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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub


   

   

   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.


   

   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 


   

   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 


   

   Every area of the destination has a clear and beautifully presented map. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen. 


   

    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to Scotland

As befits the home of tartan and whisky, simple definitions don’t really suit Scotland. Clichéd images of the place abound – postcards of wee Highland terriers, tartan tins of shortbread, ranks of diamond-patterned golf jerseys … and they drive many Scots to apoplexy. And yet Scotland has a habit of delivering on its classic images: in some parts ruined castles really do perch on just about every hilltop, in summer the glens inevitably turn purple with heather and if you end up in a village on gala day you just might bump into a formation of bagpipers marching down the street.

The complexity of Scotland can be hard to unravel: somewhere deep in the country’s genes a generous dose of romantic Celtic hedonism blends, somehow, with stern Calvinist prudence. There’s little more splendid here than the scenery, yet half the time it’s hidden under a pall of drizzly mist. The country’s major contribution to medieval warfare was the chaotic, blood-curdling charge of the half-naked Highlander, yet it’s civilized enough to have given the world steam power, the television and penicillin. Chefs from Paris to Pisa rhapsodize over Scottish langoustine and Aberdeen Angus steaks, while the locals are happily tucking into another deep-fried supper of haggis and chips. It’s a country where the losers of battles (and football games) are more romanticized than the winners.

Naturally, the tourist industry tends to play up the heritage, but beyond the nostalgia lies a modern, dynamic nation. Oil and nanotechnology now matter more to the Scottish economy than fishing or Harris Tweed. Edinburgh still has its medieval Royal Mile, but just as many folk are drawn by its nightclubs and modern restaurants, while out in the Hebrides, the locals are more likely to be building websites than shearing sheep. The Highland huntin’ shootin’ fishin’ set are these days outnumbered by mountain bikers and wide-eyed whale-watchers. Outdoor music festivals will draw thousands of revellers, but just as popular as the pop stars on the main stage will be the folk band rocking the ceilidh tent with accordions and an electric fiddle.

Stuck in the far northwest corner of Europe, Scotland is remote, but it’s not isolated. The inspiring emptiness of the wild northwest coast lies barely a couple of hours from Edinburgh and Glasgow, two of Britain’s most dense and intriguing urban centres. Ancient ties to Ireland, Scandinavia, France and the Netherlands mean that – compared with the English at least – Scots are generally enthusiastic about the European Union, which has poured money into infrastructure and cultural projects, particularly in the Highlands and Islands. By contrast, Scotland’s relationship with the “auld enemy”, England, remains as problematic as ever. The Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh has helped to focus Scottish minds on Scottish affairs, but many Scots still tend to view matters south of the border with a mixture of exaggerated disdain and well-hidden envy. Ask for a “full English breakfast” and you’ll quickly find yourself put right. Old prejudices die hard.


Fact file >
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Fact file


• Scotland covers an area of just over 30,000 square miles, has a 2300-mile-long coastline and contains over 31,460 lochs. Of its 790 islands, 130 are inhabited. The highest point is the summit of Ben Nevis (4406ft), while the bottom of Loch Morar is 1017 feet below sea level.

• The capital is Edinburgh (population nearly 480,000), and the largest city is Glasgow (population 580,000). While the number of people worldwide who claim Scottish descent is estimated at more than 25 million, the population of the country is just over 5 million – 1.2 percent of whom (roughly 60,000 people) speak Gaelic.

• Scotland is a constituent territory of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The head of state is Queen Elizabeth II. It is a parliamentary democracy whose sovereign parliament sits at Westminster in London, with elements of government business devolved to the separately elected Scottish Parliament which sits in Edinburgh.

• Whisky accounts for 13 percent of Scotland’s exports and is worth over £3 billion annually.
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Where to go

Even if you’re planning a short visit, it’s still perfectly possible, and quite common, to combine a stay in either Edinburgh or Glasgow with a brief foray into the Highlands. With more time at your disposal, the opportunity to experience the variety of landscapes in Scotland increases, but there’s no escaping the fact that travel in the more remote regions of Scotland takes time, and – in the case of the islands – money. If you’re planning to spend most of your time in the countryside, it’s most rewarding to concentrate on just one or two small areas.

The initial focus for many visitors to Scotland is the capital, Edinburgh, a dramatically handsome and engaging city famous for its magnificent castle and historic Old Town. Come here in August and you’ll find the city transformed by the Edinburgh Festival, the largest arts festival in the world. An hour’s travel to the west is the country’s biggest city, Glasgow, a place quite different in character from Edinburgh. Once a sprawling industrial metropolis, Glasgow nevertheless has an impressive architectural heritage and a lively social and cultural life. Other urban centres are inevitably overshadowed by the big two, although the transformation from industrial grey to cultural colour is injecting life into Dundee, while there’s a defiant separateness to Aberdeen with its silvery granite architecture and prominent port. Other centres are less of a draw in their own right, acting as useful transport or service hubs to emptier landscapes beyond, though some do contain compelling attractions such as the wonderful castle in Stirling or the Burns’ monuments in Ayr.

You don’t have to travel far north of the Glasgow–Edinburgh axis to find the first hints of Highland landscape, a divide marked by the Highland Boundary Fault which cuts across central Scotland. The lochs, hills and wooded glens of the Trossachs and Loch Lomond are the most easily reached and as a consequence busier than other parts. Further north, Perthshire and the Grampian hills of Angus and Deeside show the Scottish countryside at its richest, with colourful woodlands and long glens rising up to distinctive mountain peaks. South of Inverness the mighty Cairngorm massif offers hints of the raw wilderness Scotland can still provide, an aspect of the country which is at its finest in the lonely north and western Highlands. To get to the far north you’ll have to cross the Great Glen, an ancient geological fissure which cuts right across the country from Ben Nevis to Loch Ness, a moody stretch of water rather choked with tourists hoping for a glimpse of its monster. Scotland’s most memorable scenery is to be found on the jagged west coast, stretching from Argyll all the way north to Wester Ross and the looming hills of Assynt. Not all of central and northern Scotland is rugged Highlands, however, with the east coast in particular mixing fertile farmland with pretty stone-built fishing villages and golf courses, most notably at the prosperous university town of St Andrews, the spiritual home of the game. Elsewhere the whisky trail of Speyside and the castles and Pictish stones of the northeast provide plenty of scope for exploration off the beaten track, while in the southern part of the country, the rolling hills and ruined abbeys of the Borders offer a refreshingly unaffected vision of rural Scotland.

The grand splendour of the Highlands would be bare without the islands off the west and north coasts. Assorted in size, flavour and accessibility, the long chain of rocky Hebrides which necklace Scotland’s Atlantic shoreline includes Mull and its nearby pilgrimage centre of Iona; Islay and Jura, famous for their wildlife and whisky; Skye, the most visited of the Hebrides, where the snow-tipped peaks of the Cuillin rise up from deep sea lochs; and the Western Isles, an elongated archipelago that is the country’s last bastion of Gaelic language and culture. Off the north coast, Orkney and Shetland, both with a rich Norse heritage, differ not only from each other, but also quite distinctly from mainland Scotland in dialect and culture – far-flung islands buffeted by wind and sea that offer some of the country’s wildest scenery, finest birdwatching and best archeological sites.


The weather >
Wildlife >
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The weather


“There’s no such thing as bad weather, only inadequate clothing”, the poet laureate Ted Hughes is alleged to have said when asked why he liked holidaying on Scotland’s west coast, given that it always rains there. For those who don’t share Hughes’ cavalier attitude to the elements, the weather is probably the single biggest factor to put you off visiting Scotland. It’s not so much that the weather’s always bad, it’s just that it is unpredictable: you could enjoy the most fabulous week of sunshine in early April and suffer a week of low-lying fog and drizzle in August. Out in the islands, they say you can get all four seasons in a day. The saving grace is that even if the weather’s not necessarily good, it’s generally interesting, exhilarating, dramatic and certainly photogenic. Then, the sun finally coming out is truly worth the wait. A week spent in a landscape swathed in thick mist can be transformed when the clouds lift to reveal a majestic mountain range or a hidden group of islands far offshore.
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Wildlife


From wintering wildfowl to cliff-breeding summer sea birds, Scotland is a year-round wildlife destination – all you need is a bit of patience and a pair of binoculars. While the region’s vast tracts of moorland and forest support a relatively small human population, they harbour a surprisingly healthy quota of mammals and birds. Herds of red deer roam the hillsides, while buzzards and eagles patrol the skies. Out at sea, the west coast, in particular, is one of the best places in the world to spot marine mammals, from the humble porpoise to the humongous humpback whale.
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When to go

The summer months of June, July and August are regarded as high season, with local school holidays making July and early August the busiest period. While the locals celebrate a single day of bright sunshine as “glorious”, the weather at this time is, at best, unpredictable; however, days are generally mild or warm and, most importantly, long, with daylight lingering until 9pm or later. August in Edinburgh is Festival time, which dominates everything in the city and means accommodation is hard to come by. Elsewhere, events such as Highland Games, folk festivals or sporting events – most of which take place in the summer months – can tie up accommodation, though normally only in a fairly concentrated local area. If you’re out and about in the countryside throughout the summer, you won’t be able to avoid the clouds of small biting insects called midges, which can be a real annoyance on still days, particularly around dusk.

Commonly, May and September throw up weather every bit as good as, if not better than, the months of high summer. You’re less likely to encounter crowds or struggle to find somewhere to stay, and the mild temperatures combined with the changing colours of nature mean both are great for outdoor activities, particularly hiking. Note, however, that September is prime stalking season for deer, which can disrupt access over parts of the Highlands if you’re hiking, fishing or riding a mountain bike.

The spring and autumn months of April and October bracket the season for many parts of rural Scotland. A large number of attractions, tourist offices and guesthouses often open for business on Easter weekend and shut up shop after the school half-term in mid-October. If places do stay open through the winter it’s normally with reduced opening hours; this is the best time to pick up special offers at hotels and guesthouses. Note too that in more remote spots public transport will often operate on a reduced winter timetable.

Winter days, from November through to March, occasionally crisp and bright, are more often cold, gloomy and all too brief, although Hogmanay and New Year has traditionally been a time to visit Scotland for partying and warm hospitality – something which improves as the weather worsens. While even tourist hotspots such as Edinburgh are notably quieter during winter, a fall of snow in the Highlands will prompt plenty of activity around the ski resorts.


Munro-bagging >
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Munro-bagging

Just as the Inuit have hundreds of words for snow, so in Scotland a hill is rarely just a hill. Depending on where you are in the country, what it’s shaped like and how high it is, a hill might be a ben, a mount, a law, a pen, a brae or even a pap (or in Gaelic, beinn, cnoc, creag, meall, sgurr or stob). Even more confusing, if you’re keen on doing a bit of hillwalking, are “Munros”. These are the hills in Scotland over 3000 feet in height, defined by a list first drawn up by one Sir Hugh Munro in 1891. You “bag” a Munro by walking to the top of it, and once you’ve bagged all 284 you can call yourself a Munroist and let your chiropodist retire in peace. Of course, there’s no need to do them all: at heart, Munro-bagging is simply about appreciating the great Scottish outdoors. It’s advisable, however, not to get too obsessed by Sir Hugh’s challenge: after the Munros you might hear the call of the “Corbetts” (hills between 2500 and 2999 feet) or even the “Donalds” (lowland hills above 2000 feet).
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		Average daily temperatures and monthly rainfall



	

	
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec


	Edinburgh


	°C/°F 
	6/43 
	6/44 
	9/47 
	11/52 
	14/58 
	17/63 
	18/65 
	18/65 
	16/61 
	13/56 
	9/48 
	7/45 



	mm 
	47 
	39 
	39 
	38 
	49 
	45 
	69 
	73 
	57 
	56 
	58 
	56 



	inches 
	1.8 
	1.5 
	1.5 
	1.5 
	1.9 
	1.8 
	2.7 
	2.8 
	2.2 
	2.2 
	2.2 
	2.2 


	Fort William


	°C/°F 
	6/43 
	7/44 
	9/47 
	11/52 
	15/58 
	17/62 
	17/63 
	17/63 
	15/60 
	13/55 
	9/48 
	7/45 



	mm 
	200 
	132 
	152 
	111 
	103 
	124 
	137 
	150 
	199 
	215 
	220 
	238 



	inches 
	7.8 
	5.1 
	5.9 
	4.3 
	4 
	4.8 
	5.3 
	5.9 
	7.8 
	8.4 
	8.6 
	9.3 


	Lerwick


	°C/°F 
	5/41 
	5/41 
	6/43 
	8/46 
	10/50 
	13/55 
	14/57 
	14/57 
	13/55 
	10/51 
	7/45 
	6/43 



	mm 
	127 
	93 
	93 
	72 
	64 
	64 
	67 
	78 
	113 
	119 
	140 
	147 



	inches 
	5 
	3.6 
	3.6 
	2.8 
	2.5 
	2.5 
	2.6 
	3 
	4.4 
	4.6 
	5.5 
	5.7 


	Tiree


	°C/°F 
	7/45 
	7/45 
	8/47 
	10/51 
	13/55 
	15/59 
	16/60 
	16/61 
	15/58 
	13/55 
	10/49 
	8/47 



	mm 
	120 
	71 
	77 
	60 
	56 
	66 
	79 
	83 
	123 
	125 
	123 
	123 



	inches 
	4.7 
	2.8 
	3 
	2.3 
	2.2 
	2.6 
	3.1 
	3.2 
	4.8 
	4.9 
	4.8 
	4.8 


	Wick


	°C/°F 
	6/42 
	6/42 
	7/45 
	9/49 
	11/52 
	14/58 
	15/60 
	15/60 
	14/57 
	12/53 
	8/47 
	7/44 



	mm 
	81 
	58 
	55 
	45 
	47 
	49 
	61 
	74 
	68 
	73 
	90 
	81 



	inches 
	3.2 
	2.3 
	2.1 
	1.8 
	1.8 
	1.9 
	2.4 
	2.9 
	2.7 
	2.8 
	3.5 
	3.2 









30 things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Scotland has to offer on a short trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order, is a selective taste of the country’s highlights: absorbing sights, vibrant festivals and some of the most spectacular scenic wonders in Europe.



01 Eigg  • Perfect example of a tiny, friendly Hebridean island with a golden beach to lie on, a hill to climb and stunning views across the sea to its neighbour, Rùm.
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02 The Cairngorm mountains  • Natural splendour and terrific outdoor activities.
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03 Hogmanay  • New Year celebrations, with whisky, dancing and fireworks staving off the midwinter chill.



[image: ]Hogmanay






04 Gearrannan, Lewis  • Stay in the thatched blackhouse hostel in this beautifully restored former crofting village.
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05 Melrose Abbey  • Ruined Cistercian abbey situated in the most beguiling of Border towns.
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06 Tobermory  • The main town on the beautiful island of Mull, and Scotland’s most picturesque fishing port.



[image: ]Tobermory






07 Scottish Parliament  • Enric Miralles’ startling, contemporary design has transformed the old Holyrood area of Edinburgh.
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08 Glen Coe  • Moody, poignant and spectacular glen within easy reach of Fort William.
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09 Staffa and the Treshnish Isles  • View the basalt columns of Staffa’s Fingal’s Cave from the sea, and then picnic beside the puffins on the Isle of Lunga.
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10 Skye Cuillin  • The most spectacular mountain range on the west coast, for viewing or climbing.
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11 Edinburgh Festival  • The world’s biggest festival of theatre and the arts transforms Edinburgh every August.
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12 Whale-watching, Mull  • Close encounters with a very different type of Highland wildlife.
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13 West Highland Railway  • One of the great railway journeys of the world.
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14 Islay  • Hebridean island with no fewer than seven whisky distilleries, and wonderfully varied birdlife that includes thousands of wintering geese.
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15 Jarlshof, Shetland  • An exceptional archeological site taking in Bronze Age, Iron Age, Pictish, Viking and medieval remains.
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16 Shetland Folk Festival  • Shetland is the place to experience traditional folk music, and the annual Folk Festival is the best time to do it.
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17 Pubs  • Forget the great outdoors and install yourself in one of Scotland’s cosy and convivial hostelries.
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18 Glasgow School of Art  • Finest example of the unique style of Glasgow architect and designer Charles Rennie Mackintosh.
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19 Burrell Collection, Glasgow  • An unconventional but impressive museum at the heart of Glasgow’s cultural renaissance.
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20 Mousa, Shetland  • The mother of all Iron Age brochs, on an island off the coast of Shetland.
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21 Edinburgh Old Town  • Lose yourself in the capital’s medieval cobbled streets and closes.
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22 Stirling Castle  • The grandest castle in Scotland, with a commanding outlook over Highlands and Lowlands.
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23 Loch Fyne Oyster Bar  • Pick up a picnic or enjoy fine dining at Scotland’s top smokehouse and seafood outlet, located just outside Inveraray.
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24 Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh  • Treasures including the ivory Lewis chessmen are housed in this striking modern museum.
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25 South Harris beaches  • Take your pick of deserted golden beaches in South Harris, or further south in the Uists.
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26 Kinloch Castle, Rùm  • Stay in the servants’ quarters of this Edwardian hideaway or in one of its few remaining four-poster beds.
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27 Iona  • The home of Celtic Christian spirituality, an island of pilgrimage today as in antiquity.
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28 Caledonian forest  • Among the gnarled survivors of the great ancient forests you’ll find one of Scotland’s largest populations of the elusive red squirrel.
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29 Dunnottar Castle  • Memorably dramatic ruined fortress, surrounded by giddy sea cliffs.
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30 Calanais, Lewis  • Prehistoric standing stones that occupy a serene setting in the Western Isles.
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Getting there

The quickest, easiest and cheapest way to get to Scotland is by plane. Scotland has three main international airports: Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen. Glasgow handles most nonstop scheduled flights from North America; all three have a reasonable spread of European flights.

With most airlines nowadays, how much you pay depends on how far in advance you book and how much demand there is during that period – the earlier you book, the cheaper the prices.

If you’re coming from elsewhere in Britain, from Ireland or even northwest Europe, you can reach Scotland easily enough by train, bus or ferry – it probably won’t work out cheaper or faster than flying, but it’s undoubtedly better for the environment.


From England and Wales >
From Ireland >
From mainland Europe >
From the US and Canada >
From Australia and New Zealand >
From South Africa >




From England and Wales

If you’re heading out to the Highlands and Islands, flying is the quickest way to travel. Airfares are only really competitive, however, on popular routes such as London or Birmingham to Edinburgh and Glasgow, which can cost as little as £50 return (journey time around 1hr). Once you add on the cost of taxes and getting to and from the airport, the savings on the same journey overland are often minimal – and then, of course, there’s the environmental impact to consider.

Flying may be quick, but the coach and train fares can be pretty competitive. If you book far enough in advance, train fares can cost as little as £40 for a London or Manchester to Glasgow return (journey time from 4hr 45min or 3hr 30min). A more flexible or last-minute fare will obviously cost two or three times that amount. Another option is the overnight Caledonian Sleeper run by ScotRail from London Euston (daily except Sat; journey time around 7hr); again, if you book in advance, single overnight fares cost around £20, though most return fares are more like £100 return. The coach takes longer than the train (journey time around 9hr), but costs less, with a London or Birmingham to Glasgow return starting for as little as £30.
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From Ireland

Travel from Ireland is quickest by plane, with airfares from either Belfast or Dublin to Glasgow Prestwick from as little as €40 return. There are also good ferry links with Northern Ireland and the train and ferry fares are very competitive: Belfast to Glasgow (via Stranraer) is just £50 return (journey time 5hr). P&O Irish Sea runs several sea crossings daily from Larne to Cairnryan (1hr) and Troon (2hr) and Stena Line operates services daily from Belfast to Stranraer (2hr 10min).
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From mainland Europe

Ferries run by DFDS Seaways go overnight from IJmuiden, near Amsterdam, to Newcastle (daily; 16–17hr), less than an hour’s drive south of the Scottish border. High-season return fares start at around €300, for a passenger with a car and an overnight berth. Direct Ferries (www.directferries.co.uk) has a very useful website that gives you the latest information on crossings and allows you to compare all the options.
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From the US and Canada

If you fly nonstop to Scotland from North America, you’ll arrive in either Glasgow or Edinburgh. The majority of cheap fares, however, route through London, Manchester, Dublin or Paris. To reach any other Scottish airport, you’ll definitely need to go via London, Glasgow or Edinburgh.

Figure on six to seven hours’ flight time nonstop from the east coast to Glasgow, or seven hours to London plus an extra hour and a quarter from London to Glasgow or Edinburgh (not including stopover time). Add three or four hours more for travel from the west coast.

Return fares (including taxes) for nonstop flights to Glasgow from New York are $700–800; for nonstop flights from Toronto return fares are Can$700–800.
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From Australia and New Zealand

Flight time from Australia and New Zealand to Scotland is at least 22 hours. There’s a wide variety of routes, with those touching down in Southeast Asia the quickest and cheapest on average. To reach Scotland, you usually have to change planes either in London – the most popular choice – or in another European gateway such as Paris or Amsterdam. Given the length of the journey involved, you might be better off including a night’s stopover in your itinerary, and indeed some airlines include one in the price of the flight.

The cheapest direct scheduled flights to London are usually to be found on one of the Asian airlines. Average return fares (including taxes) from eastern gateways to London are Aus$1500–2000 in low season, Aus$2000–2500 in high season. Fares from Perth or Darwin cost around Aus$200 less. Return fares from Auckland to London range between NZ$2000 and NZ$3000 depending on the season, route and carrier.
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From South Africa

There are no direct flights from South Africa to Scotland, so you must change planes en route. The quickest and cheapest route to take is via London, with flight time around eleven hours, usually overnight. Return fares from Cape Town to London are ZAR7500–10,000; you’ll save money if you buy the next leg of your journey to Scotland online – see Airlines for details.

