Stockbridge, where on Sunday you will find a bustling craft and food market (10am-5pm).


If you’re feeling particularly energetic, you could follow the Water of Leith all the way to Leith itself (a farther 3 mi/5 km from Stockbridge), where there are plenty of lunchtime spots along the Shore.


Arthur’s Seat Cycle Circuit


Distance: 3.3 mi (5.3 km)


Cycling Time: 30-40 minutes


Trailhead: Queen’s Drive, St. Margaret’s Loch


Information and Services: www.strava.com/routes/4271906


Circling Edinburgh’s most famous crag, Arthur’s Seat, this cycle route is strenuous, but you’ll be rewarded with breathtaking views across Holyrood Park and the Firth of Forth. Starting at St. Margaret’s Loch, the route follows Queen’s Drive, which loops around the park, with the long-extinct volcano in the middle, before bringing you back to your start point. Be aware that the road is open to traffic, except on Sunday, and the path that runs alongside it is also used by walkers.


Leaving St. Margaret’s Loch (with the loch on your right-hand side), you’ll ascend over the next mile to Dunsapie Loch. This is the toughest part of the route. Once you reach Dunsapie, there is a flat stretch where you can enjoy the views. Keep following Queen’s Drive up a slight incline for views over Edinburgh’s Old Town, and then it’s the fun bit: downhill all the way to the Palace of Holyroodhouse and back to where you started. In total, the route is about 3 mi (5 km) and should take 30-40 minutes.


Biketrax


2 Fountainbridge Square; tel. 0131 228 6633; www.biketrax.co.uk; from £36 per day


While cycling in the city center can be tricky, getting on two wheels can be great for a little off-road exploration, including around Arthur’s Seat and along the banks of the Union Canal. This bike hire outfit not only has a great selection of bikes but lots of other gear too, whether you are embarking on a several-day expedition or looking for a relaxing family ride.


RUGBY


Murrayfield


Roseburn Street; tel. 0131 346 5160; ticket.centre@sru.org.uk; www.scottishrugby.org; match prices vary; tours 11am Mon.-Sat., extra tour 2:30pm Thurs. and Fri.; adult £12, child £7, under 5 free


Though many sports fans who come to Scotland think of golf, the sport Edinburgh is probably most associated with is rugby. To the west of the city center, this sports stadium is the largest of its kind in Scotland and the home of Scotland’s Rugby Union. Tickets to matches can be booked through Scottish Rugby, and those for more popular matches are released in batches over a few months.


Watching a rugby match here is a must for any fan—the stands are famed for their high-spirited fans and good-humored banter. Lots of spectators bring children, and there is food and drink available (burgers and hot dogs, etc.), or you can bring a small amount of food (no large hampers) or sealed bottles of water or soft drinks.


If you can’t make a match, tours of the stadium allow you to see the Calcutta Cup, the trophy awarded to the winning team when England and Scotland play each other in February or March each year (at least until England wins it back), and visit the players’ locker room before walking through the tunnel right up to the pitch. Tours should be booked in advance.


Shopping


From boutique outlets to designer shops, high-street brands, and the ubiquitous tartan and whisky stores, Edinburgh has no shortage of places to spend your vacation money.


OLD TOWN


The Old Town is the obvious place to shop for souvenirs and specialty Scottish gifts and products. While the wares in some of the shops on the Royal Mile are overpriced and of questionable quality, there are still some reputable places to buy authentic items. Just a few minutes’ walk from the castle end of the Royal Mile, Grassmarket and the higgledy-piggledy shops of nearby Victoria Street (one of the places that inspired J. K. Rowling’s Diagon Alley) are filled with independent and specialist proprietors of a slightly higher caliber than Scottish-themed gift shops elsewhere.
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Clothing



Marchbrae


375 High Street; tel. 0131 608 0391; https://marchbrae.com; 9:30am-8pm daily


This shop matches traditional Scottish fabrics and designs with practical clothing that will come in handy should you venture to the Highlands. Choose from quilted Barbour jackets perfect for keeping the Scottish chill off, fitted tweed jackets, and cozy tartan slippers.


Kiltane


330 Lawnmarket; tel. 0131 357 9460; 10am-7pm daily


An upmarket purveyor of quality cashmere that’s priced fairly. This is a good place to shop for both men and women, and it’s hard to leave without buying one of their soft-as-silk scarves.


