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One of the three countries that make up the island of Great Britain, Scotland is the feistiest and most colorful, from its plucky people and poetic heritage to its rugged landscape.

Scotland encompasses about a third of Britain’s geographical area (30,400 square miles), but has less than a tenth of its population (about 5.4 million).

The southern part of Scotland, called the Lowlands, is relatively flat and urbanized. The northern area—the Highlands—has a hilly terrain dotted with lochs (lakes) and fringed by sea lochs (inlets) and islands.

Scotland’s iconic symbols—bagpipes, moody glens, whisky distilleries, golf links, kilts, and yes, even haggis (organ-meat sausage)—seem at first like touristic clichés, but they’re an authentic part of the cultural heritage of this engaging country.

The proud Scots are enjoying some recent political autonomy from England. The Scottish parliament, though limited in power, convened in Edinburgh in 1999 for the first time in nearly 300 years. The Scots appreciate the refreshing breeze of increased self-governance, and the question of independence is likely to remain a pivotal issue for years to come.

Whether you’re toasting with beer, whisky, or Scotland’s favorite soft drink, Irn-Bru, enjoy meeting the Scottish people. It’s easy to fall in love with the irrepressible spirit and striking scenery of this faraway land.

THE BEST OF SCOTLAND

This book focuses on Scotland’s top destinations, from its lively cities and Highland towns to its sleepy islands. The top cities in the Lowlands are vibrant Edinburgh, up-and-coming Glasgow, and medieval-but-youthful St. Andrews. The Highlands offer a rural, craggy contrast, with port-town Oban (and its island excursions), pleasant Inverness (near Loch Ness and a historic battlefield), and the inviting Isle of Skye.

Beyond the major destinations, I also cover the Best of the Rest—great destinations that don’t quite make my top cut, but are worth seeing if you have more time or specific interests: Stirling, Glencoe, Fort William, Pitlochry, Speyside, and Balmoral Castle.

To help you link the top sights, I’ve designed a two-week itinerary (see here) with tips for tailoring it to your interests.
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THE BEST OF EDINBURGH

Nestled by bluffs and studded with a skyline of spires and towers, Scotland’s delightful capital boasts world-class museums and lively culture. The attraction-filled Royal Mile, lined with medieval buildings, connects the grand castle and stately palace in a wonderful way. The city’s exuberance is enjoyable year-round and nonstop during August’s festivals.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Edinburgh’s famous street, the Royal Mile, offers a pleasing array of attractions, pubs, shops, and historic churches.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Highland dancers stepping over crossed swords practice the Sword Dance.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Some shops make custom kilts using woven (not cheaply printed) tartan material.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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A bagpiper in full regalia plays Scotland’s national instrument.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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The Fringe Festival brings out people’s Inner Wild.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Try a few drams of whisky at a tasting.




THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Edinburgh’s formidable castle, perched on a bluff high above the Royal Mile, repelled foes long ago.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW

Glasgow, once a mighty ship-building center, is now a cosmopolitan destination, with an unpretentious friendliness, an energetic dining and nightlife scene, top-notch museums (most of them free), and a flair for art and design. Its famous hometown architect, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, left his mark all over Glasgow at the turn of the 20th century.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Glasgow’s cathedral is a rare Scottish cathedral that survived the Reformation.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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A bagpiper plays to a captive audience.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The Mackintosh at the Willow tearooms are furnished entirely in Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s style.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The Mural Trail offers street art on a grand scale.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Visiting the Kelvingrove Art Gallery is a heady experience.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The University of Glasgow shows off stately buildings and fine museums.




THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Glasgow’s pedestrian-only streets are lively thoroughfares.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS

This coastal town hosts Scotland’s top university and the world’s most famous golf course. With a medieval Old Town, evocative ruins of its castle and cathedral, sandy beaches (with activities), and a student vibe, St. Andrews attracts visitors of all ages, whether they prefer tee time, tea time, or just a fun time.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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St. Andrews Cathedral was destroyed during the Scottish Reformation.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Golfers get their game on at St. Andrews.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Quaint shop-lined streets invite browsing.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Locals are as photogenic as the town.




THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Students wear their robes for special events—and always on Sunday for the Pier Walk.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES

Midway between the Lowlands and Highlands, the handy home base of Oban hosts a fine distillery tour and boat excursions. This charming “gateway to the isles” is the jumping off point for day trips by ferry to the islands of the Inner Hebrides: hilly Mull, spiritual Iona, and small Staffa, populated by puffins in summer.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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Nightlife in Oban comes with a bagpipe soundtrack.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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A fisherman displays the catch of the day.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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The port town of Oban clusters around its harbor.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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The island of Iona, with its historic abbey, makes an easy day trip.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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At Oban’s fish-and-chips joints, the fish is very fresh.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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A ceilidh—music and dancing—is fun on summer evenings.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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Puffins populate the island of Staffa, just off Iona.




THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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A ferry takes visitors throughout the Inner Hebrides.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE

The dramatically scenic island—the best of the Inner Hebrides—offers a concentrated dose of the Highlands, featuring craggy Cuillin Hills, the jagged Trotternish Peninsula, castles, a distillery, dynamic clan history, and the colorful harbor town of Portree.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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A hairy coo’s thick hair keeps it warm during cold, wet winters.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Eilean Donan Castle greets visitors coming and going from the island.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Portree is Skye’s leading town.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Happy graduates of Talisker Distillery’s tour make a toast.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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The falls near Kilt Rock drop precipitously to the sea.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Portree’s peaceful harbor is protected by peninsulas.




THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Skye’s sweeping green vistas are sprinkled with sheep.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS

The regional capital of Inverness has easy access to more Highland sights, including the historic Culloden Battlefield (where Bonnie Prince Charlie was defeated), beautiful Cawdor Castle, Urquhart Castle (and monster-spotting) at the famous Loch Ness, and the impressive Caledonian Canal.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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On the shores of Loch Ness, Urquhart Castle crumbles away.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Who says the Loch Ness monster doesn’t exist?




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Inverness makes a good home base for day trips.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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The old town of Inverness invites strolling.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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The Leault sheepdog demonstration wows visitors.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Inverness has a range of appealing, cosmopolitan eateries.




THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Cawdor Castle, near Inverness, is surrounded by lovely gardens.




THE BEST OF THE REST

With extra time, splice any of these destinations into your trip. Stirling is one of Scotland’s top castles, with interesting sights nearby—from giant horse heads and a dramatic battle monument to a Ferris wheel for boats at Falkirk. The stirring “Weeping Glen” of Glencoe offers some of the Highlands’ best scenery and hikes. Pitlochry is awash with whisky distilleries and laced with hiking trails. Speyside offers more distilleries for whisky pilgrims, and Balmoral Castle, the British monarchy’s country retreat, is yours to visit when the royals are away.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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Glencoe offers an easy, refreshing look at the Highlands.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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Of historic Stirling Castle, it’s been said: “He who holds Stirling, holds Scotland.”




THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Falkirk Wheel ingeniously lifts boats between locks.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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Balmoral Castle is where the royals unwind in the countryside.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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Master coopers build and refurbish whisky barrels at Speyside Cooperage.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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Pitlochry distilleries stock ample whisky for their popular tours.




THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Kelpies pay homage to sprites of Scottish lore who took the shape of horses.



TRAVEL SMART

Approach Scotland like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, make advance arrangements, and follow my travel strategies on the road.

For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.

Designing Your Itinerary

Decide when to go. Scotland is most crowded between mid-May and mid-September. In most of Scotland, July and August offer the best weather and busiest schedule of tourist fun—and consequently jam-packed B&Bs and restaurants. Edinburgh is especially swamped throughout August, the city’s festival season. Any town is busy during its Highland Games.

Travel from April to mid-May and mid-September to mid-October is easier. Those times tend to have fewer tourists, a full range of sights, and better room availability (and prices). In the off-season, castles and historic sites may be closed, but cities welcome visitors any time of year.

Whenever you go, your B&B host will warn you to prepare for “four seasons in one day,” though the weather is rarely extreme. Bring a jacket, dress in layers, and take full advantage of bright spells.

Choose your top destinations. My recommended itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 14 days, but it’s easy to adapt it to fit your interests and time frame.