Airlines

Aer Arann www.aerarann.com 


Aer Lingus www.aerlingus.com 


Air Canada www.aircanada.com 


Air New Zealand www.airnewzealand.com 


Air Transat www.airtransat.com 


American Airlines www.aa.com 


Asiana Airlines www.flyasiana.com 


bmi www.flybmi.com 


bmibaby www.bmibaby.com 


British Airways www.ba.com 


Cathay Pacific www.cathaypacific.com 


Continental Airlines www.continental.com 


Delta www.delta.com 


Eastern Airways www.easternairways.com 


easyJet www.easyjet.com 


Flybe www.flybe.com 


Gulf Air www.gulfair.com 


KLM www.klm.com 


Lufthansa www.lufthansa.com 


Malaysia Airlines www.malaysiaairlines.com 


Qantas www.qantas.com 


Royal Brunei www.bruneiair.com 


Ryanair www.ryanair.com 


Scandinavian Airlines www.flysas.com 


ScotAirways www.scotairways.com 


Singapore Airlines www.singaporeair.com 


Thai Airways www.thaiair.com 


United Airlines www.united.com 


US Airlines www.usairways.com 


Virgin Atlantic www.virgin-atlantic.com 


Widerøe www.wideroe.no 


Agents and operators

ebookers www.ebookers.com. Low fares on an extensive selection of scheduled flights and package deals.



North South Travel www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.



STA Travel www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental, rail passes, and more. Good discounts for students and under-26s.



Trailfinders www.trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most efficient agents for independent travellers.



Travel CUTS www.travelcuts.com. Canadian youth and student travel firm.



USIT www.usit.ie. Ireland’s main student and youth travel specialists.



Train and coach information

East Coast www.eastcoast.co.uk. Trains to Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Inverness.



Man in Seat 61 www.seat61.com. The best train information website on the internet.



National Express www.nationalexpress.com. Coaches to Scotland.



National Rail enquiries www.nationalrail.co.uk. Information and fares for all train services and companies.



ScotRail www.scotrail.co.uk. Caledonian Sleeper train to Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Inverness and Fort William.



Virgin www.virgintrains.co.uk. Trains to Edinburgh and Glasgow.



Ferry companies

DFDS Seaways www.dfdsseaways.com. Ferries from Europe.



P&O Irish Sea www.poirishsea.com. Ferries from Ireland.



Stena Line www.stenaline.co.uk. Ferries from Ireland.
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Getting around

The majority of Scots live in the central belt, with Glasgow in the west and Edinburgh in the east. Public transport in this region is efficient and most places are easily accessible by train and bus. Further south and north it can be a different story: off the main routes, public transport services are few and far between, particularly in more remote parts of the Highlands and Islands. With careful planning, however, practically everywhere is accessible, and the scenery is usually adequate compensation for a long journey.


By train >
By coach and bus >
By car >
By ferry >
By plane >




By train

Scotland has a modest rail network, at its densest in the central belt, skeletal in the Highlands, and nonexistent in the Islands. ScotRail runs the majority of train services, reaching all the major towns, sometimes on lines rated among the great scenic routes of the world.

You can buy train tickets at most stations, but if the ticket office at the station is closed, or the automatic machine isn’t working, you may buy your ticket on board from the inspector using cash or a credit card. Those eligible for a national rail pass (£26) can obtain discounted tickets, with up to a third off most fares. These include the 16–25 Railcard, for full-time students and those aged between 16 and 25, and the Senior Railcard for people over 60. Alternatively, a Family & Friends Railcard entitles up to four adults and up to four children a reduction.

In addition, ScotRail offers several regional passes. The most flexible is the Freedom of Scotland Travelpass, which gives unlimited train travel within Scotland. It’s also valid on all CalMac ferries, Glasgow Underground and on various buses in the remoter regions. The pass costs £114 for four days’ travel in an eight-day period, or £153 for eight days’ travel in a fifteen-day period. The Highland Rover allows unlimited train travel within the Highlands; it costs £74 for four out of eight consecutive days. Lastly, there’s a Central Scotland Rover, which gives unlimited train travel on lines between Glasgow and Edinburgh; it costs £33 for three out of seven consecutive days.

BritRail passes (www.britrail.com) are only available to visitors not resident in the UK and must be purchased before you leave your home country. The pass is available in a wide variety of types; for example the Adult pass allows unlimited train travel for eight days and costs US$359. If you’ve been resident in a European country other than the UK for at least six months, an InterRail pass, allowing unlimited train travel within Britain, might be worth it if Scotland is part of a longer European trip. For more details, visit www.interrailnet.com. Note that Eurail passes are not valid in the UK.

On most ScotRail routes bicycles are carried free, but since there are only between two and six bike spaces available, it’s a good idea to reserve ahead and a requirement on longer journeys.

Useful rail contacts

ScotRail www.scotrail.co.uk. For booking tickets and seats on all trains within Scotland, and sleeper trains from London to Scotland.



National Rail Enquiries 0845/748 4950, www.nationalrail.co.uk. Gives details of timetables, fares and other information on rail travel throughout the UK.
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By coach and bus

All of Scotland’s major towns and cities are served by a few long-distance bus services, known across Britain as coaches. Scotland’s national operator is Scottish Citylink (0871/266 3333, www.citylink.co.uk). On the whole, coaches are cheaper than trains and, as a result, are very popular, so for longer journeys it’s advisable to book ahead.

There are various discounts on offer for those with children, those under 26 or over 60 and full-time students (contact Scottish Citylink for more details), as well as an Explorer Pass, which gives unlimited travel throughout Scotland; the £79 pass gives you eight days’ travel over a sixteen-day period. Overseas passport holders can buy a Brit Xplorer pass (in 7-, 14- or 28-day versions) in the UK, from National Express (www.nationalexpress.com), or at major ports and airports; the seven-day pass costs £79, though you’d have to do a lot of bus travelling to make it worthwhile.

Local bus services are run by a bewildering array of companies, many of which change routes and timetables frequently. Local tourist offices can provide free timetables or you can contact Traveline Scotland (0871/200 2233, www.travelinescotland.com), which provides a reliable service both online and by phone. Some areas in the Highlands and Islands are only served by a postbus, vehicles carrying mail and a handful of fare-paying passengers. They set off early in the morning, usually around 8am and, though sociable, can be excruciatingly slow. You can view routes and timetables on the Royal Mail website (0845/774 0740, www.royalmail.com/postbus).


Minibus tours


Minibus tours that operate out of Edinburgh (and Glasgow) and head off into the Highlands are popular with backpackers who want a quick taste of Scotland. Aimed at the youth market, they adopt an upbeat and irreverent approach to sightseeing, as well as offering a good opportunity to get to know fellow travellers.

The current leading operator, Haggis (0131/557 9393, www.haggisadventures.com), has bright yellow minibuses setting off daily on whistle-stop tours lasting between one and six days, in the company of a live-wire guide. A three-day trip round Skye starts from £99 (food and accommodation not included).

Several other companies offer similar packages, including Macbackpackers (0131/558 9900, www.macbackpackers.com), which runs tours linking up their own hostels round the country, and Wild in Scotland (0131/478 6500, www.wild-in-scotland.com), which takes in the Outer Hebrides or Orkney. The popular Rabbie’s Trail Burners tours (0131/226 3133, www.rabbies.com) don’t aim squarely at the backpacker market and have a rather more mellow outlook.
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By car

In order to drive in Scotland you need a current full driving licence. If you’re bringing your own vehicle into the country you should also carry your vehicle registration, ownership and insurance documents at all times.

In Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, you drive on the left. Speed limits are 20–40mph in built-up areas, 70mph on motorways and dual carriageways (freeways) and 60mph on most other roads. As a rule, assume that in any area with street lighting the limit is 30mph.

In the Highlands and Islands, there are still plenty of single-track roads with passing places; in addition to allowing oncoming traffic to pass at these points, you should also let cars behind you overtake. In remoter regions, the roads are dotted with sheep which are entirely oblivious to cars, so slow down and edge your way past; should you kill or injure one, it is your duty to inform the local farmer.

The AA (0800/887766, www.theaa.com), RAC (0844/891 3111, www.rac.co.uk) and Green Flag (0845/246 2766, www.greenflag.co.uk) all operate 24-hour emergency breakdown services. You may be entitled to free assistance through a reciprocal arrangement with a motoring organization in your home country. If not, you can make use of these emergency services by joining at the roadside, but you will incur a hefty surcharge. In remote areas, you may have a long wait for assistance.

Renting a car

Car rental in Scotland is expensive. Most firms charge £25–50 per day, or around £130–200 a week. The major chains are confined mostly to the big cities, so it may be cheaper to use small local agencies – we’ve highlighted some in the account. Remember, too that fuel in Scotland is expensive – petrol (gasoline) and diesel cost well over £1.20 per litre. Automatics are rare at the lower end of the price scale – if you want one, you should book well ahead. Camper vans are another option; rates start at £400 a week in the high season, but you’ll save on accommodation – visit www.walkhighlands.co.uk to view a range of options. Few companies will rent to drivers with less than one year’s experience and most will only rent to people over 21 or 25 and under 70 or 75 years of age.

UK car rental companies

Arnold Clark 0141/237 4374, www.arnoldclarkrental.co.uk 


Avis 0844/581 0147, www.avis.co.uk 


Budget 01344/484100, www.budget.co.uk 


easyCar 0871/0500 444, www.easycar.com 


Europcar 0871/384 9847, www.europcar.co.uk 


Hertz 0870/844 8844, www.hertz.co.uk 


Holiday Autos 0871/472 5229, www.holidayautos.co.uk 


National 0871/384 3504, www.nationalcar.co.uk 


Thrifty 01494/751500, www.thrifty.co.uk 
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By ferry

Scotland has more than sixty inhabited islands, and nearly fifty of them have scheduled ferry links. Most ferries carry cars and vans, and the vast majority can – and should – be booked as far in advance as possible.

CalMac has a virtual monopoly on services on the River Clyde and to the Hebrides, sailing to 22 islands and 4 peninsulas. They aren’t quick – no catamarans or fast ferries – or cheap, but they do have two types of reduced-fare pass. If you’re taking more than one ferry, ask for one of the discounted Island Hopscotch tickets. If you’re going to be taking a lot of ferries, you might be better off with an Island Rover, which entitles you to eight or fifteen consecutive days’ unlimited ferry travel. It does not, however, guarantee you a place on any ferry, so you still need to book ahead. Prices for the eight-day/fifteen-day pass are around £50/£70 for passengers and around £230/£350 for cars.

Car ferries to Orkney and Shetland are run by Northlink Ferries. Pentland Ferries also run a car ferry to Orkney, and John O’Groats Ferries run a summer-only passenger service to Orkney. The various Orkney islands are linked to each other by Orkney Ferries; Shetland’s inter-island ferries are mostly council-run so the local tourist board is your best bet for information. There are also numerous small operators round the Scottish coast that run fast RIB taxi services, day-excursion trips and even the odd scheduled service; their contact details are given in the relevant sectionsof this guide.

Ferry companies

CalMac 0800/066 5000, www.calmac.co.uk 


John O’Groats Ferries 01955/611353, www.jogferry.co.uk 


NorthLink Ferries 0845/600 0449, www.northlinkferries.co.uk 


Orkney Ferries 01856/872044, www.orkneyferries.co.uk 


Pentland Ferries 01856/831226, www.pentlandferries.co.uk 
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By plane

Apart from the three major airports of Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen, Scotland has numerous minor airports around the Scottish Highlands and Islands, some of which are little more than gravel airstrips. Airfares fluctuate enormously depending on demand – if you book early enough you can fly from Glasgow to Islay for £50 one-way, but leave it to the last minute and it could cost you more than twice that. Most flights within Scotland are operated by flybe (www.flybe.com), or its franchise partner Loganair (www.loganair.co.uk). For inter-island flights in Shetland, you need to book direct through Directflight (01595/840246). Competition emerges from time to time, with Eastern Airways (www.easternairways.com) currently offering flights from Aberdeen to Stornoway and Wick.
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Accommodation

In common with the rest of Britain, accommodation in Scotland is expensive. Budget travellers are well catered for with numerous hostels and those with money to spend will relish the more expensive country-house hotels. In the middle ground, however, the standard of many B&Bs, guesthouses and hotels can be disappointing. Welcoming, comfortable, well-run places do, of course, exist in all parts of the country – and you’ll find the best ones listed in the guide.


Booking hotels, guesthouses and B&Bs >
Hostels >
Camping and self-catering >




Booking hotels, guesthouses and B&Bs

VisitScotland, the country’s tourist board, operates a system for grading accommodation, which is updated annually. However, not every establishment participates, and you shouldn’t assume that a particular B&B is no good simply because it’s not on VisitScotland’s lists. The tourist board uses star awards, from one to five, which are supposed to reflect the quality of welcome, service and hospitality – though it’s pretty clear that places without en-suite toilets, a TV in every room, matching fabrics or packets of shortbread on the sideboard are likely to be marked down.

Most tourist offices will help you find accommodation and book a room directly, for which they normally charge a flat fee of £4. If you take advantage of this service, it’s worth being clear as to what kind of place you’d prefer, as the tourist office quite often selects something quite randomly across the whole range of their membership. Bear in mind, too, that outside the main towns and cities many places are only open for the tourist season (Easter to Oct): you’ll always find somewhere to stay outside this period, but the choice may be limited.

Hotels

Hotels come in all shapes and sizes. At the upper end of the market, they can be huge country houses and converted castles offering a very exclusive and opulent experience. Most will have a licensed bar and offer both breakfast and dinner, and often lunch as well. In the cities the increasing prevalence of modern budget hotels and travel lodges run by national (and international) chains may not win any prizes for aesthetics or variety, but they are competitively priced and for the most part meet criteria for clean, smart, serviceable accommodation. Also making a bit of a comeback are inns (in other words, pubs), or their modern equivalent, “restaurants with rooms”. These will often have only a handful of rooms, but their emphasis on creating an all-round convivial atmosphere as well as serving top-quality food often make them worth seeking out.

Guesthouses and B&Bs

Guesthouses and B&Bs offer the widest and most diverse range of accommodation. VisitScotland uses the term “guesthouse” for a commercial venture that has four or more rooms, at least some of which are en suite, reserving “B&B” for a predominantly private family home that has only a few rooms to let. In reality, however, most place offer en-suite facilities, and the different names often reflect the pretensions of the owners and the cost of the rooms more than differences in service: in general, guesthouses cost more than B&Bs.

Some guesthouses and B&Bs have decor that consists of heavy chintz and floral designs, but the location, and the chance to get an insight into the local way of life, can be some compensation. Many B&Bs, even the pricier ones, have only a few rooms, so advance booking is recommended, especially in the Islands.
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Hostels

There’s an ever-increasing number of hostels in Scotland to cater for travellers – youthful or otherwise – who are unable or unwilling to pay the rates charged by hotels, guesthouses and B&Bs. Most hostels are clean and comfortable, sometimes offering doubles and even singles as well as dormitory accommodation. Others concentrate more on keeping the price as low as possible, simply providing a roof over your head and a few basic facilities. Whatever type of hostel you stay in, expect to pay £10–20 per night.

The Scottish Youth Hostels Association (www.syha.org.uk), referred to throughout the Guide as “SYHA hostels”, run the longest-established hostels in the Highlands and Islands. While these places sometimes occupy handsome buildings, many retain an institutionalized air. Bunk-bed accommodation in single-sex dormitories, lights out before midnight and no smoking/no alcohol policies are the norm outside the big cities. Breakfast is not normally included in the price, though most hostels have self-catering facilities.

If you’re not a member of one of the hostelling organizations affiliated to Hostelling International (HI), you can pay your £10 joining fee at most hostels. Advance booking is recommended, and essential at Easter, Christmas and from May to August. You can book online, by phone, post and sometimes fax, and your bed will be held until 6pm on the day of arrival.

There are also loads of independent hostels (sometimes known as “bunkhouses”) across Scotland. These are usually laidback places with no membership, fewer rules, mixed dorms and no curfew. You can find most of them in the annually updated Independent Hostel Guide (www.independenthostelguide.co.uk). Many of them are also affiliated to the Independent Backpackers Hostels of Scotland (www.hostel-scotland.co.uk), which has a programme of inspection and lists members in their Blue Hostel Guide, available for free online.
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Camping and self-catering

There are hundreds of caravan and camping parks around Scotland, most of which are open from April to October. The most expensive sites charge about £10–15 for two people to pitch a tent, and are usually well equipped, with shops, a restaurant, a bar and, occasionally, sports facilities. Most of these, however, are aimed principally at caravans, trailers and motorhomes, and generally don’t offer the tranquil atmosphere and independence that those travelling with just a tent are seeking.

That said, informal sites of the kind tent campers relish do exist, and are described throughout this guide, though they are few and far between. Many hostels allow camping, and farmers will usually let folk camp on their land for free or for a nominal sum. Scotland’s relaxed land access laws allow wild camping in open country. The basic rule is “leave no trace”, but for a guide to good practice, visit www.outdooraccess-scotland.com.

The great majority of caravans are permanently moored nose to tail in the vicinity of some of Scotland’s finest scenery; others are positioned singly in back gardens or amidst farmland. Some can be booked for self-catering, and with prices starting at around £100 a week, this can work out as one of the cheapest options if you’re travelling with kids in tow.

If you’re planning to do a lot of camping at official camping and caravanning sites, it might be worthwhile joining the Camping and Caravanning Club (www.campingandcaravanningclub.co.uk). Membership costs around £37 and entitles you to pay only a per-person fee, not a pitch fee, at CCC sites. Those coming from abroad can get the same benefits by buying an international camping carnet, available from home motoring organizations or a CCC equivalent.

Self-catering

A huge proportion of visitors to Scotland opt for self-catering, booking a cottage or apartment for a week and often saving themselves a considerable amount of money by doing so. In most cases, the minimum period of let is a week, and therefore isn’t a valid option if you’re aiming to tour round the country. The least you can expect to pay in the high season is around £250 per week for a place sleeping four, but something special, or somewhere in a popular tourist area, might cost £500 or more. Such is the number and variety of self-catering places on offer that we’ve mentioned very few in the Guide. A good source of information is VisitScotland’s self-catering guide, updated annually and listing more than 1200 properties, or try one of the websites listed below.

Cottages and Castles www.cottages-and-castles.co.uk. A range of self-catering properties, mostly in mainland Scotland.



Cottages4you www.cottages4you.co.uk. Hundreds of reasonably priced properties all over Scotland.



Ecosse Unique www.uniquescotland.com. Carefully selected cottages across mainland Scotland, plus a few in the Hebrides and Orkney.



Landmark Trust www.landmarktrust.org.uk. A very select number of unforgettable, upmarket historical properties; first, however, you must buy the brochure (£13, refundable on first booking).



Mackay’s Agency www.mackays-self-catering.co.uk. A whole range of properties in every corner of mainland Scotland (plus Skye and Orkney), from chalets and town apartments to remote stone-built cottages.



National Trust for Scotland www.nts.org.uk. The NTS lets around forty of its converted historic cottages and houses.



Scottish Country Cottages www.scottish-country-cottages.co.uk. Superior cottages with lots of character scattered across the Scottish mainland, plus some of the Inner Hebrides.



Campus accommodation

A different and generally cheaper self-catering option, especially if you’re staying a week or more in one of the cities, is campus accommodation. The universities of Glasgow, Strathclyde, Edinburgh, Stirling, St Andrews and Dundee all open their halls of residence to overseas visitors during the summer break, and some also offer rooms during the Easter and Christmas vacations. Accommodation varies from tiny single rooms in long, lonely corridors to relatively comfortable places in small shared apartments. Prices start at around £20 per night, not always including breakfast. All the useful university details are given in the Guide.
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Food and drink

While Scotland isn’t exactly known for its culinary heritage, the country’s eating habits are changing, and from the cities to some of the furthest islands, you can often eat extremely well with a strong emphasis on fresh, local and organic produce. For more on ingredients, classic dishes including haggis, top restaurants and drinks, see the Scottish food and drink.


Breakfast >
Lunches and snacks >
Evening meals >
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Drinking >




Breakfast

In most hotels and B&Bs you’ll be offered a Scottish breakfast, similar to its English counterpart of sausage, bacon and egg, but typically with the addition of black pudding (blood sausage) and potato scones. Porridge is another likely option, as is fish in the form of kippers, smoked haddock or even kedgeree. Scotland’s staple drink, like England’s, is tea, drunk strong and with milk, though coffee is just as readily available everywhere. However, while designer coffee shops are now a familiar feature in the cities, execrable versions of espresso and cappuccino, as well as instant coffee, are still all too familiar.
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Lunches and snacks

The most common lunchtime fare in Scotland remains the sandwich. A bowl or cup of hearty soup is a typical accompaniment, particularly in winter. A pub lunch is often an attractive alternative. Bar menus generally have standard filling but unambitious options including soup, sandwiches, scampi and chips or steak pie and chips, with vegetarians suffering from a paucity of choice. That said, some bar food is freshly prepared and filling, equalling the à la carte dishes served in the adjacent hotel restaurant. Pubs or hotel bars are among the cheapest options when it comes to eating out – in the smallest villages, these might be your only option.

Restaurants are often, though not always, open at lunchtimes. When they tend to be less busy and generally offer a shorter menu compared with their evening service, and this can make for a more pleasant and less expensive experience. For morning or afternoon snacks, as well as light lunches, tearooms are a common feature; you will often find decent home baking.

