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WELCOME TO Scotland

11 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE . . .

BEST OF Scotland

TOP FIVE CASTLES

SCOTTISH WHISKY

Scotland’s National Parks

BEST ROAD TRIPS

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

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

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

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

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

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



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Edinburgh

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

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

The Cairngorms and the North East

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

ONE WEEK

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

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

TWO WEEKS

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

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

ONE MONTH

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



Glasgow

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

Southern Scotland and the Borders

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

Loch Lomond and the Inner Hebrides

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

Western Highlands and the Isle of Skye

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

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

Inverness, Loch Ness, and the North Coast 500

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

Outer Hebrides

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

Orkney and Shetland

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

WHEN TO GO

Spring

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

Summer

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

Autumn

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



Winter

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

KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Getting There

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

From Elsewhere in Europe

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

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

From North America

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

From New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa

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

Getting Around

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

Plane

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

Train

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

Rental Car

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

Bus

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

Ferry

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

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

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

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

What to Pack

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

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

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

Days 1-2: Edinburgh

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

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

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

Day 3: Glasgow

From Edinburgh, it’s around an hour by car or train to Glasgow. If you want to pack as much as possible into your day, you should buy a ticket for the City Sightseeing bus and start your tour with a visit to the oldest part of the city at Glasgow Cathedral and the Necropolis that overlooks it. The bus stops at lots of key sights, and you should hop off in the West End for lunch—the Ubiquitous Chip is a good choice before you pay a visit to the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum. From here, it’s just a few minutes’ walk to University of Glasgow, where you can join an afternoon tour. For dinner and drinks, walk through Kelvingrove Park to Dockyard Social, a lively food market with regular DJ sets and live music.
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Day 4: Loch Lomond and Glen Coe

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

Drive all the way to the village of Glencoe for the full edge-of-your-seat driving experience. Visit the Glencoe War Memorial and take a few moments to reflect on the massacre of 38 members of Clan MacDonald, who were punished for a perceived slight against the legitimacy of William III and Mary II in the 17th century. For dinner, music, and a bed for the night, head to the warm and hospitable Clachaig Inn.
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Day 5: Fort William to Skye

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

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

Days 6-7: Isle of Skye

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

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

Day 8: Skye to Loch Ness

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

Day 9: Inverness to Royal Deeside

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

Day 10: Return to Edinburgh

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


TOP EXPERIENCE

Top Five Castles

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

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

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

EDINBURGH CASTLE

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

STIRLING CASTLE

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

DUNNOTTAR CASTLE

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

ALDOURIE CASTLE

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

EILEAN DONAN CASTLE

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




SPECIAL TOPIC

Scottish Whisky

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

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

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

Speyside

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










	Distillery
	Location
	Best Known For
	Attractions





	Glenlivet
	Ballindalloch
	Rich, robust flavor
	Tastings and tours; rare-bottle tour option



	Glenfiddich
	Dufftown
	Golden, well-balanced, mellow sprits
	Tastings and tours; within walking distance of Dufftown



	The Balvenie
	Dufftown
	Home-grown barley, on-site cooperage
	Tastings and tours; within walking distance of Dufftown



	Cardhu
	Knockando
	Smooth, light, sweet whisky
	Tastings and tours



	Glen Grant
	Rothes
	Rich, fruity notes
	Tastings and tours, garden on-site



	The Macallan
	Aberlour
	Rich, full-bodied flavors; use of renewable fuels
	Tastings and tours; brasserie on-site



	Strathisla
	Keith
	In operation since 1786
	Tastings and tours; whisky-blending workshop



	Glen Moray
	Elgin
	Smooth, easy-drinking
	Tastings and tours



	Benromach
	Forres
	Smoky Speyside whisky
	Tastings and tours





Islay

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










	Distillery
	Location
	Best Known For
	Attractions





	Lagavulin
	Lagavulin
	Rich, peaty whiskies since 1816
	Tastings and tours



	Laphroaig
	Port Ellen
	Rich, peaty flavor with a smoky finish
	Tastings and tours



	Ardbeg
	Port Ellen
	Heavily peated, smoky whiskies
	Tastings and tours; café on-site



	Bowmore
	Bowmore
	Islay’s first legal distillery
	Tastings and tours



	Bruichladdich
	Port Charlotte
	Both peated and un-peated spirits
	Tastings and tours; gin tastings available



	Kilchoman
	Bruichladdich
	Whiskies made with barley harvested on the distillery’s farm
	Tastings and tours; café on-site



	Bunnahabhain
	Port Askaig
	Mild Islay whisky
	Tastings and tours; short 50-minute tour option





The Northern Highlands

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










	Distillery
	Location
	Best Known For
	Attractions





	Glen Ord Distillery
	Black Isle
	Singleton whisky, an amber-colored malt made from Black Isle barley
	Tastings and tours



	Glenmorangie
	Ross-shire
	Clean, pure whisky—thanks to its “giraffe”-style distilleries, the tallest in Scotland
	Tastings and tours



	Old Pulteney Whisky
	Wick
	Coastal “Maritime” malt
	Tastings and tours



	Badachro
	Badachro
	Modern craft whisky and gin
	Tastings and tours







[image: image]

Scotland’s National Parks

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

Day 1: Glasgow

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

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

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

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

Day 4: Oban

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

Day 5: The Cairngorms

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

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

Day 6: Perth

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

Day 7: Return to Glasgow

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


Best Road Trips

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

THE NORTH COAST 500

515 mi/830 km; 5-7 days

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

THE NORTH EAST 250

250 mi/402 km; 2-3 days

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

TROTTERNISH PENINSULA, SKYE

50 mi/80 km; 3-4 hours

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

THE GLEN COE ROAD

30 mi/48 km; 1-2 hours

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