If you enjoy all that big cities have to offer, you could easily spend a week in Edinburgh, even outside of festival time. For nightlife, Edinburgh and Glasgow are tops.

Historians find much to study in Scotland. Royalists tour Scotland’s many castles (Edinburgh’s Castle and Palace of Holyroodhouse, Stirling, Balmoral, Dunvegan, and more), while clansmen gather at Glencoe’s Weeping Glen, the Culloden Battlefield, and the Isle of Skye. Architects are drawn to Glasgow, and engineers are intrigued by the Caledonian Canal and Falkirk Wheel.

Hikers love to go a ’wandering in the Highlands, particularly around Glencoe and the Isle of Skye. Golfers head to St. Andrews, of course. Photographers want to go everywhere.
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Highland Games, held in many towns, offer authentic Scottish culture.



For countryside fun in summer, be sure to see if any Highland Games coincide with your visit (check www.shga.co.uk). These quintessentially Scottish competitions—day-long events held in various towns throughout summer—celebrate Highland dancing, footraces, and feats of strength. They’re well worth a day of your trip.

Draft a rough itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough time per stop: Figure on at least two days for most destinations and more for Edinburgh.

Staying in a home base—like Oban or Inverness—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to get settled into a town for two nights.

Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. If your plans extend beyond Scotland, determine which cities in Europe you’ll fly into and out of—for instance, into Edinburgh and out of Amsterdam. Begin your search for transatlantic flights.

Decide if you’ll travel by car, take public transportation, or use a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring the Highlands but is useless in Edinburgh and Glasgow (pick up your car as you leave Glasgow and drop it when you return to Edinburgh). Some travelers rent a car on site for a day or two (the Isle of Skye is a good candidate for this) and use public transportation for the rest of their trip.

If relying on public transportation, you’ll likely use a mix of trains and buses. Trains are faster and more expensive than buses (which don’t run as often on Sundays). In the mountainous Highlands, buses are often your only option. If you have limited time, consider taking minibus tours of the Highlands, offered from Inverness, Glasgow, and even Edinburgh. But with more time, everything is workable by public transportation.

Allot sufficient time for transportation in your itinerary. Whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations. To determine approximate travel times between your destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit NationalRail.co.uk for train schedules or Traveline.info (a route-planning site that includes train and bus options). If traveling beyond Scotland, check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.

Plan your days. Fine-tune your itinerary; write out a day-by-day plan of where you’ll be and what you want to see. To help you make the most of your time, I’ve suggested day plans for each major destination. But take sight closures into account: Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week that its must-see sight is closed. Check if any holidays or festivals will fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, check Scotland’s tourist website, www.visitscotland.com). Note major sights where advance reservations are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.

Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, relaxing, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.

Ready, set...You’ve designed the perfect itinerary for the trip of a lifetime.

Trip Costs

Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.

Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Edinburgh costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Car Rental: Allow roughly $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.
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Here’s an itinerary for an unforgettable two-week trip that’ll show you the very best that Scotland has to offer. While this itinerary is geared for drivers (who pick up their rental car when leaving Glasgow), most connections can be done by train or bus, though allow extra time, and consider a bus tour from Inverness for Highland day-tripping.









	DAY
	PLAN
	SLEEP





	1
	Arrive in Edinburgh
	Edinburgh



	2
	Edinburgh
	Edinburgh



	3
	Edinburgh
	Edinburgh



	4
	More time in Edinburgh, then train to Glasgow
	Glasgow



	5
	Glasgow
	Glasgow



	6
	Pick up car; drive to Oban
	Oban



	7
	Side trip to Mull and Iona
	Oban



	8
	Drive through Glencoe this morning, then to Isle of Skye
	Portree



	9
	Isle of Skye
	Portree



	10
	Drive along Caledonian Canal and Loch Ness to Inverness
	Inverness



	11
	Inverness and side trip to Culloden and other sights
	Inverness



	12
	Head south, enjoying your choice of sights in Eastern Scotland or St. Andrews
	Pitlochry or St. Andrews



	13
	More Eastern Scotland or St. Andrews sightseeing; spend evening in Stirling
	Stirling



	14
	Stirling Castle and nearby sights
	Stirling



	15
	Drive to Edinburgh for your flight home
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Average Daily Expenses Per Person
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Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow about $250 per person for trains and buses. In some cases, a short flight can be cheaper than taking the train.