As for fast food, chip shops, or chippies, abound, the best often found in coastal towns within sight of the fishing boats. Deep-fried battered fish is the standard choice – when served with chips it’s known as a “fish supper”, even if eaten at lunchtime – though everything from hamburgers to haggis suppers is normally on offer, all deep-fried, of course. Scotland is even credited with inventing the deep-fried Mars bar, the definitive badge of a nation with the worst heart disease statistics in Europe. For alternative fast food, major towns feature all the usual pizza, burger and baked potato outlets, as well as Chinese, Mexican and Indian takeaways.


Meal times

In many parts of Scotland outside the cities, inflexible meal times mean that you’ll have to keep an eye on your watch if you don’t want to miss out on eating. B&Bs and hotels frequently serve breakfast only until 9am, lunch is usually over by 2pm, and, despite the long summer evenings, pub and hotel kitchens often stop serving dinner as early as 8pm.
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Evening meals

There’s no doubt that, as with the rest of the UK, eating out in Scotland is expensive. Our restaurant listings include a mix of high-quality and budget establishments. Wine in restaurants is marked up strongly, so you’ll often pay £15 for a bottle selling for £5 in the shops; house wines generally start around the £10 mark.

If you’re travelling in remoter parts of Scotland, or staying at a B&B or guesthouse in the countryside, ask advice about nearby options for your evening meal. Many B&Bs and guesthouses will cook you dinner, but you must book ahead and indicate any dietary requirements.

As for restaurants, standards vary enormously, but independent restaurants using good-quality local produce are now found all over Scotland. Less predictable are hotel restaurants, many of which serve non-residents. Some can be very ordinary despite the highfalutin descriptions on the à la carte menu. You could easily end up paying £30–40 a head for a meal with wine.

In central Scotland, particularly in Edinburgh and Glasgow, there’s a range of international cuisines including Japanese, Thai, Caribbean and Turkish, as well as the more common Indian, Chinese and Italian establishments. Glasgow is one of Britain’s curry capitals, while Edinburgh’s restaurant scene is very lively, its seafood and vegetarian restaurants a particular strength.

Among traditional desserts, “clootie dumpling” is a sweet, stodgy fruit pudding bound in a cloth and cooked for hours, while Cranachan, made with toasted oatmeal steeped in whisky and folded into whipped cream flavoured with fresh raspberries, or the similar Atholl Brose, are considered more refined.
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Food shopping

Most Scots get their supplies from supermarkets, but you’re increasingly likely to come across good delis, farm shops and specialist food shops. Many stock local produce alongside imported delicacies, as well as organic fruit and veg, specialist drinks such as locally brewed beer, freshly baked bread, and sandwiches and other snacks for takeaway. Look out too for farmers’ markets (www.scottishfarmersmarkets.co.uk), which take place on Saturday and Sunday mornings; local farmers and small producers from pig farmers to cheese-makers and small smokeries set up stalls to sell their specialist lines.

Scotland is notorious for its sweet tooth, and cakes and puddings are taken very seriously. Bakers with extensive displays of iced buns, cakes and cream-filled pastries are a typical feature of any Scottish high street, while home-made shortbread, scones or tablet (a hard, crystalline form of fudge) are considered great treats. In the summer, Scottish berries, in particular raspberries and strawberries, are particularly tasty.

You’ll also find a number of specialist cheese shops, while many restaurants serve only Scottish cheeses after dinner. Look out for Isle of Mull, a tangy farmhouse cheddar; Dunsyre Blue, a Scottish Dolcelatte; or farmhouse Dunlop, the local version of cheddar.
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Drinking

As in the rest of Britain, Scottish pubs, which originated as travellers’ hostelries and coaching inns, are the main social focal points of any community. Pubs in Scotland vary hugely, from old-fashioned inns with open fires and a convivial atmosphere, to raucous theme pubs with loud music and satellite TV. Out in the islands, pubs are few and far between, with most drinking taking place in the local hotel bar. In Edinburgh and Glasgow you’ll find traditional pubs supplemented by upbeat, trendy café-bars.

The national drink is whisky (see Scottish food and drink), though you might not guess it from the “alcopops” (bottles of sweet fruit drinks laced with vodka or gin) and ready-made mixers consumed on a Friday and Saturday night. Scotland also produces some exceptionally good cask-conditioned real ales (see also Scottish food and drink), yet lager is much more popular. Pub opening hours are generally 11am to 11pm, but in the cities and towns, or anywhere where there is demand, places stay open much later. Whatever time the pub closes, “last orders” will be called by the bar staff about fifteen minutes before closing time to allow a bit of “drinking-up time”. In general, you have to be 16 to enter a pub unaccompanied, though some places are relaxed about people bringing children in, or have special family rooms and beer gardens where the kids can run free. The legal drinking age is 18. As with the rest of the UK, smoking is not allowed in any pubs, bars or restaurants.

Scotland produces a prodigious amount of mineral water, much of which is exported – tap water is chill, clean and perfectly palatable in most parts of the country, including the areas of the Highlands and Islands where it’s tinged the colour of weak tea by peat in the ground. Locally produced Irn-Bru, a fizzy orange, sickly sweet concoction, has been known to outsell Coke and Pepsi in Scotland.


Making malt whisky

Malt whisky is made by soaking barley in steeps (water cisterns) for two or three days until it swells, after which it is left to germinate for around seven days, during which the starch in the barley seed is converted into soluble sugars – this process is known as malting. The malted barley or “green malt” is then dried in a kiln over a furnace, which can be oil-fired, peat-fired or, more often than not, a combination of the two. Only a few distilleries still do their own malting and kilning in the traditional pagoda-style kilns; the rest simply have their malted barley delivered from an industrial maltings. The first process in most distilleries is therefore milling, which grinds the malted barley into “grist”. Next comes the mashing, during which the grist is infused in hot water in mashtuns, producing a sugary concoction called “wort”. After cooling, the wort passes into the washbacks, traditionally made of wood, where it is fermented with yeast for two to three days. During fermentation, the sugar is converted into alcohol, producing a brown foaming liquid known as “wash”. Distillation now takes place, not once but twice: the wash is steam-heated, and the vapours siphoned off and condensed as a spirit. This is the point at which the whisky is poured into oak casks – usually ones which have already been used to store bourbon or sherry – and left to age for a minimum of three years. The average maturation period for a single malt whisky, however, is ten years; and the longer it matures, the more expensive it is, because two percent evaporates each year. Unlike wine, as soon as the whisky is bottled, maturation ceases.
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The media

Many Scots see the UK’s “national media” as London-based and London-biased, and prefer to listen to Scottish radio programmes, read Scottish newspapers, and – albeit to a much lesser extent – watch Scottish TV. Local papers are also avidly consumed, with the weekly papers in places like Orkney and Shetland read by virtually the entire adult population.


The press >
TV and radio >




The press

The Scottish press centres on two serious dailies – The Scotsman, now published in tabloid format and based in Edinburgh, and The Herald, a broadsheet published in Glasgow. Both offer good coverage of the current issues affecting Scotland, along with British and foreign news, sport, arts and lifestyle pages. Scotland’s biggest-selling dailies are the downmarket Daily Record, a tabloid from the same stable as the Daily Mirror, and the local edition of The Sun. Most of the main UK newspapers do produce specific Scottish editions, although the “quality” press, ranging between the right-wing Daily Telegraph and the left-of-centre Guardian, are justifiably seen in Scotland as being London papers.

The provincial daily press in Scotland is more widely read than its English counterpart, with the two biggest-selling regional titles being Aberdeen’s famously parochial Press and Journal, read in the northeast, Orkney and Shetland, and the right-wing Dundee Courier, mostly sold in Perth, Angus, Tayside and Fife. The weekly Oban Times gives an insight into life in the Highlands and Islands, but is staid compared with the radical, campaigning weekly West Highland Free Press, printed on Skye; both carry articles in Gaelic as well as English. Further north, the lively Shetland Times and sedate Orcadian are essential weekly reads.

Many national Sunday newspapers have a Scottish edition, although Scotland has its own offerings – Scotland on Sunday, from the Scotsman stable, and the Sunday Herald, complementing its eponymous daily. Far more fun and widely read is the anachronistic Sunday Post, published by Dundee’s D.C. Thomson publishing group. It’s a wholesome paper, uniquely Scottish, and has changed little since the 1950s, since which time its two long-running cartoon strips, Oor Wullie and The Broons, have acquired cult status.

Scottish monthlies include the glossy Scottish Field, a parochial version of England’s Tatler, covering countryside interests along with local travel and fashion, and the widely read Scots Magazine, an old-fashioned middle-of-the-road publication which promotes family values and lots of good fresh air.

< Back to The media

TV and radio

In Scotland there are five main (sometimes called “terrestrial”) TV channels: state-owned BBC1 and BBC2, and independent commercial channels, ITV1, Channel 4 and Five. BBC Scotland produces news programmes and a regular crop of local-interest lifestyle, current affairs, drama and comedy shows which slot into the schedules of both BBC channels. The commercial channel ITV1 is divided between three regional companies in Scotland: populist Scottish Television (STV), which is received in most of south-central Scotland and parts of the West Highlands; Grampian, based in Aberdeen; and Border, which transmits from Carlisle. There’s also the quirkier though often trashy Channel 4, and downmarket Five, which still can’t be received in some parts of Scotland.

The BBC radio network broadcasts six main channels in Scotland, five of which are national stations originating largely from London: Radio 1 (pop and dance music), Radio 2 (mainstream pop, rock and light music), Radio 3 (classical music), Radio 4 (current affairs, arts and drama) and Radio 5 Live (sports, news and live discussions and phone-ins). Only the award-winning BBC Radio Scotland offers a Scottish perspective on news, politics, arts, music, travel and sport, as well as providing a Gaelic network in the Highlands with local programmes in Shetland, Orkney and the Borders.

A web of local commercial radio stations covers the country, mostly mixing rock and pop music with news bulletins, but a few tiny community-based stations such as Lochbroom FM in Ullapool – a place famed for its daily midge count – transmit documentaries and discussions on local issues. The most populated areas of Scotland also receive UK-wide commercial stations such as Classic FM, Virgin Radio and TalkSport. With a DAB digital radio, you can get all the main stations crackle-free along with special interest and smaller-scale stations.

Some Scottish radio stations

BBC Radio Scotland 92–95FM, 810MW www.bbc.co.uk/radioscotland. Nationwide news, sport, music, current affairs and arts.



Clyde 1 102.5FM www.radioclyde.com. Glasgow’s main contemporary rock and pop station. The slightly mellower Clyde 2 is at 1152MW.



Lochbroom FM 102.2 & 96.8FM www.lochbroomfm.co.uk. One of Britain’s smallest radio stations, broadcasting to the northwest coast from Ullapool.



Moray Firth 97.4FM, 1107MW www.mfr.co.uk. Mainstream rock and pop for the youth of the Inverness area.



Nevis Radio 96.6 & 102.3FM www.nevisradio.co.uk. All that’s happening in Fort William and surrounds, from the slopes of Ben Nevis.



North Sound 96.9FM, 1035MW www.northsound.co.uk. Pumps out the latest tunes for Aberdeen.



Radio Forth 97.3FM www.radioforth.com. Rock and pop for Edinburgh and around. Forth 2 at 1548MW is their easier-listening stablemate.



Radio Tay 96.4 & 102.8FM, 1161 & 1584MW www.radiotay.co.uk. Dundee’s local radio.



Real Radio 100–101FM www.realradiofm.com. Mainstream pop and shock jocks for the central belt.



SIBC 96.2FM www.sibc.co.uk. Shetland’s own independent station.
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Events and spectator sports

Scotland offers a huge range of cultural and heritage-themed events as well as a packed sporting calendar. Many tourists will home straight in on the Highland Games and other tartan-draped theatricals, but there’s more to Scotland than this: numerous regional celebrations perpetuate ancient customs, and the Edinburgh Festival is an arts celebration unrivalled in size and variety in the world. A few of the smaller, more obscure events, particularly those with a pagan bent, do not always welcome the casual visitor. The tourist board publishes a weighty list of all Scottish events twice a year: it’s free and you can get it from area tourist offices or direct from their headquarters. Full details are at www.visitscotland.com.


Events calendar >
Highland Games >
Football >
Rugby >
Shinty >
Curling >




Events calendar

Dec–Jan

Dec 31 and Jan 1 Hogmanay and Ne’er Day. Traditionally more important to the Scots than Christmas, the occasion is known for the custom of “first-footing”. More popular these days are huge and highly organized street parties, most notably in Edinburgh (www.edinburghshogmanay.org), but also in Aberdeen, Glasgow and other centres.



Jan 1 Stonehaven fireball ceremony. Locals swing fireballs on long sticks to welcome New Year and ward off evil spirits. Also Kirkwall Boys’ and Men’s Ba’ Games, Orkney: mass, drunken football game through the streets of the town, with the castle and the harbour the respective goals. As a grand finale the players jump into the harbour.



Jan 11 Burning of the Clavie, Burghead, Moray www.hogmanay.net/events/burghhead. A burning tar barrel is carried through the town and then rolled down Doorie Hill. Charred fragments of the Clavie offer protection against the evil eye.



Mid- to late Jan Celtic Connections, Glasgow www.celticconnections.com. A major celebration of Celtic and folk music held in venues across the city.



Last Tues in Jan Up-Helly-Aa, Lerwick, Shetland www.visitshetland.com. Norse fire festival culminating in the burning of a specially built Viking longship. Visitors will need an invite from one of the locals, or you can buy a ticket for the Town Hall celebrations.



Jan 25 Burns Night. Scots worldwide get stuck into haggis, whisky and vowel-grinding poetry to commemorate Scotland’s greatest poet, Robert Burns (see also Burns night).




Hogmanay

When hardline Scottish Protestant clerics in the sixteenth century abolished Christmas for being a Catholic mass, the Scots, not wanting to miss out on a mid-winter knees-up, instead put their energy into greeting the New Year, or Hogmanay. Houses were cleaned from top to bottom, debts were paid and quarrels made up, and, after the bells of midnight were rung, great store was laid by welcoming good luck into your house. This still takes the form of the tradition of “first-footing” – visiting your neighbours and bearing gifts. The ideal first-foot is a tall dark-haired male carrying a bottle of whisky; women or redheads, on the other hand, bring bad luck – though, to be honest, no one carrying a bottle of whisky tends to be turned away these days, whatever the colour of their hair. All this neighbourly greeting means a fair bit of partying, and no one is expected to go to work the next day, or, indeed, the day after that. Even today, January 1 is a public holiday in the rest of the UK, but only in Scotland does the holiday extend to the next day too.





Feb–March

Feb Scottish Curling Championship www.royalcaledoniancurlingclub.org, held in a different (indoor) venue each year.



Feb–March Six Nations Rugby tournament, between Scotland, England, Wales, Ireland, France and Italy www.rbs6nations.com. Scotland’s home games are played at Murrayfield stadium in Edinburgh.



March 1 Whuppity Scourie, Lanark. Local children race round the church beating each other with home-made paper weapons in a representation (it’s thought) of the chasing away of winter or the warding off of evil spirits.



April–May

April Scottish Grand National, Ayr www.ayr-racecourse.co.uk. Not quite as testing as the English equivalent steeplechase, but an important event in the Scottish racing calendar. Also Rugby Sevens (seven-a-side tournaments; www.melrose7s.com) in the Borders and the entertaining and inclusive Edinburgh Science Festival www.sciencefestival.co.uk.



April 6 Tartan Day. Over-hyped celebration of ancestry by North Americans of Scottish descent on the anniversary of the Declaration of Arbroath in 1320. Ignored by most Scots in Scotland, other than journalists.



Early May Spirit of Speyside Scotch Whisky Festival (www.spiritofspeyside.com). Four-day binge with pipe bands, gigs and dancing as well as distillery crawls. Shetland Folk Festival (www.shetlandfolkfestival.com). One of the liveliest and most entertaining of Scotland’s round of folk festivals.



May Scottish FA Cup Final. Scotland’s premier football event, played in Glasgow.



Late May Atholl Highlanders Parade at Blair Castle, Perthshire www.blair-castle.co.uk. The annual parade and inspection of Britain’s last private army by their colonel-in-chief, the Duke of Atholl, on the eve of their Highland Games. Also Burns an’ a’ That (www.burnsfestival.com), a modern celebration of poet Robert Burns, including gigs by contemporary pop acts.



June–July

June–Aug Riding of the Marches in border towns such as Hawick, Selkirk, Jedburgh, Langholm and Lauder. The Ridings originated to check the boundaries of common land owned by the town and also to commemorate warfare between the Scots and the English.



June Beginning of the Highland Games season across the Highlands, northeast and Argyll. St Magnus Festival, Orkney, is a classical and folk music, drama, dance and literature festival celebrating the islands www.stmagnusfestival.com. The Edinburgh International Film Festival (www.edfilmfest.org.uk) runs from mid-June for 10 days.



Late June Royal Highland Agricultural Show, at Ingliston near Edinburgh www.royalhighlandshow.org. Old wooden boats and fishing craft gather for the Traditional Boat Festival at Portsoy on the Moray Firth coast (www.scottishtraditionalboatfestival.co.uk). Glasgow International Jazz Festival (www.jazzfest.co.uk).



Early July T in the Park (www.tinthepark.com). Scotland’s biggest outdoor music event, held at Balado near Kinross with a star-studded line-up of contemporary bands.



July Scottish Open Golf Championship. Held each year at Loch Lomond golf course, just before the British Open tournament, which is played in Scotland at least every alternate year.



Late July The Wickerman Festival of alternative music is held near Kirkcudbright (www.thewickermanfestival.co.uk).



Aug–Sept

Aug Edinburgh Festival www.edinburghfestivals.com. One of the world’s great arts jamborees. The Edinburgh Military Tattoo (www.edinburgh-tattoo.co.uk) features floodlit massed pipe bands and drums on the castle esplanade. There’s also the World Pipe Band Championship at Glasgow (www.seeglasgow.com/piping), and plenty more Highland Games.



Early Sept Shinty’s Camanachd Cup Final www.shinty.com. The climax of the season for Scotland’s own stick-and-ball game, normally held in one of the main Highland towns. Also various food festivals and events under the banner of Scottish Food Fortnight (www.scottishfoodfortnight.co.uk).



Late Sept Doors Open Day (www.doorsopendays.org.uk). The one weekend a year when many public and private buildings are open to the public; actual dates vary. Also another Spirit of Speyside Whisky Festival (www.spiritofspeyside.com), and the Scottish Book Town Festival in Wigtown (www.wigtown-booktown.co.uk).



Oct–Nov

Oct Tiree Wave Classic (www.tireewaveclassic.com). Annual event attracting windsurfers from around the world to the breezy Hebridean island.
The National Mod (www.the-mod.co.uk). Held over nine days at a different venue each year, the Mod is a competitive festival and features all aspects of Gaelic performing arts.



Nov 30 St Andrew’s Day. Celebrating Scotland’s patron saint. The town of St Andrews hosts a week of events leading up to it (www.standrewsweek.co.uk).
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Highland Games

Despite their name, Highland Games are held all over Scotland between May and mid-September, varying in size and in the range of events they offer. The Games probably originated in the fourteenth century as a means of recruiting the best fighting men for the clan chiefs, and were popularized by Queen Victoria to encourage the traditional dress, music, games and dance of the Highlands; indeed, various royals still attend the Games at Braemar.

Apart from Braemar, the most famous games take place at Oban and Cowal, but the smaller events are often more fun – like a sort of Highland version of a school sports day. There’s money to be won, too, so the Games are usually pretty competitive. The most distinctive events are known as the “heavies” – tossing the caber (pronounced “kabber”), putting the stone, and tossing the weight over the bar – all of which require prodigious strength and skill and the wearing of a kilt. Tossing the caber is the most spectacular, when the athlete must lift an entire tree trunk up, cupping it in his hands, before running with it and attempting to heave it end over end. Just as important as the sporting events are the piping competitions – for individuals and bands – and dancing competitions, where you’ll see girls as young as 3 tripping the quick, intricate steps of dances such as the Highland Fling.


Burns night


To celebrate the birthday of the country’s best-known poet, Rabbie Burns (1759–96), Scots all over the world gather together for a Burns Supper on January 25. Strictly speaking, a piper should greet the guests until everyone is seated ready to hear the first bit of Burns’ poetry, The Selkirk Grace:

Some hae meat and canna eat,

and some wad eat that want it,

but we hae meat and we can eat,

and sae the Lord be thankit.

At this point the star attraction of the evening, the haggis, is piped in on a silver platter, after which someone reads out Burns’s Ode to a Haggis, beginning with the immortal line, “Fair fa’ your honest, sonsie face/Great chieftain o’ the pudding-race!”. During the recitation, the reader raises a knife (“His knife see Rustic-labour dight”), pierces the haggis, allowing the tasty gore to spill out (“trenching its gushing entrails”), and then toasts the haggis with the final line (“Gie her a Haggis!”). After everyone has tucked into their haggis, tatties and neaps, someone gives a paean to the life of Burns along with more of his poetry. A male guest then has to give a speech in which women are praised (often ironically) through selective quotations from Burns, ending in a Toast to the Lassies. This is followed by a (usually scathing) reply from one of the Lassies, again through judicious use of Burns’s quotes. Finally, there’s a stirring rendition of Burns’s poem, Auld Lang Syne, to the familiar tune.
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Football

Football (soccer) is far and away Scotland’s most popular spectator sport. The national team (accompanied by its distinctive and vocal supporters, known as the “Tartan Army”) is a source of pride and frustation for Scots everywhere. Once a regular at World Cups where they were involved in some memorable matches against the likes of Holland and Brazil, Scotland have failed to qualify for an international tournament since 1998.