Whisky


Whiski Rooms


4-7 North Bank Street; tel. 0131 225 1532; www.whiskirooms.co.uk; 10am-7pm daily


This shop, which also has a good restaurant and offers whisky tastings (must be booked in advance; from £30; a more serious and grown-up alternative to the Scotch Whisky Experience), has more than 500 whiskies on offer. If you know what you want, they should have it here. If you don’t, the knowledgeable staff will be able to talk you through some choice buys. If you don’t want to carry your purchases home with you, you can order online as the shop ships worldwide.


Gifts


Mr Wood’s Fossils


5 Cowgatehead; tel. 0131 220 1344; www.mrwoodsfossils.co.uk; 9am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-5:30pm Fri.-Sun.


This unique treasure trove began by selling the collections of renowned fossil hunter Stan Wood, who died in 2012. Self-taught Wood is known for discovering the Westlothiana lizziae—“Lizzie”—thought at the time to be the oldest reptile ever discovered, now on display in the National Museum of Scotland. Alongside fossils, minerals, and meteorites, there’s also jewelry featuring the likes of ammonite spirals and even 500-million-year-old trilobites. Minerals start from as little as £2.50, while meteorite pendants (some dating back billions of years) are priced from just £85.



NEW TOWN



You’ll find high-street favorites on Princes Street, parallel to George Street, home to more upmarket and chic clothing stores. Broughton Street, a little northeast of George Street, is a hot spot for trendy independents.


Clothing


Joey D


54 Broughton Street; tel. 0131 557 6672; 11am-6pm daily


For couture clothing with a distinct Scottish edge, Joey D specializes in cutting-edge fashion (for men and women) using old cast-offs of tweed, tartan, and army-wear. The end results have quite a punk feel, and Joey himself is quite a character. Don’t be put off by the slightly dingy workshop; anyone is welcome to browse the shop and Joey is usually around, working on his next project.


Gifts


Dragonfly


111a Broughton Street; tel. 0131 629 4246; www.facebook.com/TheDragonflyGifts; 11am-5:30pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.


For a bit of gift-buying inspiration, visit this original little shop. There are quaint tea sets, local artworks, retro and vintage clothing for kids and adults, and well-priced jewelry.


STOCKBRIDGE


This neighborhood is home to a variety of quirky, bohemian independent retailers and charity shops, particularly around Raeburn Place. On Sunday, it’s almost compulsory to pop along to Stockbridge Market and browse the artisan stalls for gifts or nibbles.


Markets


Stockbridge Market


1 Saunders Street; tel. 0131 261 6181; www.stockbridgemarket.com; 10am-4pm Sun.


This popular outdoor Sunday food and craft market isn’t huge, but it’s always bustling—a good place to pick up organic goods or unusual gifts, such as framed prints of Scottish wildlife and handmade tweed bags, from small independent traders. It’s a good, cheap lunchtime spot too. Harajuku Kitchen serves good Japanese street food, while those in need of a caffeine hit will want to stop by The Bearded Barista’s stall.


Clothing


Mary’s Living & Giving Shop


34a Raeburn Place; tel. 0131 315 2856; www.facebook.com/mlgstockbridge; 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun.


Stockbridge is overflowing with good secondhand shops, but this is perhaps the best when it comes to kitting yourself out. Part of fashion and retail expert Mary Portas’s brainwave of transforming the high street by turning charity shops into places people want to go to, it feels more vintage boutique (think London’s King’s Road, circa 1969) than jumble sale, and the quality of clothing (particularly women’s) is high, even though the prices are not.


WEST END


Clothing


Frontiers Man


18 Stafford Street; tel. 0131 538 3546; www.frontiers-man.com; 10:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5:30pm Sat., noon-4pm Sun.


The nearby Frontiers Woman (16b Stafford Street) has been a favorite West End shop for years, and in 2016 they opened this second shop. Both sell luxurious clothes from smaller labels. The ethos is individual style with a little flair, so bright colors and vibrant prints feature heavily. The lambswool hats and scarves made here in Scotland are particularly lovely.


Jewelry


Lily Luna


43 William Street; tel. 0131 467 8245; www.lilyluna.co.uk; 10am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat.


This jewelry shop is a great little find. Pieces are all handmade and sourced from across the world, and well-priced, too. You can find ethical pieces from Ethiopia alongside delicate necklaces and rings made with unusual geometric designs, and they are pretty much all gorgeous.
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