Budget Tips: Cut your daily expenses by taking advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Scotland and mentioned in this book.

City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day use) decrease your cost per ride in Edinburgh and Glasgow. Avid sightseers consider Scotland’s country-wide sightseeing passes and memberships (see here). If you don’t get a pass, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (especially easy to do in Glasgow—see here).

Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer discounts if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less in spring and fall (May, June, September, and October). And even seniors can stay cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals. (But don’t expect any deals in Edinburgh during festival-filled August when hotel prices often soar; your best bet is booking well in advance.)

It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Scotland. You can get tasty, affordable meals at pubs, cafeterias, chain restaurants, street-food joints, and fish-and-chips stands. Some upscale restaurants offer early-bird dinner specials. Bakeries and groceries sell ready-made sandwiches; cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.

When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a musical event or an island day trip. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.

Before You Go

You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.

Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow eight weeks or more to renew or get a passport. You’re also required to register for an Electronic Travel Authorization (see here). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. It’s worth thinking about buying essential train tickets in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)

Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals; those visiting Edinburgh in August or the Isle of Skye in summer should book especially early.

Reserve ahead for key sights and activities. Make reservations or buy tickets in advance for major sights, including Edinburgh and Stirling castles. If you’ll be in Edinburgh at festival time (most of August), check the schedule and consider buying tickets ahead for anything you just have to see. Tickets to Edinburgh’s Military Tattoo (in August) sell out early—book as far ahead as possible. Tours and tastings at the more famous whisky distilleries can book up weeks ahead. To golf at St. Andrews’ famous Old Course, reserve the previous fall, or put your name in for the “ballot” two days before. Specifics on making reservations are in the individual chapters.

Hire guides in advance. Popular guides can get booked up; reserve by email as far ahead as possible—especially for Edinburgh and Glasgow.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.

Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees. You won’t need to bring along pounds; you can withdraw currency from cash machines while traveling.

Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see the sidebar).

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the Practicalities chapter as a guide.


Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours

Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 500 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).

[image: image]

Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: image]), these audio tours include my Edinburgh’s Royal Mile walk. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Travel Strategies on the Road

If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information, and expect to travel smart, you will.

Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. As you study up on sights, note opening hours, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check for any changes at RickSteves.com/update.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist-information offices. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, train, or bus you’ll take when you leave.

Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a place and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour in any big city or at a museum (some offer live or audio tours), or even hire a private guide (some will drive you around). If you want to learn more about any aspect of Scotland, experts are happy to teach you.

Plan for rain. No matter when you go, the weather can change several times in a day, but rarely is it extreme. Bring a jacket and dress in layers. Just keep traveling and enjoy the “bright spells.” A bout of rain is the perfect excuse to go into a pub and make a new friend.

Outsmart thieves. Although pickpocketing isn’t a major problem outside of bigger cities, it’s still smart to keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.

Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.

Guard your time and energy. Taking a minibus tour can be a good value if it saves you a long day of waiting for bus connections. A taxi can be worthwhile when you’re tired. To avoid long lines at sights, follow my crowd-beating tips (such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late).

Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, drizzly days, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.

Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Scottish people; most exchanges come with an ample side-helping of fun banter. Ask questions—most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Slow down, step out of your comfort zone, and be open to unexpected experiences. Set up your own quest for the best hike, finest castle viewpoint, or favorite whisky. Dare to try haggis. When an unexpected opportunity pops up, say “yes.”


Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.

I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.

This book offers a balanced mix of Scotland’s rich cultural heritage and the rugged beauty of its countryside. It’s selective: Scotland has more than 790 islands; I recommend only the best—Skye, Mull, Iona, and Staffa. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided city walks and driving tours provide insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.

I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

[image: image]

We visit Scotland to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.

Judging from the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.

Happy travels!
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Hear the trill of the bagpipes? Taste a wee dram of whisky? Feel the winds of history blowing through the glens?

Your next stop...Scotland!
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