The national domestic league established in 1874 is one of the oldest in the world, but today most of the teams that play in it are little known beyond the boundaries of Scotland. The exceptions are the two massive Glasgow teams that dominate the Scottish scene – Rangers and Celtic (known collectively as the “Old Firm”;). The sectarian, and occasionally violent, rivalry between these two is one of the least attractive aspects of Scottish life, and their stranglehold over the Scottish Premier League or SPL (www.scotprem.com) makes the national championship a fairly predictable affair.

As in England, foreign players have flooded the league, to the extent that home-grown players can be in the minority in the Rangers and Celtic teams. However, talented local players still have a stage on which to perform, and the new blend of continental sophistication mixed with Scottish passion and ruggedness makes for a distinctive spectacle.

The season begins in early August and ends in mid-May, with matches on Saturday afternoons at 3pm, and also often on Sunday afternoons and Wednesday evenings. Tickets range from £15 to £25 for big games; the major clubs operate telephone credit-card booking services (see the relevant city’s listings section for details). For a quick overview, see www.scotprem.com which features details of every Scottish club, with news and match-report archives.
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Rugby

Although rugby has always lived under the shadow of football in Scotland, it ranks as one of the country’s major sports. Weekends when the national team is playing a home international at Murrayfield stadium in Edinburgh are colourful occasions, with kilted masses filling the capital’s pubs and lining the streets leading to the ground. Internationals take place in the spring, when Scotland take on the other “home nations”, along with France and Italy, in the annual Six Nations tournament, although there are always fixtures in the autumn against international touring teams such as New Zealand, Australia and South Africa. Tickets for big games are hard to come by; contact the Scottish Rugby Union (0131/346 5000, www.sru.org.uk).

The area where the domestic rugby tradition runs deepest is in the Borders, where towns such as Hawick, Kelso and Galashiels can be gripped by the fortunes of their local team on a Saturday afternoon. The Borders are also the home of seven-a-side rugby, an abridged version of the game that was invented in Melrose in the 1890s and is now played around the world, most notably at the glamorous annual event in Hong Kong. The Melrose Sevens is still the biggest tournament of the year in Scotland (see Feb–March), although you’ll find events at one or other of the Border towns through the spring, most going on right through an afternoon and invoking a festival atmosphere in the large crowd.
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Shinty

Played throughout Scotland but with particular strongholds in the West Highlands and Strathspey, the game of shinty (the Gaelic sinteag means “leap”) arrived from Ireland around 1500 years ago. Until the latter part of the nineteenth century, it was played on an informal basis and teams from neighbouring villages had to come to an agreement about rules before matches could begin. However, in 1893, the Camanachd Association – the Gaelic word for shinty is camanachd – was set up to formalize the rules, and the first Camanachd Cup Final was held in Inverness in 1896. Today, shinty is still fairly close to its Gaelic roots, like the Irish game of hurling, with each team having twelve players including a goalkeeper, and each goal counting for a point. The game, which bears similarities to an undisciplined version of hockey, isn’t for the faint-hearted; it’s played at a furious pace, with sticks – called camans or cammocks – flying alarmingly in all directions. Support is enthusiastic and vocal, and if you’re in the Highlands during the season, which runs from March to October, it’s well worth trying to catch a match: check with tourist offices or the local paper, or go to www.shinty.com.
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Curling

The one winter sport which enjoys a strong Scottish identity is curling (www.royalcaledoniancurlingclub.org), occasionally still played on a frozen outdoor rink, or “pond”, though most commonly these days seen at indoor ice rinks. The game, which involves gently sliding smooth-bottomed 18kg discs of granite called “stones” across the ice towards a target circle, is said to have been invented in Scotland, although its earliest representation is in a sixteenth-century Flemish painting. Played by two teams of four, it’s a highly tactical and skilful sport, enlivened by team members using brushes to sweep the ice furiously in front of a moving stone to help it travel further and straighter. If you’re interested in seeing curling being played, go along to the ice rink in places such as Perth, Pitlochry or Inverness on a winter evening.
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Outdoor activities

Scotland boasts a landscape that, weather conditions apart, is extremely attractive for outdoor pursuits at all levels of fitness and ambition, and legislation enacted by the Scottish Parliament has ensured a right of access to hills, mountains, lochs and rivers. Within striking distance of its cities are two national parks, remote wilderness areas and vast stretches of glens and moorland, while sea-kayakers, sailors and surfers can enjoy excellent conditions along the rugged but beautiful coastline. For more on outdoor activities see our special section.


Walking and climbing >
Winter sports >
Pony trekking and horse-riding >
Cycling and mountain biking >
Air sports >
Golf >
Fishing >
Watersports >




Walking and climbing

The whole of Scotland offers superb opportunities for walking, with some of the finest areas in the ownership of bodies such as the National Trust for Scotland and the John Muir Trust (www.jmt.org); both permit year-round access. Bear in mind, though, that restrictions may be in place during lambing and deerstalking seasons. See www.snh.org.uk/hillphones for information about hiking safely during the stalking season. In addition, the green signposts of the Scottish Rights of Way Society point to established paths and routes all over the country.

There are several long-distance footpaths, such as the well-known West Highland Way, which take between three and seven days to walk, though you can, of course, just do a section of them. Paths are generally well signposted and well supported, with a range of services from bunkhouses to baggage-carrying services. For more on long-distance footpaths see The great outdoors.

Numerous short walks (from accessible towns and villages) and several major walks are touched on in this guide. However, you should only use our notes as general outlines, and always in conjunction with a good map. Where possible, we have given details of the best maps to use – in most cases one of the excellent and reliable Ordnance Survey (OS) series, usually available from local tourist offices, which can also supply other local maps, safety advice and guidebooks/leaflets. We’ve These, as well as a wide range of maps, are available from most of the good outdoor stores scattered around the country.

For relatively gentle walking in the company of knowledgeable locals, look out for guided walks offered by rangers at many National Trust for Scotland, Forest Enterprise and Scottish Natural Heritage sites. These often focus on local wildlife, and the best can lead to some special sightings, such as a badger’s sett or a golden eagle’s eyrie.


Staying safe in the hills


Due to rapid weather changes, the mountains are potentially extremely dangerous and should be treated with respect. Every year, in every season, climbers and walkers lose their lives in the Scottish hills.

• Wear sturdy, ankle-supporting footwear and wear or carry with you warm, brightly coloured and waterproof layered clothing, even for what appears to be an easy expedition in apparently settled weather.

• Always carry adequate maps, a compass (which you should know how to use), food, water and a whistle. If it’s sunny, make sure you use sun protection.

• Check the weather forecast before you go. If the weather looks as if it’s closing in, get down from the mountain fast.

• Always leave word with someone of your route and what time you expect to return, and remember to contact the person again to let them know that you are back.

• In an emergency, call mountain rescue on 999.






Useful contacts for walkers

General information

www.hillphones.info Daily information for hill walkers about deerstalking activities (July–Oct).



www.outdooraccess-scotland.com All you need to know about the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.



www.walking.visitscotland.com Official site from VisitScotland, with good lists of operators, information on long-distance footpaths and details of deerstalking restrictions and contact phone numbers.



www.wildlife.visitscotland.com Highlights the fauna and flora you may spot on a walk.




Midges and ticks


Despite being only just over a millimetre long, and enjoying a life span on the wing of just a few weeks, the midge (genus: culicoides) – a tiny biting fly prevalent in the Highlands (mainly the west coast) and Islands – is considered to be second only to the weather as the major deterrent to tourism in Scotland. There are more than thirty varieties of midge, though only half of these bite humans. Ninety percent of all midge bites are down to the female Culicoides impunctatus or Highland midge (the male does not bite), which has two sets of jaws sporting twenty teeth each; she needs a good meal of blood in order to produce eggs.

These persistent creatures can be a nuisance, but some people also have a violent allergic reaction to midge bites. The easiest way to avoid midges is to visit in the winter, since they only appear between April and October. Midges also favour still, damp, overcast or shady conditions and are at their meanest around sunrise and sunset, when clouds of them can descend on an otherwise idyllic spot. Direct sunlight, heavy rain, noise and smoke discourage them to some degree, though wind is the most effective means of dispersing them. If they appear, cover up exposed skin and get your hands on some kind of repellent. Recommendations include Autan, Eureka, Jungle Formula (widely available from pharmacists) and the herbal remedy citronella. An alternative to repellents for protecting your face, especially if you’re walking or camping, is a midge net, a little like a beekeeper’s hat; though they appear ridiculous at first, you’re unlikely to care as long as they work. The latest deployment in the battle against the midge is a gas-powered machine called a “midge magnet” which sucks up the wee beasties and is supposed to be able to clear up to an acre; each unit costs £400 and upwards, but there’s been a healthy take-up by pubs with beer gardens and by campsite owners.

If you’re walking through long grass or bracken, there’s a possibility that you may receive attention from ticks, tiny parasites no bigger than a pin head, which bury themselves into your skin. Removing ticks by dabbing them with alcohol, butter or oil is now discouraged; the medically favoured way of extracting them is to pull them out carefully with small tweezers. There is a very slight risk of catching some nasty diseases, such as encephalitis, from ticks. If flu-like symptoms persist after a tick bite, you should see a doctor immediately.






Clubs and associations

Mountain Bothies Association www.mountainbothies.org.uk. Charity dedicated to maintaining huts and shelters in the Scottish Highlands.



Mountaineering Council of Scotland 01738/493942, www.mountaineering-scotland.org.uk. The representative body for all mountain activities, with detailed information on access and conservation issues.



Ramblers Association Scotland www.ramblers.org.uk/scotland. Campaigning organization with network of local groups and news on events and issues.



Scottish Mountaineering Club www.smc.org.uk. The largest mountaineering club in the country. A well-respected organization which publishes a popular series of mountain guidebooks.



Tour operators

Adventure Scotland 08702/402676, www.adventure-scotland.com. Highly experienced operator providing a wide range of courses and one-day adventures, from telemark skiing to climbing, kayaking and biking.



Bespoke Highland Tours 01854/612628, www.scotland-inverness.co.uk/bht-main.htm. Offers five-to twelve-day self-led treks with a detailed itinerary along routes such as the Great Glen Way and West Highland Way, organizing baggage transfer and accommodation en route.



Cape Adventure International 01971/521006, www.capeventure.co.uk. From a wonderfully remote northwest location near Kinlochbervie, Cape offers day, weekend and week-long individual and family adventure experiences including wilderness trips, climbing, sea-kayaking and walking.



C-N-Do Scotland 01786/445703, www.cndoscotland.com. Prides itself on offering the “best walking holidays in Scotland”. Munro-bagging for novices and experts with qualified leaders.



G2 Outdoor 07946/285612, www.g2outdoor.co.uk. Personable, highly qualified adventure specialists offering gorge, hillwalking, rock climbing, canoeing and telemark skiing in the Cairngorms.



Glenmore Lodge 01479/861256, www.glenmorelodge.org.uk. Based within the Cairngorm National Park, and internationally recognized as a leader in outdoor skills and leadership training.



Hebridean Pursuits 01631/563594, www.hebrideanpursuits.com. Offers hillwalking and rock climbing in the Hebrides and West Highlands, as well as surf-kayaking and sailing trips.



Nae Limits 08450/178177, www.naelimits.co.uk. This excellent Perthshire-based operator offers everything from wet ’n’ wild rafting to bug canyoning and cliff jumping.



North-West Frontiers 01854/612628, www.nwfrontiers.com. Based in Ullapool, offering guided mountain trips with small groups in the northwest Highlands, Hebrides and even the Shetland Islands. April–Oct.



Rua Reidh Lighthouse Holidays 01445/771263, www.ruareidh.co.uk. From its spectacular northwest location, this company offers guided walks highlighting wildlife, rock climbing courses and week-long treks into the Torridon hills.



Vertical Descents 01855/821593, www.verticaldescents.com. Ideally located for the Glencoe and Fort William area, activities and courses include canyoning, funyakking (a type of rafting) and climbing.



Walkabout Scotland 0131/661 7168, www.walkaboutscotland.com. A great way to get a taste of hiking in Scotland, from exploring Ben Lomond to the Isle of Arran. Guided day and weekend walking from Edinburgh with all transport included.



Wilderness Scotland 0131/625 6635, www.wildernessscotland.com. Guided, self-guided and customized adventure holidays and trips that focus on exploring the remote and unspoiled parts of Scotland by foot, bike, sea-kayak, yacht and even on skis.
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Winter sports

Skiing and snowboarding take place at five different locations in Scotland – Glen Coe, the Nevis Range beside Fort William, Glen Shee, the Lecht and the Cairngorms near Aviemore. The resorts can go for months on end through the winter with insufficient snow, then see the approach roads suddenly made impassable by a glut of the stuff. When the conditions are good, Scotland’s ski resorts have piste and off-piste areas that will challenge even the most accomplished alpine or cross-country skier.

Expect to pay up to £28 for a standard day-pass at one of the resorts, or around £110 for a five-day pass; rental of skis or snowboard comes in at around £25 per day, with reductions for multi-day rents. At weekends, in good weather with decent snow, expect the slopes to be packed with trippers from the central belt, although midweek usually sees queues dissolving. For a comprehensive rundown of all the resorts, including ticket prices and conditions, visit ski.visitscotland.com.

Cross-country skiing (along with the related telemark or Nordic skiing) is becoming increasingly popular in the hills around Braemar near Glenshee and the Cairngorms. The best way to get started or to find out about good routes is to contact an outdoor pursuits company that offers telemark or Nordic rental and instruction; in the Aviemore area try Adventure Scotland or G2 Outdoor. Also check out the Huntly Nordic and Outdoor Centre in Huntly, Aberdeenshire (01466/794428, www.nordicski.co.uk/hnoc). For equipment hire, sales or advice for Nordic and ski mountaineering equipment, contact Mountain Spirit (01479/811788, www.mountainspirit.co.uk) located at the southern entrance to Aviemore village.
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Pony trekking and horse-riding

There are approximately sixty pony trekking or riding centres across the country, most approved by either the Trekking and Riding Society of Scotland (TRSS; www.ridinginscotland.com) or the British Horse Society (BHS; www.bhs.org.uk). As a rule, any centre will offer the option of pony trekking, hacking and trail riding. In addition, a network of special horse-and-rider B&Bs means you can ride independently on your own horse. The Buccleuch Country Ride, a three to four day, 57-mile long route using private tracks, open country and quiet bridleways was the first route of its kind to be opened in Scotland. For more information about this, and the B&B network for riders, contact the Scottish Borders Tourist Board, or visit www.buccleuch.com.
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Cycling and mountain biking

Cycle touring is a great way to see some of the remoter parts of Scotland and navigate city streets (especially in Edinburgh). You’ll find cycle shops in towns but few dedicated cycle lanes. In the countryside it can be tricky finding spare parts unless you are near one of Scotland’s purpose-built mountain-bike trail centres.

Scotland is now regarded as one of the world’s top destinations for off-road mountain biking. The Forestry Commission has established more than 1150 miles of excellent off-road routes. These are detailed in numerous “Cycling in the Forest” leaflets (available from Forest Enterprise offices). Alternatively, get hold of the Scottish Mountain Biking Guide from tourist information centres. Some of the tougher routes are best attempted on full suspension mountain bikes although the easier (blue/green) trails can be ridden on a standard mountain or road bike. Pocket Mountain publish a series of compact cycling guides to the country (www.pocketmountains.com).

For up-to-date information on long-distance routes, including The Great Glen Cycle Way, along with a list of publications detailing specific routes, contact the cyclists campaigning group Sustrans (www.sustrans.co.uk), as well as the organizations listed under Air sports.

Another option is to shell out on a cycling holiday package. Britain’s biggest cycling organization, the Cycle Touring Club, or CTC (www.ctc.org.uk), provides lists of tour operators and rental outlets in Scotland, and supplies members with touring and technical advice, as well as insurance. Visit Scotland’s “Cycling in Scotland” brochure is worth getting hold of, with practical advice and suggestions for itineraries around the country. The tourist board’s “Cyclists Welcome” scheme gives guesthouses and B&Bs around the country a chance to advertise that they’re cyclist-friendly, and able to provide an overnight laundry service, a late meal or a packed lunch.

Transporting your bike by train is a good way of getting to the interesting parts of Scotland without a lot of hard pedalling. Bikes are allowed free on mainline GNER and Virgin Intercity trains, as well as ScotRail trains, but you need to book the space as far in advance as possible. Bus and coach companies, including National Express and Scottish Citylink, rarely accept cycles unless they are dismantled and boxed; one notable exception is the excellent service operated by Dearman coaches (01349/883585, www.timdearmancoaches.co.uk) between Inverness and Durness via Ullapool (May–Sept Mon–Sat, 1 daily). Large towns and tourist centres offer bike rental. Expect to pay £10–20 per day; most outlets also give good discounts for multi-day rents.

Useful contacts for cyclists

Cyclists’ Touring Club 01483/417217, www.ctc.org.uk. Britain’s largest cycling organization, and a good source of general advice; their handbook has lists of cyclist-friendly B&Bs and cafés in Scotland. Annual membership £34.



Forest Enterprise 0845/367 3787, www.forestry.gov.uk/mtbscotland. The best source of information on Scotland’s extensive network of forest trails – ideal for mountain-biking at all levels of ability.



Full On Adventure 07885/835838, www.fullonadventure.co.uk. Among its many offerings, provides fully guided mountain-bike tours of Highland trails.



Highland Wildcat Trails www.highlandwildcat.com. Scotland’s most northerly dedicated mountain-bike centre complete with one of the country’s longest downhill tracks.



The Hub in the Forest 01721/721736, www.thehubintheforest.co.uk. One of Scotland’s most established mountain-bike centres with a huge network of trails for all abilities in Glentress Forest near Peebles.



MBHI Bikes 07780/940342, www.mbhi.co.uk. Whether for bike hire or a guided trip, this Cromarty-based operator is ideal if touring the east coast above Inverness.



Nevis Range www.ridefortwilliam.co.uk. For information on all the trails around Fort William, including the home of Scotland’s World Cup downhill and cross-country tracks (May–Oct) at Nevis Range.



North Sea Cycle Route www.northsea-cycle.com. Signposted 3725-mile (6000-km) route round seven countries fringing the North Sea, including 772 miles (1242km) in Scotland along the east coast and in Orkney and Shetland.



Scottish Cycle Safaris 0131/556 5560, www.cyclescotland.co.uk. Fully organized cycle tours at all levels, from camping to country-house hotels, with a good range of bikes available for rent, from tandems to children’s bikes.



Scottish Cycling 0131/652 0187, www.scottishcycling.com. Produces an annual handbook and calendar of cycling events (£8) – mainly road, mountain-bike and track races.



Spokes 0131/313 2114, www.spokes.org.uk. Active Edinburgh cycle campaign group with plenty of good links and news on events and cycle-friendly developments.



Wild Adventures 01479/851374, www.wild-adventures.co.uk. A Speyside operator offering skills courses and biking holidays.



WolfTrax Mountain Bike Centre 01528/544786, www.forestry.gov.uk/wolftrax. This Central Highland bike centre near Newtonmore has over ten miles of routes for every standard of rider, bike hire and an excellent café.
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Air sports

Scotland has its fair share of fine sunny days, when it’s hard to beat scanning majestic mountain peaks, lochs and endless forests from the air. Whether you’re a willing novice or an expert paraglider or skydiver, there are centres just outside Glasgow, Edinburgh and Perth which will cater to your needs. There are also opportunities to try ballooning and gliding.

British Gliding Association 0116/253 1051, www.gliding.co.uk. Governing body for gliding enthusiasts and schools across the UK with information on where to find many clubs in Scotland.



Cloudbusters 07899/878509, www.cloudbusters.co.uk. Highly reputable paragliding school which runs taster and fully accredited paragliding courses in the Lanarkshire hills outside Glasgow each weekend of the year. Around £120.



Flying Fever 01770/303899, www.flyingfever.net. Based on the stunning Isle of Arran, forty miles southwest of Glasgow. From March–Oct, fully accredited paragliding courses and tandem flights can be enjoyed for around £100.



Skydive St Andrews 01334/880678, www.skydivestandrews.co.uk. Year-round, highly professional, fully accredited parachute school that offers tandem, solo “static” line and “accelerated free-fall courses” over the Fife countryside. Tandem jump from £250.



Skydive Strathallan 01764/662572, www.skydivestrathallan.co.uk. Located just outside Auchterarder, this non-commercial school operates year-round. Tandem jump from £250.
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Golf

There are more than four hundred golf courses in Scotland, where the game is less elitist and more accessible than anywhere else in the world. Golf in its present form took shape in the fifteenth century on the dunes of Scotland’s east coast, and today you’ll find some of the oldest courses in the world on these coastal sites, known as “links”. It’s often possible to turn up and play, though it’s sensible to phone ahead; booking is essential for the championship courses.

Public courses are owned by the local council, while private courses belong to a club. You can play on both – occasionally the private courses require that you are a member of another club, and the odd one asks for introductions from a member, but these rules are often waived for overseas visitors and all you need to do is pay a one-off fee. The cost of a round will set you back around £10 on a small nine-hole course, and more than £50 on many good-quality eighteen-hole courses.

St Andrews is the top destination for golfers: it’s the home of the Royal and Ancient Golf Club, the body that regulates the rules of the game. Go to www.scotlands-golf-courses.com for contacts, scorecards and maps of signature holes for most main courses. If you’re coming to Scotland primarily to play golf, it’s worth shelling out for one of the various multi-course passes or packages available that gives you access to a number of courses in any one region. There’s more information at www.scottishgolf.com and www.visitscotland.com/golf.
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Fishing

Scotland’s serrated coastline – with the deep sea lochs of the west, the firths of the east and the myriad offshore islands – ranks among the cleanest coasts in Europe. Combine this with an abundance of salmon, sea trout, brown trout and pike, acres of open space and easy access, and you have a wonderful location for game-, coarse- or sea-fishing.

No licence is needed to fish in Scotland, although nearly all land is privately owned and its fishing therefore controlled by a landlord/lady or his/her agent. Permission, however, is usually easy to obtain: permits can be bought at local tackle shops, rural post offices or through fishing clubs in the area – if in doubt, ask at the nearest tourist office. Salmon and sea trout have strict seasons, which usually stretch from late August to late February. Individual tourist offices will know the precise dates, or see Visit Scotland’s excellent “Fish Scotland” brochure (www.fishpal.com/VisitScotland). For more information and contacts see www.fishscotland.co.uk.
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Watersports

Opportunities for sailing are outstanding. However, even in summer the full force of the North Atlantic can be felt, and changeable conditions combined with tricky tides and rocky shores demand good sailing and navigational skills. Yacht charters are available from various ports, either bareboat or in yachts run by a skipper and crew; contact Sail Scotland (www.sailscotland.co.uk) or the Associated Scottish Yacht Charters (www.asyc.co.uk).

An alternative way to enjoy Scotland under sail is to spend a week at a sailing school. Many schools, as well as small boat rental operations dotted along the coast, will rent sailing dinghies by the hour or day, as well as windsurfers, though you’ll always need a wet suit. Scotland’s top spots for windsurfing and kitesurfing are Troon on the Ayrshire coast, St Andrews and Tiree. The last named is internationally renowned for its beaches and waves and has an excellent surf, windsurfing and kitesurfing school, Wild Diamond Watersports (www.surfschoolscotland.co.uk).

In recent years sea-kayaking has witnessed an explosion in popularity, with a host of operators offering sea-kayaking lessons and expeditions across the country. Canoe Scotland (www.canoescotland.org) offer useful advice, while Glenmore Lodge (www.glenmorelodge.org.uk), Canoe Hebrides (www.canoehebrides.com), Uist Outdoor Centre (www.seakayakouterhebrides.co.uk) and Skyak Adventures (www.skyakadventures.com) are highly reputable for either training or tours.

Surfing

In addition to sea-kayaking, Scotland is fast gaining a reputation as a surfing destination. However, the northern coastline lies on the same latitude as Alaska and Iceland, so the water temperature is very low: even in midsummer it rarely exceeds 15°C, and in winter can drop to as low as 7°C. The one vital accessory, therefore, is a good wet suit (ideally a 5/3mm steamer), wet-suit boots and, outside summer, gloves and a hood, too.

Many of the best spots are surrounded by stunning scenery, and you’d be unlucky to encounter another surfer for miles. However, this isolation – combined with the cold water and big, powerful waves – means that many of the best locations can only be enjoyed by experienced surfers. If you’re a beginner, consider a lesson with a BSA-qualified coach such as Craig “Suds” Sutherland at Wild Diamond Watersports in Tiree (07793/063849, www.surfschoolscotland.co.uk).

Surf shops rent or sell equipment and provide good information about local breaks and events on the surfing scene. Two further sources of information are Surf UK by Wayne “Alf” Alderson (Fernhurst Books; £14.95), with details on more than four hundred breaks around Britain, and the British Surfing Association (www.britsurf.co.uk).


The best Scottish surf breaks


*Brimm’s Ness Five miles west of Thurso. A selection of reef breaks that pick up the smallest of swells.

Fraserburgh Thirty-nine miles north of Aberdeen. A number of beach and reef breaks – beginners should stick to the beach.

Machrihanish Bay Mull of Kintyre. Four miles of beach breaks on one of Scotland’s loneliest peninsulas.

Pease Bay Near Dunbar, 26 miles east of Edinburgh. A popular break suited to all abilities; can get very crowded.

*Thurso East Just below the castle. One of the best right-hand reef breaks in Europe.

*Torrisdale Bay Bettyhill, 32 miles west of Thurso. An excellent right-hand river-mouth break.

*Valtos On the Uig peninsula, Lewis. A break on one of the Outer Hebrides’ most exquisite shell-sand beaches.

* Experienced surfers only






Surf information, shops and schools

Adventure Sports 13 High St, Dunbar 01368/869734, www.c2cadventure.com. Year-round surfing lessons and surf safaris across Scotland.



Boardwise 1146 Argyle St, Glasgow 0870/750 4423, www.boardwise.com; 4 Lady Lawson St, Edinburgh 0870/750 4420. Surf gear, clothes and short-term rental.



Clan Surf 45 Hyndland St, Partick, Glasgow 0141/339 6523, www.clanskates.co.uk. Combined surf, skate and snowboard shop. Lessons available.



ESP 5–7 Moss St, Elgin 01343/550129. Sales and rental only.



Granite Reef 45 The Green, Aberdeen 01224/252752, www.granitereef.com. Sales, hire and lessons.



Tempest Surf Riverside Road, Thurso 01847/892500. At the harbourside, you’ll find lessons, a shop and a café that may tempt you to remain snug indoors.



Wild Diamond Watersports Isle of Tiree, 07793/063849, www.surfschoolscotland.co.uk. Professional instruction and hire for surfing, windsurfing, kitesurfing and kayaking.
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Costs

Scotland is a relatively expensive place to visit, with travel, food and accommodation costs higher than the EU average. The minimum expenditure for a couple travelling on public transport, self-catering and camping, is in the region of £30 each a day, rising to around £50 a day if you’re staying at hostels and eating the odd meal out. Staying at budget B&Bs, eating at unpretentious restaurants and visiting the odd tourist attraction, means that you’re looking at at least £75 each per day; if you’re renting a car, staying in comfortable B&Bs or hotels and eating well, you should reckon on at least £100 a day per person.

< Back to Travel essentials

Crime and personal safety

For the most part the Scottish police are approachable and helpful to visitors. If you’re lost in a major town, asking a police officer is generally the quickest way to get help. As with any country, Scotland’s major towns and cities have their danger spots, but these tend to be inner-city housing estates where no tourist has any reason to roam. The chief urban risk is pickpocketing, so carry only as much money as you need, and keep all bags and pockets fastened. Out in the Highlands and Islands, crime levels are very low. Should you have anything stolen or be involved in some incident that requires reporting, contact the local police station (listed in the Guide for the major cities); the 999 (or 112) number should only be used in emergencies – in other words if someone is in immediate danger or a crime is taking place.
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Discounts

Most attractions in Scotland offer concessions for senior citizens, the unemployed, full-time students and children under 16, with under-5s being admitted free almost everywhere – proof of eligibility will be required in most cases. Family tickets are often available for those travelling with kids.

Once obtained, youth/student ID cards soon pay for themselves in savings. Full-time students are eligible for the International Student Identity Card or ISIC (www.isiccard.com), which costs around £10 and entitles the bearer to special air, rail and bus fares, and discounts at museums, theatres and other attractions. If you’re not a student, but you’re 25 or younger, you can get an International Youth Travel Card or IYTC, which costs the same as the ISIC and carries the same benefits.
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Electricity

The current is the EU standard of approximately 230v AC. All sockets are designed for British three-pin plugs, which are totally different from the rest of the EU. North American appliances need a transformer and adapter; Australasian appliances need only an adapter.
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Emergencies

For police, fire and ambulance services phone 999.
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Entry requirements

Citizens of all European countries – except Albania, Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and all the former Soviet republics (other than the Baltic states) – can enter Britain with just a passport, for up to three months (and indefinitely if you’re from the EU). US, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand citizens can stay for up to six months, providing they have a return ticket and adequate funds to cover their stay. Citizens of most other countries require a visa, obtainable from the British consulate or mission office in the country of application.

Note that visa regulations are subject to frequent changes, so it’s always wise to contact the nearest British embassy or high commission before you travel. If you visit www.ukvisas.gov.uk, you can download the full range of application forms and information leaflets and find out the contact details of your nearest embassy or consulate. In addition, an independent charity, the Immigration Advisory Service or IAS (www.iasuk.org), offers free and confidential advice to anyone applying for entry clearance into the UK.

If you want to extend your visa, you should contact the UK Border Agency (www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk), a month before the expiry date given in your passport.
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Gay and lesbian travellers

Both Glasgow and Edinburgh have reasonably prominent gay and lesbian communities, with a well-established network of bars, cafés, nightclubs, support groups and events. In Edinburgh, the area around Broughton Street is the heart of the city’s “pink triangle”, while in Glasgow the scene is mostly found in the Merchant City area; our entertainment listings for both cities include a number of gay bars and clubs. Elsewhere in Scotland, there are one or two gay bars in both Aberdeen and Dundee, and support and advice groups dotted around the country. Details for these, and many other aspects of the gay scene in Scotland, can be found on the website for the monthly Scotsgay newspaper (www.scotsgay.co.uk).
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Health

Pharmacists (known as chemists in Scotland) can dispense only a limited range of drugs without a doctor’s prescription. Most pharmacies are open standard shop hours; local newspapers carry lists of late-opening pharmacies, or you can contact the local police for current details.

If your condition is serious enough, you can turn up at the Accident and Emergency (A&E) department of local hospitals for complaints that require immediate attention. Obviously, if it’s an absolute emergency, ring for an ambulance (999). These services are free to all. You can also get free medical advice from NHS Direct, the health service’s 24-hour helpline (0845/4647, www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk).
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Insurance

Even though EU health-care privileges apply in the UK, it’s as well to take out travel insurance before travelling to cover against theft, loss and illness or injury. For non-EU citizens, it’s worth checking whether you are already covered before you buy a new policy. If you need to take out insurance, you might want to consider the travel insurance deal we offer. For details, see Rough Guides travel insurance.


Rough Guides travel insurance

Rough Guides has teamed up with WorldNomads.com to offer great travel insurance deals. Policies are available to residents of more than 150 countries, with cover for a wide range of adventure sports, 24hour emergency assistance, high levels of medical and evacuation cover and a stream of travel safety information. Roughguides.com users can take advantage of their policies online 24/7, from anywhere in the world – even if you’re already travelling. And since plans often change when you’re on the road, you can extend your policy and even claim online. Roughguides.com users who buy travel insurance with WorldNomads.com can also leave a positive footprint and donate to a community development project. For more information go to www.roughguides.com/shop.
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Internet

Internet cafés are most common in the big cities and towns, though you’ll usually find somewhere you can get online even in the Highlands and Islands. The tourist office should be able to help – sometimes they will have an access point – and public libraries often provide cheap or free access. If you have your own laptop or smart phone, it’s relatively easy to find a café, bar, restaurant, B&B or hotel that offers wi-fi, either for a fee or for free. The site www.kropla.com gives useful details of how to plug in your laptop when abroad, phone country codes around the world and information about electrical systems in different countries.
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Laundry

Coin-operated laundries can be found in Scottish cities and towns, but are becoming less and less common. A wash followed by a spin or tumble dry costs about £3; a “service wash” (having your laundry done for you in a few hours) costs about £2 extra. In the remoter regions of Scotland, you’ll have to rely on hostel and campsite laundry facilities.
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Mail

A stamp for a first-class letter to anywhere in the British Isles currently costs 41p and should arrive the next day; second-class letters cost 32p, taking three days. Note that there are now size restrictions: letters over 240 x 165 x 5mm are designated as “Large letters” and are correspondingly more expensive to send. Postcards and airmail letters of less than 10g cost 60p to the rest of Europe and should get there within three days; to the rest of the world they cost 67p and should get there within five days. Note, however, that in many parts of the Highlands and Islands there will only be one or two mail collections each day, often at lunchtime or even earlier. Stamps can be bought at post office counters or from newsagents and local shops, although they usually only sell books of four or ten stamps.

For general postal enquiries phone 0845/774 0740 (Mon–Fri 8am–6pm, Sat 8am–1pm), or visit the website www.royalmail.com. Main post offices are open Monday to Friday 9am–5.30pm, Saturday 9am–noon. However, in small communities you’ll find post office counters operating out of a shop, shed or even a private house and these will often keep extremely restricted hours.
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Maps

The most comprehensive maps of Scotland are produced by the Ordnance Survey or OS (www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk), renowned for their accuracy and clarity. Scotland is covered by 85 maps in the 1:50,000 (pink) Landranger series which shows enough detail to be useful for most walkers and cyclists. There’s more detail still in the full-colour 1:25,000 (orange) Explorer series, which covers Scotland in around 170 maps. The full Ordnance Survey range is only available at a few big-city stores or online, although in any walking district of Scotland you’ll find the relevant maps in local shops or tourist offices. If you’re planning a walk of more than a couple of hours in duration, or intend to walk in the Scottish hills at all, it is strongly recommended that you carry the relevant OS map and familiarize yourself with how to navigate using it.

Virtually every service station in Scotland stocks at least one large-format road atlas, covering all of Britain at around three miles to one inch, and generally including larger-scale plans of major towns. For an overview of the whole of Scotland on one map, Estate Publications’ Scotland (1:500,000) is produced in cooperation with various local tourist boards and is designed to highlight places of interest. They also produce regional maps that mark all the major tourist sights as well as youth hostels and campsites, perfect if you’re driving or cycling round one particular region. These are available from just about every tourist office in Scotland.
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Money

The basic unit of currency in the UK is the pound sterling (£), divided into 100 pence (p). Coins come in denominations of 1p, 2p, 5p, 10p, 20p, 50p, £1 and £2. Bank of England £5, £10, £20 and £50 banknotes are legal tender in Scotland; in addition the Bank of Scotland (HBOS), the Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) and the Clydesdale Bank issue their own banknotes in all the same denominations, plus a £100 note. All Scottish notes are legal tender throughout the UK, no matter what shopkeepers south of the border might say. In general, few people use £50 or £100 notes, and shopkeepers are likely to treat them with suspicion, since forgeries are widespread. At the time of going to press, £1 was worth around $1.60, €1.20, Can$1.60, Aus$1.60 and NZ$2.15. For the most up-to-date exchange rates, check the useful website www.xe.com.

Credit/debit cards are by far the most convenient way to carry your money, and most hotels, shops and restaurants in Scotland accept the major brand cards. In every sizeable town in Scotland, and in some surprisingly small places too, you’ll find a branch of at least one of the big Scottish high-street banks, usually with an ATM attached. However, on some islands, and in remoter parts, you may find there is only a mobile bank that runs to a timetable (usually available from the local post office). General banking hours are Monday to Friday from 9 or 9.30am to 4 or 5pm, though some branches are open until slightly later on Thursdays. Post offices charge no commission, have longer opening hours, and are therefore often a good place to change money and cheques. Lost or stolen credit/debit cards should be reported to the police and the following numbers: Mastercard 0800/964767; Visa 0800/891725.
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Opening hours and public holidays

Traditional shop hours in Scotland are Monday to Saturday 9am to 5.30 or 6pm. In the bigger towns and cities, many places now stay open on Sundays and late at night on Thursdays or Fridays. Large supermarkets typically stay open till 8pm or 10pm and a few manage 24-hour opening (excluding Sunday). However, there are also plenty of towns and villages where you’ll find precious little open on a Sunday, with many small towns also retaining an “early closing day” – often Wednesday – when shops close at 1pm. In the Highlands and Islands you’ll find precious few attractions open outside the tourist season (Easter to Oct), though ruins, parks and gardens are normally accessible year-round. Note that last entrance can be an hour (or more) before the published closing time.


Public holidays

Official bank holidays in Scotland operate on: January 1 and 2; Good Friday; the first and last Monday in May; last Monday in August; St Andrew’s Day (Nov 30), Christmas Day (Dec 25); and Boxing Day (Dec 26). In addition, all Scottish towns have one-day holidays in spring, summer and autumn – dates vary from place to place but normally fall on a Monday. While many local shops and business close on these days, few tourist-related businesses observe the holidays, particularly in the summer months.
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Phones

Public payphones are found in the Highlands and Islands, though with the ubiquity of mobile phones they’re now less common and less assiduously maintained. Payphones take all coins from 10p upwards, some take only phonecards and credit cards, and others take all three – the minimum charge is usually 60p. Phonecards are available from post offices and newsagents, but discount call-cards with a PIN are generally cheaper for international calls.

If you’re taking your mobile/cellphone with you to Scotland, check with your service provider whether your phone will work abroad and what the call charges will be. Unless you have a tri-band phone, it’s unlikely that a mobile bought for use in the US will work outside the States and vice versa. Mobiles in Australia and New Zealand generally use the same system as the UK so should work fine. All the main UK networks cover the Highlands and Islands, though you’ll still find many places in among the hills or out on the islands where there’s no signal at all. If you’re in a rural area and having trouble with reception, simply ask a local where the strongest signals are found nearby.


Phoning home


To Australia 0061 + area code without the zero + number

To Ireland 00353 + area code without the zero + number

To New Zealand 0064 + area code without the zero + number

To South Africa 0027 + area code without the zero + number

To US and Canada 001 + area code + number






Throughout this guide, every phone number is prefixed by the area code, which is separated from the number by an oblique slash. You don’t have to dial the code if you’re calling from within the same area, unless you’re using a mobile phone. Any number with the prefix 0800, 0808 and 0500 prefixes are free of charge from land lines (but not necessarily mobiles). Beware of premium-rate numbers, which are common for pre-recorded information services – and usually have the prefix 09.


Operator services


Domestic operator 100

International operator 155

Domestic directory assistance 118 500

International directory assistance 118 505
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Time

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) – equivalent to Co-ordinated Universal Time (UTC) – is used from the end of October to the end of March; for the rest of the year the country switches to British Summer Time (BST), one hour ahead of GMT.
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Tipping

There are no fixed rules for tipping. If you think you’ve received good service, particularly in restaurants or cafés, you may want to leave a tip of ten percent of the total bill (unless service has already been included). It’s not normal, however, to leave tips in pubs, although bar staff are sometimes offered drinks, which they may accept in the form of money. The only other occasions when you’ll be expected to tip are in hairdressers, taxis, and upmarket hotels where porters, bellboys and table waiters rely on being tipped to bump up their often dismal wages.

< Back to Travel essentials

Tourist information

The official tourist board is known as VisitScotland (www.visitscotland.com) and they run tourist offices (often called Visitor or Tourist Information Centres, or even “TICs”) in virtually every Scottish town. Opening hours are often fiendishly complex and often change at short notice; consequently, we’ve simply put the days and months in which the offices are open in the relevant sections throughout the book. Beware that phone enquiries are often directed to a central call centre in Livingstone, where the staff have no knowledge of local information other than what appears on their computer screen. Consequently, we’ve only given telephone numbers for tourist offices where you’ve got a good chance of getting through to that specific office.

As well as being stacked full of souvenirs and other gifts, most TICs have a decent selection of leaflets, displays, maps and books relating to the local area. The staff are usually helpful and will do their best to help with enquiries about accommodation, local transport, attractions and restaurants, although it’s worth being aware that they’re sometimes reluctant to divulge information about local attractions or accommodation which are not paid-up members of the Tourist Board – and a number of perfectly decent guesthouses and the like choose not to pay the fees.


Historic Scotland and National Trust for Scotland

Many of Scotland’s most treasured sights – from castles and country houses to islands, gardens and tracts of protected landscape – come under the control of the privately run National Trust for Scotland (www.nts.org.uk) or the state-run Historic Scotland (www.historic-scotland.gov.uk); we’ve quoted “NTS” or “HS” respectively for each site reviewed in this guide. Both organizations charge an admission fee for most places, and these can be quite high, especially for the more grandiose NTS estates. If you think you’ll be visiting more than half a dozen NTS properties, or more than a dozen HS ones, it’s worth taking annual membership, which costs around £40 (HS) or £46 (NTS), and allows free admission to their properties. In addition, both the NTS and HS offer short-term passes: the NTS has the Discovery Ticket, which costs between £20 for an adult ticket lasting three days to £60 for a family ticket lasting fourteen days; and the HS’s Explorer Pass, ranging from £22 for three days (out of five) to £63 for seven days (out of fourteen) for a family.
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Travellers with disabilities

Scottish attitudes towards travellers with disabilities still lag behind advances towards independence made in North America and Australia. Access to many public buildings has improved, with legislation ensuring that all new buildings have appropriate facilities. It’s worth keeping in mind, however, that installing ramps, lifts, wide doorways and disabled toilets is impossible or inappropriate in many of Scotland’s older and historic buildings. Most trains in Scotland have wheelchair lifts and assistance is, in theory, available at all manned stations – for more, go to www.scotrail.co.uk and click on “Facilities”. Wheelchair-users and blind or partially sighted people are automatically given thirty to forty percent reductions on train fares, and people with other disabilities are eligible for the Disabled Persons Railcard (£18 per year; www.disabledpersons-railcard.co.uk), which gives a third off most tickets. There are no bus discounts for the disabled. Car rental firm Avis will fit their cars with Lynx Hand Controls for free as long as you give them a few days’ notice. As for accommodation, modified suites for people with disabilities do exist, but are often available only at higher-priced establishments and perhaps the odd B&B.
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Websites

Throughout the Guide, we’ve included websites for specific accommodation, museums, galleries, transport, entertainment venues and other attractions. If you’re looking for more general information about Scotland, or just a different take on things, then the list below is a useful starting point.

adventure.visitscotland.com Tourist-board site cataloguing various Scottish adventure-holiday options, everything from pony trekking to mountain biking.



www.ceolas.org/ceolas.html A very informative Celtic music site, both historical and contemporary, with lots of music to listen to.



www.geo.ed.ac.uk/home/scotland/scotland.html Edinburgh University’s Geography Department gives you an introduction to Scottish history, geography and politics, with a myriad of links.



www.met-office.gov.uk The nation’s favourite topic, the weather, discussed in detail with full regional (and shipping) forecasts.



sco.wikipedia.org Wikipedia in the Scots vernacular.



www.scottish-islands-federation.co.uk Lots of information and useful links for the Scottish islands from Arran to Shetland.



shetlopedia.com Shetland’s very own version of Wikipedia.



www.stonepages.com/scotland Strangely compelling website for those hooked on cairns and stone circles.
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Working in Scotland

All Swiss nationals and EEA citizens (except those from Bulgaria and Romania) can work in Scotland without a permit, although citizens of the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia or Slovenia must register under the Worker Registration Scheme. Other nationals need a work permit in order to work legally in the UK, with eligibility worked out on a points-based system. There are exceptions to the above rules, although these are constantly changing, so for the latest regulations visit www.ukvisas.gov.uk
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Edinburgh and the Lothians – Part 1

Venerable, dramatic EDINBURGH, the showcase capital of Scotland, is a historic, cosmopolitan and cultured city. The setting is wonderfully striking: perched on a series of extinct volcanoes and rocky crags which rise from the generally flat landscape of the Lothians, with the sheltered shoreline of the Firth of Forth to the north. “My own Romantic town”, Sir Walter Scott called it, although it was another native author, Robert Louis Stevenson, who perhaps best captured the feel of his “precipitous city”, declaring that “No situation could be more commanding for the head of a kingdom; none better chosen for noble prospects.”

The centre has two distinct parts, divided by Princes Street Gardens, which runs roughly east–west under the shadow of Edinburgh Castle, in the very heart of the city. To the north, the dignified, Grecian-style New Town was immaculately laid out in the eighteenth century during the Age of Reason, after the announcement of a plan to improve conditions in the city. The Old Town, on the other hand, with its tortuous alleys and tightly packed closes, is unrelentingly medieval, associated in popular imagination with the city’s underworld lore of murderers Burke and Hare and of schizophrenic Deacon Brodie, inspiration for Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Indeed, Edinburgh’s ability to capture the literary imagination has seen it dubbed a “World City of Literature” by UNESCO, the same organization that previously conferred World Heritage Site status on a large section of the centre covering both Old and New towns.

Set on the hill that rolls down from the fairy-tale Castle to the royal Palace of Holyroodhouse, the Old Town preserves all the key landmarks from its role as a historic capital, augmented by the dramatic and unusual new Scottish Parliament building, opposite the palace. A few hundred yards away, a tantalizing glimpse of the wild beauty of Scotland’s scenery can be had in Holyrood Park, an extensive area of open countryside dominated by Arthur’s Seat, the largest and most impressive of the city’s volcanoes.

In August, around a million visitors flock to the city for the Edinburgh Festival, in fact a series of separate festivals that make up the largest arts extravaganza in the world. Among Edinburgh’s many museums, the exciting National Museum of Scotland houses 10,000 of Scotland’s most precious artefacts, while the National Gallery of Scotland and its offshoot, the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, house two of Britain’s finest collections of paintings.

On a less elevated theme, the city’s distinctive pubs, allied to its brewing and distilling traditions, make it a great drinking city. Its four universities, plus several colleges, mean that there is a youthful presence for most of the year – a welcome corrective to the stuffiness that is often regarded as Edinburgh’s Achilles heel. Beyond the city centre, the most lively area is Leith, the city’s medieval port, whose seedy edge is softened by a series of great bars and upmarket seafood restaurants, along with the presence of the former royal yacht Britannia, now open to visitors. The wider rural hinterland of Edinburgh, known as the Lothians, mixes rolling countryside and attractive country towns with some impressive historic ruins. In East Lothian, blustery cliff-top paths lead to the romantic battlements of Tantallon Castle, while nearby North Berwick, home of the Scottish Seabird Centre, looks out to the gannet-covered Bass Rock. The most famous sight in Midlothian is the mysterious fifteenth-century Rosslyn Chapel, while West Lothian boasts the towering, roofless Linlithgow Palace, thirty minutes from Edinburgh by train. To the northwest of the city, the dramatic steel geometry of the Forth Rail Bridge is best seen by walking across the parallel road bridge, starting at South Queensferry.
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Highlights


The Old Town The evocative heart of the historic city, with its tenements, closes, courtyards, ghosts and catacombs cheek-by-jowl with many of Scotland’s most important buildings. 



Edinburgh Castle Perched on an imposing volcanic crag, the castle dominates Scotland’s capital, its ancient battlements protecting the Crown Jewels. 



Scottish Parliament Enric Miralles’ quirky yet thrilling design is a dramatic modern presence in Holyrood’s historic royal precinct. 



Holyrood Park Wild moors, rocky crags and an 800ft-high peak (Arthur’s Seat), all slap in the middle of the city. 



Museum of Scotland The treasures of Scotland’s past housed in a dynamic and superbly conceived building. 



Café Royal Circle Bar In a city filled with fine drinking spots, there are few finer pubs in which to sample a pint of local 80-shilling beer; order six oysters (once the city’s staple food) to complete the experience. 



The Edinburgh Festival The world’s biggest arts festival transforms the city every August: bewildering, inspiring, exhausting and endlessly entertaining. 
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Some history

It was during the Dark Ages that the name Edinburgh – at least in its early forms of Dunedin or Din Eidyn (“fort of Eidyn”) – first appeared. The strategic fort atop the Castle Rock volcano served as Scotland’s southernmost border post until 1018, when King Malcolm I established the River Tweed as the permanent frontier. In the reign of Malcolm Canmore in the late eleventh century the Castle became one of the main seats of the court, and the town, which was given privileged status as a royal burgh, began to grow. In 1128 King David established Holyrood Abbey at the foot of the slope, later allowing its monks to found a separate burgh, known as Canongate.

Robert the Bruce granted Edinburgh a new charter in 1329, giving it jurisdiction over the nearby port of Leith, and during the following century the prosperity brought by foreign trade enabled the newly fortified city to establish itself as the permanent capital of Scotland. Under King James IV, the city enjoyed a short but brilliant Renaissance era, which saw not only the construction of a new palace alongside Holyrood Abbey, but also the granting of a royal charter to the College of Surgeons, the earliest in the city’s long line of academic and professional bodies.

This period came to an abrupt end in 1513 with the calamitous defeat by the English at the Battle of Flodden, which led to several decades of political instability. In the 1540s King Henry VIII’s attempt to force a royal union with Scotland led to the sack of Edinburgh, prompting the Scots to turn to France: French troops arrived to defend the city, while the young queen Mary was dispatched to Paris as the promised bride of the Dauphin, later (briefly) François II of France. While the French occupiers succeeded in removing the English threat, they themselves antagonized the locals, who had become increasingly sympathetic to the ideals of the Reformation. When the radical preacher John Knox returned from exile in 1555, he quickly won over the city to his Calvinist message.

James VI’s rule saw the foundation of the University of Edinburgh in 1582, but following the Union of the Crowns in 1603 the city was totally upstaged by London: although James promised to visit every three years, it was not until 1617 that he made his only return trip. In 1633 Charles I visited Edinburgh for his coronation, but soon afterwards precipitated a crisis by introducing episcopacy to the Church of Scotland, in the process making Edinburgh a bishopric for the first time. Fifty years of religious turmoil followed, culminating in the triumph of Presbyterianism. Despite these vicissitudes, Edinburgh grew throughout the seventeenth century – although, constrained by its city walls, it was forced to build both upwards and inwards.

The Union of the Parliaments of 1707 dealt a further blow to Edinburgh’s political prestige, though by guaranteeing the preservation of the Church of Scotland and the legal and educational systems the act ensured that the city was never relegated to a purely provincial role. Indeed, the second half of the eighteenth century saw Edinburgh achieve the height of its intellectual influence, led by natives such as David Hume and Adam Smith. Around the same time, the city began to expand beyond its medieval boundaries, laying out the New Town, a masterpiece of the Neoclassical style.

Industrialization affected Edinburgh less than any other major city in the nation, and it never lost its white-collar character. Through the Victorian era Edinburgh cemented its role as a conservative bastion of the establishment, controlling Scotland’s legal, ecclesiastical and education systems. Indeed, the city underwent an enormous urban expansion in the course of the nineteenth century, annexing, among many other small burghs, the large port of Leith.

In 1947 Edinburgh was chosen to host the great International Festival which served as a symbol of the new peaceful European order; despite some hiccups, it has flourished ever since, in the process helping to make tourism a mainstay of the local economy. During the 1980s Glasgow, previously the poor relation but always a tenacious rival, began to challenge the city’s status as a cultural centre, and it took the re-establishment of a devolved Scottish Parliament in 1999 for Edinburgh to reassert its status in a meaningful way. With debates, decisions and demonstrations about crucial aspects of the government of Scotland taking place in Edinburgh, there was a marked upturn in the perceived importance of the city, augmented by notable achievements in scientific research and the arts. The city’s financial sector burgeoned, with the Royal Bank of Scotland becoming the second largest banking group in the UK in the early years of the new century. Its near collapse and subsequent bail-out by the government during the 2009 economic crisis dented not just the city’s self-confidence, but also the arguments made by nationalist politicians that Scotland has the stability and economic prowess to prosper as an independent country.
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Arrival, information and transport

Edinburgh International Airport (0844/481 8989, www.edinburghairport.com) is at Turnhouse, six miles west of the city centre, close to the start of the M8 motorway to Glasgow. Airlink shuttle buses (#100; journey time 30min; £3.50; www.flybybus.com) connect to Waverley Rail Station in the centre of town; they run 24 hours a day, with services departing every ten or fifteen minutes between 4am and midnight, then half-hourly through the night. There are plans to reintroduce a tram service by 2012, which would link the airport to the city centre. Metered taxis charge around £15–20 for the same journey, while Onward Travel (0131/272 8222, www.onwardtravel.com) offers fixed-price fares in the same range, and you can pre-book larger vehicles if required. The least expensive door-to-door option is Edinburgh Shuttle (0845/500 5000, www.edinburghshuttle.com), which operates a frequent shared-taxi service using seven-seater minibuses and runs between the airport and any address in a large chunk of central Edinburgh for £8 for a single journey.

Conveniently situated at the eastern end of Princes Street, right in the heart of the city, Waverley Station (timetable and fare enquiries 0845/748 4950, www.nationalrail.co.uk) is the arrival point for all mainline trains. The bus and coach terminal for local and intercity services is located on the east side of St Andrew Square, two minutes’ walk from Waverley Station.

There’s a second mainline train stop, Haymarket Station, just under two miles west on the lines from Waverley to Glasgow, Fife and the Highlands, although this is only really of use if you’re staying nearby.

Information and city tours

Edinburgh’s main tourist office is found on top of Princes Mall near the northern entrance to the train station (April & Oct Mon–Sat 9am–6pm, Sun 10am–6pm; May, June & Sept Mon–Sat 9am–7pm, Sun 10am–7pm; July & Aug Mon–Sat 9am–8pm, Sun 10am–8pm; Nov–March Mon–Wed 9am–5pm, Thurs–Sat 9am–6pm, Sun 10am–5pm; 0845/225 5121, www.edinburgh.org). Although inevitably hectic at the height of the season, it’s reasonably efficient, with scores of free leaflets and a bank of computers available if you want to search for information online (£1/20min). The much smaller airport branch is in the main concourse, directly opposite Gate 5 (daily: April–Oct 6.30am–10.30pm; Nov–March 7am–9pm).

Despite the compactness of the city centre, open-top bus tours are big business, with several companies taking slightly varying routes around the main sights. All cost much the same, depart from Waverley Bridge and allow you to get on and off at leisure. The most engaging are MacTours (£12; 0131/220 0770, www.edinburghtour.com), using a fleet of vintage buses. Several companies offer walking tours, many of which depart from the central section of the Royal Mile near the High Kirk of St Giles, including Auld Reekie Tours (0131/557 4700, www.auldreekietours.com) and Mercat Tours (0131/225 5445, www.mercat-tours.com). These two companies also offer night-time ghost tours around the Old Town, as do the entertaining Cadies and Witchery Tours (0131/225 6745, www.witcherytours.com) and the spine-tingling City of the Dead graveyard tour (0131/225 9044, www.blackhart.uk.com). Other specialist outings include the Edinburgh Literary Pub Tour (0131/226 6665, www.edinburghliterarypubtour.co.uk), which mixes a pub crawl with extracts from local authors acted out along the way; Geowalks (0131/555 5488, www.geowalks.demon.co.uk), which offers guided walks up Arthur’s Seat in the company of a qualified geologist; Rebustours (0131/553 7473, www.rebustours.com), which traces the footsteps of Inspector Rebus, hero of Ian Rankin’s bestselling detective novels; and a Trainspotting tour (0131/555 2500, www.leithwalks.co.uk) which takes you round some of the scenes famous from Irvine Welsh’s novels. One of the coolest ways to see the city has to be a chauffeur-driven tour on a 1600cc trike by Trike Tours Scotland (0800/056 7779, www.triketoursscotland.com). Adrian’s Edinburgh City Cycle Tour (07966/477206, www.edinburghcycletour.com) uses peddle-power for an enjoyable and good value three-hour Edinburgh tour, with all equipment provided. Advance booking is recommended for all the above, and for the specialist tours in particular.

City transport

Although Edinburgh occupies a large area relative to its population – fewer than half a million people – most places worth visiting lie within the compact city centre, which is easily explored on foot. The reintroduction of trams by 2012 looks set to redefine Edinburgh’s travel map, but for the meantime it’s most useful to note that most public transport services terminate on or near Princes Street, the city’s main thoroughfare, which divides the Old Town from the New Town, with the main bus station located just north of here on St Andrew Square. The city is generally well served by buses; the white and maroon ones operated by Lothian Buses (timetables and passes from offices on Waverley Bridge, Shandwick Place or Hanover Street; enquiry line 0131/555 6363, www.lothianbuses.com) provide the most frequent and comprehensive coverage of the city. Note that all buses referred to in the text are run by Lothian unless otherwise stated. Usefully, every bus stop displays diagrams indicating which services pass by and the routes they take; some also have digital displays indicating when buses are next due. A good investment, especially if you’re staying away from the centre or want to explore the suburbs, is the £13 “Ridacard” bus pass allowing a week’s unlimited travel on Lothian services; Lothian also offer a LRT day pass allowing unlimited travel for £3. Tickets are also available from drivers; you’ll need exact change, and the most common fare is £1.20.

The predominantly white, single-decker buses of First Edinburgh (enquiry line 0871/200 2233, www.firstgroup.com) also run services on a number of the main routes through town, but are better for outlying towns and villages. They have their own system of tickets and day-tickets, similar in structure to Lothian Buses. Most services depart from or near the main bus station.

Edinburgh is well endowed with taxi ranks, and you can also hail black cabs on the street. Costs are reasonable – from the city centre to Leith, for example, will set you back around £6. If you want to call a taxi, try Computer Cabs (0131/228 2555), Central Radio Taxis (0131/229 2468) or City Cabs (0131/228 1211).

Taking a car into central Edinburgh is emphatically not a good idea: despite the presence of several expensive multistorey car parks, finding somewhere to park involves long and often fruitless searches. Private cars aren’t allowed on certain key city-centre streets – and there is a growing network of green-painted bus lanes called “greenways”, which must be left clear during rush hours. In addition, Edinburgh’s street parking restrictions are famously draconian: residents’ zone parking areas and double yellow lines are no-go areas at all times, while cars left for more than five minutes on single yellow lines or overdue meter-controlled areas are very likely to be fined £30 by one of the swarms of inspectors who patrol day and night. Most ticket and parking meter regulations don’t apply after 6.30pm Monday to Saturday and all day Sunday.

Although hilly, Edinburgh is a reasonably bike-friendly city, with several cycle paths. The local cycling action group, Spokes (0131/313 2114, www.spokes.org.uk), publishes an excellent map of the city. For rental, try Biketrax, 13 Lochrin Place (0131/228 6633, www.biketrax.co.uk), in Tollcross, or Cycle Scotland & Rent-a-Bike, 29 Blackfriars St (0131/556 5560, www.cyclescotland.co.uk), just off the Royal Mile.
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Accommodation

As befits its status as a busy tourist city and important commercial centre, Edinburgh has a greater choice of accommodation than anywhere in Britain outside London. Hotels (and large backpacker hostels) are essentially the only options you’ll find right in the heart of the city, but within relatively easy reach of the centre the selection of guesthouses, B&Bs, campus accommodation and even campsites broadens considerably.

Prices here are significantly higher than elsewhere in Scotland, with double rooms starting at £60 per night. Budget hotel chains offer the best value if you want basic accommodation right in the centre, with rooms available for £60–80; £80–100 per night will get you something more stylish. Bear in mind that many of the guesthouses and small hotels are located in Georgian and Victorian townhouses, over three or more floors, and usually have no lift, so are not ideal for those with restricted mobility. Making reservations is worthwhile at any time of year, and is strongly recommended for stays during the Festival and around Hogmanay, when places can get booked out months in advance. VisitScotland operates a booking centre for accommodation all over the country, including Edinburgh; call 0845/225 5121 or go to www.visitscotland.com. There’s a £3 fee, waived if you book online. Accommodation options are shown on the maps Greater Edinburgh & Central Edinburgh: Accommodation.

[image: ]

Hotels

There aren’t many independent hotels left in the centre of Edinburgh: almost all, whether grand and traditional, budget or stylishly contemporary, are either part of a recognizable chain or an international marketing group. Anywhere with historic grandeur or the latest in high design is at the upper end of the market, but you will find a few places that balance style and reasonable prices. In addition, the abundance of establishments in the city centre means that you can often find good deals in quieter periods or through online booking sites, and it’s always worth looking out for the special offers advertised by all the chains. Below we’ve selected a range of the more interesting, characterful and well placed across all categories. Note that smaller hotels have generally been included in the guesthouse section below.

Old Town

Apex International 31–35 Grassmarket 0131/300 3456, www.apexhotels.co.uk. This ex-university building turned 175-bed business-oriented hotel has comfortable rooms, some with views to the Castle. Faces the happening Grassmarket. The linked Apex City Hotel is on the same road (at no. 61), and Apex Waterloo Place is also central on the side of Calton Hill. £101–120



Ibis Edinburgh Centre 6 Hunter Square 0131/240 7000, www.accorhotels.com. Probably the best-located chain hotel cheapie in the Old Town, within sight of the Royal Mile; rooms are modern and inexpensive, but there are few facilities other than a rather plain bar. £51–60



[image: Author pick]Hotel Missoni 1 George IV Bridge 0131/220 6666, www.hotelmissoni.com. Quite what this funky, sexy new tie-up between the Italian fashion house and Rezidor Hotels is doing in the heart of prim Edinburgh is unclear, but the zigzag fabrics, wacky lighting and mosaic-like tiling are enticing, if a little headache-inducing. £151–200



The Scotsman 20 North Bridge 0131/556 5565, www.thescotsmanhotel.co.uk. The plush but unstuffy new occupant of the grand old offices of the Scotsman newspaper is one of Edinburgh’s headline hotels. It’s five-star stuff, with modern gadgets and fittings, but the marble staircase and walnut panelled lobby have been retained, and you can sleep in the editor’s old office; rooms from £300. £201 and over



Ten Hill Place 10 Hill Place 0131/662 2080, www.tenhillplace.com. A contemporary hotel linked to the historic Royal College of Surgeons, with 78 sleek and smartly styled bedrooms, all run according to an environmentally conscious policy. Not part of a chain, but efficiently operated. £101–120



Travelodge Edinburgh Central 33 St Mary’s St 0871/984 6137, www.travelodge.co.uk. There’s more than a hint of concrete brutalism about the look of this chain hotel, but it’s well priced and centrally located, 100yd from the Royal Mile near some decent restaurants. £71–80



New Town

Express by Holiday Inn Edinburgh City Centre Picardy Place, Broughton 0131/558 2300, www.hieedinburgh.co.uk. It’s by a busy roundabout but otherwise a good location in an elegant old Georgian tenement near the top of Broughton St, with 161 rooms featuring neat but predictable chain-hotel decor and facilities. £101–120



The Glasshouse 2 Greenside Place, Broughton 0131/525 8200, www.theetoncollection.com. Incorporating the castellated facade of the former Lady Glenorchy’s Church, this ultra-hip hotel has 65 chichi rooms with push-button curtains and sliding doors opening onto a huge, lush roof garden scattered with Philippe Starck furniture. Perfect if you’re in town for a weekend of flash indulgence. £201 and over



Leith

Malmaison 1 Tower Place 0131/468 5000, www.malmaison-edinburgh.com. Chic, modern hotel set in the grand old seamen’s hostel just back from the wharf-side. Bright, bold original designs in each room, as well as CD players and cable TV. Also has a gym, room service, Parisian brasserie and café-bar serving lighter meals. A linked Hotel du Vin is located up in town on Bristo place near the university. £101–120



South of the centre

Prestonfield Priestfield Rd, Mayfield 0131/225 7800, www.prestonfield.com. This seventeenth-century mansion set in its own park below Arthur’s Seat is linked to the Witchery restaurant, and its extravagant baroque makeover has helped make it one of Edinburgh’s most lavish and over-the-top places to stay. £201 and over



Guesthouses

Edinburgh’s vast range of guesthouses, small hotels and bed & breakfast establishments generally offer much better value for money and a far more homely experience than the larger city hotels. A few, commanding a premium rate, can be found in the very centre of the city, but areas such as the edges of the New Town and the inner suburbs of Bruntsfield and the Grange offer a perfect balance of accessibility and good value. Elsewhere, almost all suburbs are well served by regular buses.

Old Town

The Witchery Apartments Castlehill, Royal Mile 0131/225 5613, www.thewitchery.com. Seven riotously indulgent suites grouped around this famously spooky restaurant just downhill from the Castle; expect antique furniture, big leather armchairs, tapestry-draped beds, oak panelling and huge roll-top baths, as well as ultra-modern sound systems and complementary bottles of champagne. Top of the range, unique and memorable. £201 and over



New Town

7 Gloucester Place 7 Gloucester Place 0131/225 2974, www.stayinginscotland.com. Elegant, well-cared-for B&B, with three bedrooms on the upper floor of a Georgian terrace house. The best of the double rooms has graceful garden views and a classic 1930s bathroom. £101–120



Ardenlee Guest House 9 Eyre Place, New Town 0131/556 2838, www.ardenleeguesthouse.com. Welcoming non-smoking guesthouse at the foot of the New Town, with original Victorian features and nine reasonably spacious rooms, seven of which are en suite and some suitable for families. A fully furnished Georgian apartment (£101–120) is also available, close by at 3 Eyre Place. £61–70



Christopher North 6 Gloucester Place 0131/225 2720, www.christophernorth.co.uk. Elegant and comfortable townhouse hotel located on a typical New Town terrace. Decor is modern, opulent and striking, though it can feel a little overwhelming. £151–200



Gerald’s Place 21b Abercromby Place, New Town 0131/558 7017, www.geraldsplace.com. A homely taste of New Town life at an upmarket but wonderfully hospitable and comfy basement B&B. £121–150



Ramsay’s Bed and Breakfast 25 East London St, Broughton 0131/557 5917, www.ramsaysbedandbreakfastedinburgh.com. Well located just around the corner from Broughton St, this terraced townhouse has four simple and neat bedrooms, all with en-suite bathrooms. A full Scottish breakfast is served, and families are welcome. £81–100



Regent House 3 Forth St, Broughton 0131/556 1616, www.regenthousehotel.co.uk. A small hotel over four floors that makes up for its lack of glamour with a great location, right in the heart of Broughton on a quiet side street. Some rooms are big enough to accommodate 3–5 people. £71–80



Rick’s Restaurant with Rooms 55a Frederick St, New Town 0131/622 7800, www.ricksedinburgh.co.uk. Ten much sought-after rooms at the back of the popular New Town bar and restaurant. Beautifully styled with beds fitted with walnut headboards and plush fabrics, plus DVD player, they look out onto a cobbled lane behind. £121–150



Six Mary’s Place Raeburn Place, Stockbridge 0131/332 8965, www.sixmarysplace.co.uk. A collectively run alternative-style guesthouse with eight smart, fresh-looking rooms, a no-smoking policy and excellent home-cooked vegetarian breakfasts served in a sunny conservatory. £101–120



Tigerlily 125 George St 0131/225 5005, www.tigerlilyedinburgh.co.uk. A glitzy boutique hotel, bar and restaurant that epitomizes the new “gorgeous” George St. A classic Georgian townhouse transformed into a flamboyant design extravaganza; indulgent pink or black bedroom suites are kitted out with hi-tech gadgets and decadent fabrics. £201 and over



South of the centre

[image: Author pick]94DR 94 Dalkeith Rd, Newington 0131/662 9265, www.94dr.com. A boutique guesthouse offering three different styles with its couture, bespoke and tailored rooms. Front-facing rooms have a view of Arthur’s Seat. £81–100



Cluaran House 47 Leamington Terrace, Viewforth 0131/221 0047, www.cluaran-house-edinburgh.co.uk. Tasteful and welcoming B&B with lots of original features and paintings. Serves good wholefood breakfasts. Close to the Meadows with bus links (including #11 & #23) from nearby Bruntsfield Place. £81–100



North Edinburgh

Ardmor House 74 Pilrig St, Pilrig 0131/554 4944, www.ardmorhouse.com. Victorian townhouse with some lovely original features combined with smart contemporary decor. Gay-owned, straight-friendly and located halfway between the centre and Leith. £81–100



Fraoch House 66 Pilrig St, Pilrig 0131/554 1353, www.fraochhouse.com. A relaxing nine-bedroom guesthouse with a slick, modern look created by its young owners. It’s a 10–15min walk from both Broughton St and the heart of Leith. £81–100



The Inverleith Hotel 5 Inverleith Terrace, Inverleith 0131/556 2745, www.inverleithhotel.co.uk. Pleasant option near the Botanic Gardens, with ten rooms of various sizes in a Victorian terraced house; all are en suite and tastefully decorated with wooden floors, antiques and tapestries. The owners also run the self-contained Brandon Apartment at 5 Brandon St. £81–100



Wallace’s Arthouse Scotland 41/4 Constitution St 07941/343714, www.wallacesarthousescotland.com. Fantastic boutique B&B in Leith owned and run by a fashion designer. With its kitsch surroundings and friendly service it’s one of the city’s finest recent additions. £81–100



East of the centre

Straven Guest House 3 Brunstane Rd North, Joppa 0131/669 5580, www.stravenguesthouse.com. Neat, friendly place near the beach with a no-smoking policy and environmentally friendly approach; vegetarian and vegan breakfast available. No children under 12. £71–80



Self-catering apartments and campus accommodation

Custom-built self-catering serviced apartments are popular with business travellers but, with no minimum let, are a viable alternative to guesthouses. They’re also well worth considering for longer stays such as during the Festival. For a brochure of self-catering options contact the Tourist Board: we’ve listed some of the best below. Campus accommodation is available in the city during the summer months, though it’s neither as useful or cheap as might be expected.

Blue Rainbow Apartments – Royal Garden York Buildings, Queen St 0845/045 2222, www.bluerainbowapartments.com. Superbly equipped, comfortable modern one- and two-bedroom serviced apartments very centrally located opposite the Scottish National Portrait Gallery. Studio apartment from £129.



Canon Court Apartments 20 Canonmills 0131/554 2721, www.canoncourt.co.uk. A block of smart, comfortable self-catering one- and two-bedroom apartments not far from Canonmills Bridge over the Water of Leith, at the northern edge of the New Town. One-bedroom apartments from £112.



Gladstone’s Land 477b Lawnmarket, c/o National Trust for Scotland, 5 Charlotte Square 0131/243 9331, www.nts.org.uk. Two classic Old Town apartments on the fourth floor of the historic Gladstone’s Land. Set up for self-catering, both sleep two (twin beds), and there’s a minimum stay of three nights (short breaks from £250).



University of Edinburgh, Pollock Halls of Residence 18 Holyrood Park Rd, Newington 0131/651 2007, www.edinburghfirst.com. Unquestionably the best setting of any of the city’s university accommodation, right beside Holyrood Park, and with a range of accommodation from single rooms (£32) and en-suite double (£79) to self-catering flats (from £425 per week). Mostly available Easter & June to mid-Sept, though some rooms available year-round.



Hostels

Edinburgh is one of the UK’s most popular backpacker destinations, and there are a large number of hostels in and around the city centre, ranging in size, atmosphere and quality. Competition is fierce, so be prepared for a bit of enthusiastic marketing when you make an enquiry.

Argyle Backpackers 14 Argyle Place, Marchmont 0131/667 9991, www.argyle-backpackers.com. Quiet, less intense version of the typical backpackers’ hostel, pleasantly located in three adjoining townhouses near the Meadows in studenty Marchmont. It’s walking distance to town, but you can get bus #41 from the door. The small dorms have single beds, and there are a dozen or so double/twin rooms (£50 and under), as well as a pleasant communal conservatory and garden at the back.



Brodies 1 12 High St, Old Town 0131/556 6770, www.brodieshostels.co.uk. Tucked down a typical Old Town close, with four fairly straightforward dorms sleeping up to a dozen, and limited communal areas. It’s smaller than many hostels, and a little bit more homely as a result.



Brodies 2 93 High St, Old Town 0131/556 2223, www.brodieshostels.co.uk. The mellow atmosphere at this smart hostel is even more marked than in the sister property across the road. Smaller dorms (mostly six- or eight-bed) as well as doubles (£51–60).



Castle Rock Hostel 15 Johnston Terrace, Old Town 0131/225 9666, www.castlerockedinburgh.com. Tucked below the Castle ramparts, with 200 or so beds arranged in large, bright dorms, as well as triple and quad rooms and some doubles (£51–60). The communal areas include a games room with pool and table tennis.



Edinburgh Central SYHA 9 Haddington Place, Leith 0845/293 7373, www.edinburghcentral.org. In a handy location at the top of Leith Walk, this five-star hostel has single, double and eight-bed rooms with en-suite facilities. There is a reasonably priced bistro or self-catering kitchen facilities. Dorms (from £16), twins (£61–70) and family rooms (£71–80) all available.



Globetrotter Inn 46 Marine Drive, Cramond 0131/336 1030, www.globetrotterinns.com. A big departure from the buzzy city-centre hostels, in a sylvan parkland setting four miles from the centre with lovely views of the Firth of Forth. The 350-plus beds are mostly bunks with privacy curtains and individual reading lights, but there are also doubles (£51–60). There’s access to a gym, pool table, live music and cheap bar food.



High Street Hostel 8 Blackfriars St, Old Town 0131/557 3984, www.highstreethostel.com. Lively and popular hostel in an attractive sixteenth-century building just off the Royal Mile. Dorms only, but good communal facilities.



Smart City Hostel 50 Blackfriars St, Old Town 0131/524 1989, www.smartcityhostels.com. A five-star hostel just off the Royal Mile, with 622 beds in twin rooms or dorms. Women-only rooms are available. A reasonable café serves good-value food and breakfasts, and there is a late-night bar for residents.



Campsites

There are only a couple of established campsites within half an hour’s travel of central Edinburgh.

Drummohr Caravan and Camping Park Levenhall, Musselburgh 0131/665 6867, www.drummohr.org. A large, pleasant site in Musselburgh, a coastal satellite town to the east of Edinburgh, with excellent transport connections to the city, including buses #15, #26, #30 and #44. Camping site and wooden huts available.



Edinburgh Caravan Club Site Marine Drive, Silverknowes 0131/312 6874. Caravan-dominated site in a pleasant location close to the shore in the northwestern suburbs, with a handy bus service (#42) into town. Camping May–Sept only.
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The Old Town

The OLD TOWN, although only about a mile long and 400yd wide, represented the total extent of the twin burghs of Edinburgh and Canongate for the first 650 years of their existence, and its general appearance and character remain indubitably medieval. Containing the majority of the city’s most famous tourist sights, it makes by far the best starting point for your explorations.

In addition to the obvious goals of the Castle and the Palace of Holyroodhouse at either end of the famous Royal Mile, you’ll find scores of historic buildings along the length of the street. Inevitably, much of the Old Town is sacrificed to hard-sell tourism, and can be uncomfortably crowded throughout the summer, especially during the Festival. Yet the area remains at the heart of Edinburgh, with important daily business being conducted in the law courts, city chambers and, of course, the new Scottish Parliament, housed in a radical and controversial collection of buildings at the foot of the Royal Mile. It’s well worth extending your explorations to the area immediately to the south of the Royal Mile, and in particular to the engaging National Museum of Scotland.

The Old Town is compact enough to allow a brief glance at the highlights in the course of a single day, but a thorough visit requires several days. No matter how pressed you are, make sure that you spare time for the wonderfully varied scenery and breathtaking vantage points of Holyrood Park, an extensive tract of open countryside on the eastern edge of the Old Town that includes Arthur’s Seat, the peak of which rises so distinctively in the midst of the city.

The Castle

The history of Edinburgh, and indeed of Scotland, is tightly wrapped up with its Castle (daily: April–Oct 9.30am–6pm; Nov–March 9.30am–5pm, last entry 45min before closing; HS; £12–14; www.edinburghcastle.gov.uk), which dominates the city from a lofty seat atop an extinct volcanic rock. It requires no great imaginative feat to comprehend the strategic importance that underpinned the Castle’s, and hence Edinburgh’s, importance in Scotland. From Princes Street, the north side rears high above an almost sheer rock face; the southern side is equally formidable and the western, where the rock rises in terraces, only marginally less so. Would-be attackers, like modern tourists, were forced to approach the Castle from the narrow ridge to the east on which the Royal Mile runs down to Holyrood.

The disparate styles of the fortifications reflect the change in its role from defensive citadel to national monument, and today, as well as attracting more visitors than anywhere else in the country, the Castle is still a military barracks and home to Scotland’s Crown Jewels. The oldest surviving part of the complex is from the twelfth century, while the most recent additions date back to the 1920s. Nothing remains from its period as a seat of the Scottish court in the reign of Malcolm Canmore; indeed, having been lost to (and subsequently recaptured from) the English on several occasions, the defences were dismantled by the Scots themselves in 1313, because of the problems that ensued when they were in the wrong hands, and weren’t rebuilt until 1356, when the return of King David II from captivity introduced a modicum of political stability. Thereafter, it gradually developed into Scotland’s premier castle, with the dual function of fortress and royal palace. It last saw action in 1745, when Bonnie Prince Charlie’s forces, fresh from their victory at Prestonpans, made a half-hearted attempt to storm it. Subsequent advances in weapon technology diminished the Castle’s importance, but under the influence of the Romantic movement it came to be seen as a great national monument.

Though you can easily take in the views and wander round the Castle by yourself, you might like to join a guided tour (every 15min–1hr; 20min; free), which offers a brief introduction to the key aspects of the garrison. For more in-depth information, multi-language audio guides (£3 if bought as part of the entrance fee) can be picked up from a booth just beyond the Portcullis Gate.

The Esplanade

The Castle is entered via the Esplanade, a parade ground laid out in the eighteenth century and enclosed a hundred years later by ornamental walls. For most of the year it acts as a coach park, though in the summer months huge grandstands are erected for the Edinburgh Military Tattoo, which takes place every night during August, coinciding with the Edinburgh Festival. A shameless and spectacular pageant of swinging kilts and massed pipe bands, the tattoo makes full use of its dramatic setting.

Entry to the Esplanade is free, and if you don’t have time to do the Castle justice, or don’t want to pay the pricey entry fee, it does at least offer a taste of the precipitous location as well as eye-stretching views. Various memorials are dotted around the Esplanade, including an equestrian statue of Field Marshal Earl Haig, the controversial Edinburgh-born commander of the British forces in World War I, and the pretty Art Nouveau Witches’ Fountain commemorating the three hundred or more women burnt at this spot on charges of sorcery, the last of whom died in 1722. Rising up to one side of the Esplanade are the higgledy-piggedly pink-and-white turrets and high gables of Ramsay Gardens, surely some of the most picturesque city-centre apartment buildings in the world. Most date from the 1890s, the vision of Patrick Geddes, a pioneer of the modern town-planning movement.

The lower defences

Edinburgh Castle has a single entrance, a 10ft-wide opening in the gatehouse, one of many Romantic-style additions made in the 1880s. Rearing up behind is the most distinctive and impressive feature of the Castle’s silhouette, the sixteenth-century Half Moon Battery, which marks the outer limit of the actual defences. Once through the gatehouse, the main ticket office is on your right, with an information centre alongside. Continue uphill along Lower Ward, showing your ticket at the Portcullis Gate, a handsome Renaissance gateway of the same period as the battery above, marred by the addition of a nineteenth-century upper storey equipped with anachronistic arrow slits. Beyond this the wide main path is known as Middle Ward, with the six-gun Argyle Battery to the right. Further west on Mill’s Mount Battery, a well-known Edinburgh ritual takes place – the daily firing of the one o’clock gun. Originally designed for the benefit of ships in the Firth of Forth, these days it’s an enjoyable ceremony for visitors to watch and a useful time signal for city-centre office workers. There’s an interesting little exhibition about the history of the firing of the gun in a room immediately below Mill’s Mount Battery.

National War Museum of Scotland

Located in the old hospital buildings, down a ramp between the café/restaurant immediately behind the one o’clock gun and the Governor’s House, the National War Museum of Scotland (free) covers the last four hundred years of Scottish military history. Scots have been fighting for much longer than that, of course, but the slant of the museum is very definitely towards the soldiers who fought for the Union, rather than against it (or against themselves). While the various rooms are packed with uniforms, medals, paintings of heroic actions and plenty of interesting memorabilia, the museum manages to convey a reflective, human tone. Just as delicate is the job of showing no favouritism to any of the Scottish regiments, each of which has strong traditions more forcefully paraded in the various regimental museums found in regions of Scotland – the Royal Scots and the Scots Dragoon Guards, for instance, both have displays in other parts of Edinburgh Castle.

St Margaret’s Chapel

Near the highest point of the citadel is tiny St Margaret’s Chapel, the oldest surviving building in the Castle, and probably in Edinburgh. Although once believed to have been built by the saint herself, and mooted as the site of her death in 1093, its architectural style suggests that it actually dates from about thirty years later, and was probably built by King David I as a memorial to his mother. Used as a powder magazine for three hundred years, it was eventually rededicated in 1934 after sympathetic restoration. Externally, its Norman style is plain and severe, but the dignified interior preserves an elaborate zigzag archway dividing the nave from the sanctuary.

The battlements in front of the chapel offer the best of all the Castle’s panoramic views. Here you’ll see the famous fifteenth-century siege gun, Mons Meg, which could fire a 500lb stone nearly two miles. It last saw active service in the 1540s, and was thereafter used occasionally as a ceremonial saluting gun before being moved to the Tower of London in 1754. Such was Meg’s emblematic value that Sir Walter Scott persuaded George IV to return it for his 1822 state visit to Scotland. Just below Mons Meg there’s a small cemetery, the last resting place of the soldiers’ pets: it is kept in immaculate condition, particularly when contrasted with the dilapidated state of some of the city’s public cemeteries. Continuing eastwards, you skirt the top of the Forewall and Half Moon Batteries, passing the 110ft-high Castle Well en route to Crown Square, the most important and secure section of the entire complex.

Crown Square

The eastern side of Crown Square, the historic heart of the Castle, is occupied by the Palace, a surprisingly unassuming edifice begun in the 1430s. It owes its Renaissance appearance to King James IV, though it was remodelled for Mary, Queen of Scots and her consort Henry, Lord Darnley, whose entwined initials (MAH), together with the date 1566, can be seen above one of the doorways. This gives access to a few historic rooms, the most interesting of which is the tiny panelled bedchamber at the extreme southeastern corner, where Mary gave birth to James VI.

A section of the Palace houses a detailed audiovisual presentation on the nation’s Crown Jewels, properly known as the Honours of Scotland; the originals are housed in the Crown Room at the very end of the display. You might be put off by the slow-moving, claustrophobic queues that shuffle past the various tableaux, but the Honours still serve as one of the most potent images of Scotland’s nationhood. Last used for the Scottish-only coronation of Charles II in 1651, the oldest of the three pieces comprising the Honours is the sceptre, which bears statuettes of the Virgin and Child, St James and St Andrew, rounded off by a polished globe of rock crystal: it was given to James IV in 1494 by Pope Alexander VI, and refashioned by Scottish craftsmen for James V. Even finer is the sword, a swaggering Italian High Renaissance masterpiece by the silversmith Domenico da Sutri, presented to James IV by Pope Julius II. The jewel-encrusted crown, made for James V by the Scottish goldsmith James Mosman, incorporates the gold circlet worn by Robert the Bruce and is topped by an enamelled orb and cross. The glass case containing the Honours has recently been rearranged to create space for the incongruously plain Stone of Destiny.

On the south side of Crown Square is James IV’s hammer-beam-ceilinged Great Hall, used for meetings of the Scottish Parliament until 1639, while opposite this on the north side of the square is the serene Hall of Honour housing the Scottish National War Memorial, created in 1927 by the architect Sir Robert Lorimer and 200 Scottish artists and craftsmen.


The Stone of Destiny


Legend has it that the Stone of Destiny (also called the Stone of Scone) was “Jacob’s Pillow”, on which he dreamed of the ladder of angels from earth to heaven. Its real history is obscure, but it is known to have been moved from Ireland to Dunadd by missionaries, and thence to Dunstaffnage, from where Kenneth MacAlpine, king of the Dalriada Scots, brought it to the abbey at Scone, near Perth, in 838. There it remained for almost five hundred years, used as a coronation throne on which all kings of Scotland were crowned.

In 1296 Edward I stole what he believed to be the Stone and installed it at Westminster Abbey, where, apart from a brief interlude in 1950 when it was removed by Scottish nationalists and hidden in Arbroath for several months, it remained for seven hundred years. All this changed in December 1996 when, after a ceremony-laden journey from London, the Stone returned to Scotland, in one of the doomed attempts by the Conservative government to convince the Scottish people that the Union was a good thing. Much to the annoyance of the people of Perth and the curators of Scone Palace, and the general indifference of the people of Scotland, the Stone was placed in Edinburgh Castle.

However, speculation surrounds the authenticity of the Stone, for the original is said to have been intricately carved, while the one seen today is a plain block of sandstone. Many believe that the canny monks at Scone palmed this off onto the English king (some say that it’s nothing more sacred than the cover for a medieval septic tank), and that the real Stone of Destiny lies hidden in an underground chamber, its whereabouts a mystery to all but the chosen few.






The rest of the complex

From Crown Square, you can descend to the Vaults, a series of cavernous chambers erected by James IV to provide level surface for the buildings above. They were later used as a prison for captured foreign nationals, who bequeathed a rich legacy of graffiti. Directly opposite the entrance to the Vaults is the Military Prison, built in 1842, when the design and function of jails was a major topic of public debate. The cells, designed for solitary confinement, are less forbidding than might be expected.

The Royal Mile

The Royal Mile, the name given to the ridge linking the Castle with Holyrood, was described by Daniel Defoe in 1724, as “the largest, longest and finest street for Buildings and Number of Inhabitants, not in Bretain only, but in the World”. Almost exactly a mile in length, it is divided into four separate streets – Castlehill, Lawnmarket, High Street and Canongate. From these, branching out in a herringbone pattern, are a series of tightly packed closes and steep lanes entered via archways known as “pends”. After the construction of the New Town much of the housing along the Royal Mile degenerated into a notorious slum, but has since shaken off that reputation, with bijou flats, holiday apartments, student residences and offices now populating the tightly packed buildings. Although marred by rather too many tacky tourist shops and the odd misjudged new development, the Royal Mile is still right at the heart of Edinburgh’s appeal as a world-class tourist destination, and a thoroughfare that rewards detailed exploration.

[image: ]

Castlehill

Immediately east (downhill) from the Castle, the first building on the northern side of Castlehill, the Royal Mile’s uppermost stretch, is the former reservoir for the Old Town, which has been converted into the Edinburgh Old Town Weaving Centre (May–Oct Mon–Sat 9am–6.30pm, Sun 10am–6.30pm; Nov–April Mon–Sat 9am–5.30pm, Sun 10am–5.30pm). Very much a commercial enterprise, the centre contains various shops selling garish knick-knacks, kilts, rugs and other tartan adornments, while noisy looms rhythmically churn the stuff out on the floors below.

Opposite the Weaving Centre, the Scotch Whisky Experience (daily: June–Aug 10am–5.30pm; Sept–May 10am–5pm; £11.50; www.scotch-whisky-experience.co.uk) mimics the kind of tours offered at distilleries in the Highlands, and while it can’t match the authenticity of the real thing, the centre does offer a thorough introduction to the “water of life” (uisge beatha in Gaelic), with tours featuring an entertaining tutorial on the specialized art of whisky “nosing”, a gimmicky ride in a moving “barrel” car, a peek at the world’s largest whisky collection and a tasting. On the ground floor, a well-stocked shop gives an idea of the sheer range and diversity of the drink, while downstairs there’s a pleasant whisky bar and restaurant, Amber.

Across the street, housed in the domed black-and-white turret atop the Outlook Tower (daily: April–Oct 9.30am–6pm, July & Aug open till 7.30pm; Nov–March 10am–5pm; £9.25; www.camera-obscura.co.uk), Edinburgh’s camera obscura has been a tourist attraction since 1853, providing an intriguing bird’s-eye view of a city going about its business. The “camera” consists of a small darkened room with a white wooden table onto which a periscope reflects live images of prominent buildings and folk walking on the streets below.

The imposing black church at the foot of Castlehill is The Hub (0131/473 2015, www.thehub-edinburgh.com), also known as “Edinburgh’s Festival Centre”. It’s open year-round, providing performance, rehearsal and exhibition space, a ticket centre and a café. The building itself was constructed in 1845 to designs by James Gillespie Graham and Augustus Pugin, one of the architects of the Houses of Parliament in London – a connection obvious from the superb neo-Gothic detailing and the sheer presence of the building, whose spire is the highest in Edinburgh. If it’s not in use for a function, try to check out the main hall upstairs, where the original neo-Gothic woodwork and high-vaulted ceiling is enlivened with a fabulous fabric design in Rastafarian colours. Permanent works of art have been incorporated into the centre, including more than two hundred delightful foot-high sculptures depicting Festival performers and audiences.

Lawnmarket

Below the Hub, the Royal Mile opens out into the broader expanse of Lawnmarket, which, as its name suggests, was once a marketplace. Doing its best to maintain its dignity among a sea of cheap tartan gifts and discounted woolly jumpers, Gladstone’s Land (daily: April–Oct 10am–5pm, July–Aug 10am–6.30pm; NTS; £5.50) is the Royal Mile’s best surviving example of a typical seventeenth-century tenement. The tall, narrow building – not unlike a canalside house in Amsterdam – would have been home to various families living in cramped conditions: the well-to-do Gledstanes, who built it in 1620, are thought to have occupied the third floor. The National Trust for Scotland has carefully restored the rooms, filling them with period furnishings and fittings; in each a well-spoken guide is on hand to answer questions and pass out a sheet detailing what’s on show. The arcaded and wooden-fronted ground floor is home to a reconstructed cloth shop; pass through this and you encounter a warren of tight little staircases, tiny rooms, creaking floorboards and peek-hole windows. The finest room, on the first floor immediately above the arcade, has a marvellous painted ceiling and some fine old dark furniture. The upper floors contain apartments which are rented to visitors.

A few paces further on, look out for the arched entranceway to Lady Stair’s Close, one of a number of attractive courtyards just off the Royal Mile. Within the seventeenth-century Lady Stair’s House is the Writers’ Museum (Mon–Sat 10am–5pm; also Sun noon–5pm in Aug; free; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk), dedicated to Scotland’s three greatest literary lions: Sir Walter Scott, Robert Louis Stevenson and Robert Burns. The house itself holds as much interest as the slightly lacklustre collection of portraits, manuscripts and knick-knacks that make up the museum, its tight, winding stairs and poky, wood-panelled rooms offering a flavour of the medieval Old Town. More inspiring from a literary angle is the open courtyard outside, known as the Makars’ Court after the Scots word for the “maker” of poetry or prose, which features a series of paving stones inscribed with quotations from Scotland’s most famous writers and poets.

High Kirk of St Giles

Across the junction with George IV Bridge is the third and most central section of the Royal Mile, known as the High Street. The dominant building of the southern side of the street, the High Kirk of St Giles (May–Sept Mon–Fri 9am–7pm, Sat 9am–5pm, Sun 1–5pm; Oct–April Mon–Sat 9am–5pm, Sun 1–5pm; free; www.stgilescathedral.org.uk) is the original parish church of medieval Edinburgh, from where John Knox launched and directed the Scottish Reformation. St Giles is often referred to as a cathedral, although it has only been the seat of a bishop on two brief and unhappy occasions in the seventeenth century. According to one of the city’s best-known legends, the attempt in 1637 to introduce the English Prayer Book, and thus episcopal government, so incensed a humble stallholder named Jenny Geddes that she hurled her stool at the preacher, prompting the rest of the congregation to chase the offending clergy out of the building. A tablet in the north aisle marks the spot from where she let rip.

The location and historical significance of St Giles mean that it is often used for high-profile religious services, such as when the Queen is in town or at the opening of Parliament, despite the fact that it is, strictly, still an ordinary parish church with a regular congregation. The resplendent crown spire of the kirk is formed from eight flying buttresses and dates back to 1485, while inside, the four massive piers supporting the tower were part of a Norman church built here around 1120. In the nineteenth century, St Giles was adorned with a whole series of funerary monuments on the model of London’s Westminster Abbey; around the same time it acquired several attractive Pre-Raphaelite stained-glass windows designed by Edward Burne-Jones and William Morris. A more recent addition was the great west window, whose dedication to Robbie Burns in 1985 caused enormous controversy – as a hardened drinker and womanizer, the national bard was far from being an upholder of accepted Presbyterian values. Look out, too, for an elegant bronze relief of Robert Louis Stevenson on the south side of the church.

At the southeastern corner of St Giles, the Thistle Chapel was built by Sir Robert Lorimer in 1911 as the private chapel of the sixteen knights of the Most Noble Order of the Thistle, the highest chivalric order in Scotland. Based on St George’s Chapel in Windsor, it’s an exquisite piece of craftsmanship, with an elaborate ribbed vault, huge drooping bosses and extravagantly ornate stalls showing off Lorimer’s bold Arts and Crafts styling.

Parliament Square

St Giles is surrounded on three sides by Parliament Square, which itself is dominated by the continuous Neoclassical facades of the Law Courts, originally planned by Robert Adam (1728–92), one of four brothers in a family of architects whose work helped imbue the New Town with much of its grace and elegance. Because of a shortage of funds and consequent delays, the present exteriors were built to designs by Robert Reid (1776–1856), the designer of the northern part of New Town, who faithfully quoted Adam’s architectural vocabulary without matching his flair. Reid’s elevated Ionic columns and classical statuary are typical of Edinburgh’s grand Georgian style, but the location is really too cramped for such flourishes to work effectively. On the west side of the square is William Stark’s flamboyant Signet Library (www.signetlibrary.co.uk), with one of the most beautiful interiors in Edinburgh, its sumptuous colonnaded hall a perfect embodiment of the ideals of the Age of Reason. It can only be seen on very occasional open days.

Around the corner, facing the southern side of St Giles, is Parliament House, built in the 1630s for the Scottish Parliament, a role it maintained until the Union. After the move to Westminster in 1707, Parliament House was incorporated into the law courts, and its main feature, the impressive 122-foot-long main hall, today acts as a grandiose lobby for the courtrooms beyond. As the courts are open to the public, it’s possible to get inside to look at the hall (Mon–Fri 9am–5pm; free), with its extravagant hammer-beam roof and delicately carved stone corbels. In the far corner a small exhibition details the history of the building and courts, but it’s more fun simply to watch everyday business going on in the hall, with solicitors and bewigged advocates in hushed conversations often following the time-honoured tradition of pacing up and down to prevent their conversation being overheard. Most of the court rooms have public galleries, which you can sit in if you’re interested – ask one of the attendants in the lobby to point you in the right direction.

Outside on the square near the main entrance to St Giles, the pattern set in the cobblestones is known as the Heart of Midlothian, a nickname for the Edinburgh Tolbooth, which stood on this spot and was regarded as the heart of the city. The prison attached to the Tolbooth was immortalized in Scott’s novel of the same name, and you may still see locals spitting on the cobblestone heart, a continuation of the tradition of spitting on the door of the prison to ward off the evil contained therein. At the other end of St Giles, public proclamations (such as the announcement of the dissolution of Parliament) have traditionally been read from the Mercat Cross. The present structure, adorned with coats of arms and topped by a sculpture of a unicorn, looks venerable enough, but most of it is little more than a hundred years old, a gift to the city from nineteenth-century prime minister William Ewart Gladstone. The Cross (or nearby) is a main departure point for myriad tours of the Old Town (see Information and city tours for details).

Mary King’s Close

Opposite the Mercat Cross, the U-shaped City Chambers were designed by John Adam, brother of Robert, as the Royal Exchange. Local traders never warmed to the exchange, however, so the town council established its headquarters there instead. Beneath the City Chambers lies Mary King’s Close, one of Edinburgh’s most unusual attractions. When work on the chambers began in 1753, the existing tenements on the steeply sloping site were only partially demolished to make way for the new building being constructed on top of them. The process left large sections of the houses together with the old streets (or closes) that ran alongside them intact but entirely enclosed among the basement and cellars of the City Chambers. You can visit this rather spooky subterranean “lost city” on tours led by costumed actors (April–Oct daily 10am–9pm; Nov–March Sun–Thurs 10am–5pm, Fri & Sat 10am–9pm; every 20min; 1hr; £11; www.realmarykingsclose.com), who take you round the cold stone shells of the houses where various scenes from the Close’s history have been recreated. As you’d expect, blood, plague, pestilence and ghostly apparitions are to the fore, though there is an acknowledgement of the more prosaic side of medieval life in the archeological evidence of an urban cow byre. The tour ends with a stroll up the remarkably well-preserved Mary King’s Close itself. A little further down the High Street is Anchor Close, site of the printing works of William Smellie, who published the first-ever edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica there in 1768.

Lower High Street

Beyond the intersection of North Bridge and South Bridge the noisy Museum of Childhood (Mon–Sat 10am–5pm, Sun noon–5pm; free; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk) was founded in 1955 by a bachelor local councillor who heartily disliked children. In today’s digital age the collection of dolls’ houses, teddy bears, train sets and marionettes may be a little dull for some children, although their nostalgic charm often touches a chord with parents.

Across the street and just a little way downhill, jutting out into the street from the main line of buildings, is the fifteenth-century John Knox House, now part of the Scottish Storytelling Centre (Mon–Sat 10am–6pm, also Sun noon–6pm in July & Aug; £4 entry to John Knox House; www.scottishstorytellingcentre.co.uk). There are two distinct parts to this cultural centre: one half is a stylish contemporary development containing an excellent café, the Netherbow Theatre and an airy Storytelling Court with a small permanent exhibition about Scottish stories from ancient folk tales to Harry Potter. By contrast, John Knox House is a fifteenth-century stone-and-timber building which, with its distinctive external staircase, overhanging upper storeys and busy pantile roof, is a classic example of the Royal Mile in its medieval heyday. Inside, the house is all low doorways, uneven floors and ornate wooden panelling; it contains a series of displays about Knox, the minister who led the Reformation in Scotland and established Calvinist Presbyterianism as the dominant religious force in the country. Regular performances and events, often aimed at a younger audience, take place in the centre, particularly during the Festival. To get to the lovely quiet garden behind the centre, head down Trunk’s Close, a few doors uphill from John Knox House.


John Knox


Protestant reformer John Knox has been credited with, or blamed for, the distinctive national characteristic of rather gloomy reserve that emerged from the Calvinist Reformation and which has cast its shadow right up to the present. Little is known about Knox’s early years: he was born between 1505 and 1514 in East Lothian, and trained for the priesthood at St Andrews University. Ordained in 1540, Knox then served as a private tutor, in league with Scotland’s first significant Protestant leader, George Wishart. After Wishart was burnt at the stake for heresy in 1546, Knox became involved with the group who had carried out the revenge murder of the Scottish primate, Cardinal David Beaton, subsequently taking over his castle in St Andrews. The following year this was captured by the French, and Knox was carted off to work as a galley slave.

He was freed in 1548, as a result of the intervention of the English, who invited him to play an evangelizing role in the spread of their own Reformation. Following successful ministries in Berwick-upon-Tweed and Newcastle upon Tyne, Knox turned down the bishopric of Rochester, less from an intrinsic opposition to episcopacy than from a wish to avoid becoming embroiled in the turmoil he guessed would ensue if the Catholic Mary Tudor acceded to the English throne. When this duly happened in 1553, Knox fled to the Continent, ending up as minister to the English-speaking community in Geneva, which was then in the grip of the theocratic government of the Frenchman Jean Calvin.

In exile, Knox was preoccupied with the influence wielded by political rulers, believing that the future of the Reformation in Europe was at risk because of the opposition of a few powerful sovereigns. This prompted him to write his infamous treatise, The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women, a specific attack on the three Catholic women then ruling Scotland, England and France, which has made his name synonymous with misogyny ever since.

When Knox was allowed to return to Scotland in 1555, he took over as spiritual leader of the Reformation, becoming minister of St Giles in Edinburgh, where he gained a reputation as a charismatic preacher. The establishment of Protestantism as the official religion of Scotland in 1560 was dependent on the forging of an alliance with Elizabeth I, which Knox himself rigorously championed: the swift deployment of English troops against the French garrison in Edinburgh dealt a fatal blow to Franco–Spanish hopes of re-establishing Catholicism in both Scotland and England. Although the return of Mary, Queen of Scots the following year placed a Catholic monarch on the Scottish throne, Knox was reputedly always able to retain the upper hand in his famous disputes with her.

Before his death in 1572, Knox began mapping out the organization of the Scots Kirk, sweeping away all vestiges of episcopal control and giving lay people a role of unprecedented importance. He also proposed a nationwide education system, to be compulsory for the very young and free for the poor, though lack of funds meant this could not be implemented in full. His final legacy was the posthumously published History of the Reformation of Religion in the Realm of Scotland, a justification of his life’s work.

For all his considerable influence, Knox was not responsible for many of the features which have created the popular image of Scottish Presbyterianism – and of Knox himself – as austere and joyless. A man of refined cultural tastes, he did not encourage the iconoclasm that destroyed so many of Scotland’s churches and works of art: indeed, much of this was carried out by English hands. Nor did he promote unbending Sabbatarianism, an obsessive work ethic, or even the inflexible view of the doctrine of predestination favoured by his far more fanatical successors. Ironically, though, by fostering an irrevocable rift in the “Auld Alliance” with France, he did more than anyone else to ensure that Scotland’s future was to be linked with that of England.






Canongate

For over seven hundred years, the district through which the final and most easterly section of the Royal Mile, the Canongate, runs, was a burgh in its own right, officially separate from the capital, which was entered through the Netherbow Port.

A notorious slum area even into the 1960s, it has been the subject of some of the most ambitious restoration programmes in the Old Town, though the lack of harmony between the buildings renovated in different decades can be seen fairly clearly. For such a central district, it’s interesting to note that most of the buildings here are residential, and by no means are they all bijou apartments. The most dramatic slice of the redevelopment, however, is in the Holyrood area at its lower end, where the new Parliament building has brought a radical contemporary slant to the look and feel of the whole area. As you wander down the Canongate, you might be diverted by one or two of an eclectic range of shops, which include a gallery of historic maps and sea charts, an old-fashioned whisky bottler and a genuine bagpipe maker.

Dominated by a turreted steeple and an odd external box clock, the late sixteenth-century Canongate Tolbooth on the north side of the street has served both as the headquarters of the burgh administration and as a prison. It now houses The People’s Story (Mon–Sat 10am–5pm, also Sun noon–5pm in Aug; free; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk), which contains a series of display cases, dense information boards and rather old-fashioned tableaux dedicated to the everyday life and work of Edinburgh’s population down the centuries. This isn’t one of Edinburgh’s essential museums, but it does have a down-to-earth reality often missing from places dedicated to high culture or famous historical characters. Next door, Canongate Kirk (May–Sept Mon–Sat 10.30am–4.30pm, Sun 12.30–4.30pm depending on volunteer staff and church services; free) was built in the 1680s to house the congregation expelled from Holyrood Abbey when the latter was commandeered by James VII (James II in England) to serve as the chapel for the Order of the Thistle. The kirk, which has excellent acoustics and is often used for concerts, has a modesty rarely seen in churches built in later centuries, with a graceful curved facade and a bow-shaped gable to the rear. The surrounding churchyard (free access) provides an attractive and tranquil stretch of green in the heart of the Old Town and affords fine views of Calton Hill; it also happens to be one of the city’s most exclusive cemeteries – well-known internees include the political economist Adam Smith, Mrs Agnes McLehose (better known as Robert Burns’s “Clarinda”) and Robert Fergusson, regarded by some as Edinburgh’s greatest poet, despite his death at the age of 24. Fergusson’s headstone was donated by Burns, a fervent admirer, and a statue of the young poet can be seen just outside the gates of the kirk.

Opposite the church, the Museum of Edinburgh in Huntly House (Mon–Sat 10am–5pm, also Sun noon–5pm in Aug; free; www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk) is the city’s principal collection devoted to local history, though the museum is as interesting for the labyrinthine network of wood-panelled rooms within as for its rather quirky array of artefacts. These do, however, include a number of items of real historical significance, in particular the National Convention, the petition for religious freedom drawn up on a deerskin parchment in 1638, and the original plans for the layout of the New Town drawn by James Craig, chosen by the city council after a competition in 1767.

Among the various closes and arched entries on this stretch of Canongate, look out for Dunbar’s Close, on the north side of the street, which has a beautiful seventeenth-century walled garden tucked in behind its tenements. Opposite this is the entry to Crichton’s Close, through which you’ll find the Scottish Poetry Library (Tues, Wed & Fri 10am–5pm, Thurs 10am–8pm, Sat 10am–4pm; free; www.spl.org.uk), a small island of modern architectural eloquence amid a cacophony of large-scale developments. The building incorporates a section of an old city wall, and the attractive, thoroughly contemporary design harmoniously combines brick, oak, glass, Caithness stone and blue ceramic tiles. The library contains Scotland’s most comprehensive collection of native poetry, and visitors are free to read the books, periodicals and leaflets found on the shelves, or listen to recordings of poetry in English, Scots and Gaelic. Readings and events are organized throughout the year.

Holyrood

At the foot of Canongate lies Holyrood, for centuries known as Edinburgh’s royal quarter, with its ruined thirteenth-century abbey and the Palace of Holyroodhouse. In recent years, however, the area has been transformed by the addition of Enric Miralles’ dazzling but highly controversial new Scottish Parliament, which was deliberately landscaped to mimic the cliffs and ridges of Edinburgh’s most dramatic natural feature, the nearby Holyrood Park and its slumbering peak, Arthur’s Seat.

The legend of Holyrood goes back to 1128, when King David I, son of Malcolm Canmore and St Margaret, went out hunting and was suddenly confronted by a stag who threw him from his horse and seemed ready to gore him. In desperation, the king tried to protect himself by grasping its antlers, but instead found himself holding a crucifix, whereupon the animal ran off. In a dream that night, he heard a voice commanding him to “make a house for Canons devoted to the Cross”; he duly obeyed, naming the abbey Holyrood (“rood” being an alternative name for a cross). Another explanation is that David, the most pious of all Scotland’s monarchs, acquired a relic of Christ’s Cross and decided to build a suitable home for it.

Holyrood soon became a favoured royal residence, its situation in a secluded valley making it far more agreeable than the draughty Castle. At first, monarchs lodged in the abbey’s monastic guesthouse, to which a wing for the exclusive use of the court was added during the reign of James II. This was transformed into a full-blown palace for James IV, which in turn was replaced by a much larger building for Charles II, although he never actually lived there. Indeed, it was something of a white elephant until Queen Victoria started travelling to Scotland frequently enough to establish an official residence.


Admission to Holyroodhouse

Compared with most royal palaces, visitor access to Holyroodhouse is extensive. However, the Queen still makes fairly regular visits, and for this reason the palace is normally closed in mid-May, late June and mid-November, and occasionally at other times if a state function is taking place.
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