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A route through the Northwest Highlands to Skye
There are only a few routes to the North West Highlands and Skye and they pass
through some remote, lonely and wild areas of outstanding natural beauty. This
route from Perth on the A9 heading for Inverness, has some truly stunning
mountain vistas as you climb towards the impressive Drumochter Pass (1,516ft or
462m). Once over the pass, a sign for Dalwhinnie is a welcome sight where you
turn off onto the A886 and continue the cross-country route to Kyle of Lochalsh and
Skye over the hills and on winding roads through the glens via Spean Bridge,
Invergarry and Glen Shiel.

As this route begins on the A9 north of Perth it's likely you will have travelled
some distance beforehand so two places to take a break and enjoy some
refreshment are worth noting, not to mention fuel supplies at Dalwhinnie. It's
essential you keep your tank well filled as fuel stations are not a frequent feature in
the Highlands!

The first place for a break is the House
of Bruar, an extraordinary independent
retail success story alongside the A9 near
Blair Atholl nine miles north of Pitlochry.
It's an excellent place where you can
relax in the café for snacks or lunch and
explore their comprehensive range of
good quality Scottish knitwear and stylish
country clothing, from shoes to shirts and
hats to hampers. For men real hacking
jackets, heavy weight cord trousers and
pure cashmere blazers and for women a
wide range of jackets, sweaters,
cardigans, skirts and trousers with natural
fabrics. Even for many MG enthusiasts
who might usually find shopping on an
MG route unthinkable, a visit to the
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House of Bruar can be both interesting and worthwhile.
The second place for a break is on a much smaller scale — the Pottery Coffee
Shop - but it's a welcome sight. There within a stone barn of a former farm
courtyard are cakes, tea and coffee together with a selection of local knitwear and
other tempting items on offer. You see it on a downhill stretch towards Laggan
Bridge after driving over open moorland on the A886 from Dalwhinnie. It's just
before you reach a T-
junction at Laggan Bridge on
the A86 from Newtonmore to
Spean Bridge. The
distinctive yellow
welcoming sign says it all!
Shortly after turning left at
that T-junction you pass the
location for the popular TV
series Monarch of the Glen
looking over Loch Laggan.
The road is then wider and
sweeps alongside the loch
with the massive sight of
Creag Meagaidh up on the
right and then down to Roy
Bridge with the West
Highland railway in a gorge
on the left. Here is a very
worthwhile diversion.
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Turning right near the centre of Roy Bridge you head out of the village up into
Glen Roy where you see a natural feature which had puzzled people for centuries
— three horizontal lines across the sides of the hills. Gaelic legend had claimed
they were roads created by the Celtic warrior Fingal for hunting, but now we know
that as the Ice Age ended, over 10.000 years ago, this glen was filled by a huge
loch. The “Parallel Roads of Glen Roy” are the former shorelines of the loch at
various water levels over centuries until an ice blockage at the bottom of the glen
near Roy Bridge finally gave way and the loch drained down. A fully illustrated
explanation is provided at a viewing point near the head of the glen and that is
reproduced on the following page.

From Roy Bridge the route runs down to Spean Bridge on the A82 from Fort
William to Inverness, the main link across the northwest Highlands. There is a
woollen mill shop and café. Up the hill from Spean Bridge on the A82 heading for
Invergarry you will see the Commando Memorial depicting the three soldiers
looking out over Leanachan Forest to the peaks of Aonach Mor and Ben Nevis. A
small Commando Museum in the Spean Bridge Hotel has closed, but the records
there were moved to a museum in Fort William which show the daring exploits of
the elite force known as the 'Commandos’ set up in 1940. They were based nearby
at their Training Centre at Achnacarry, 4 miles (6 km) to the northwest. Spending
timeour reading the modest accounts of their actions you are left stunned with
admiration for their courage and with your spine tingling too.

The view across to Ben Nevis, Carn Mor Dearg, Aonach Mor and the Grey
Corries from a viewpoint between the Commando Memorial and the road down to
Gairlochy, a village on the Caledonian Canal, is a breathtaking panorama which
changes with the weather conditions and light — see alongside an early April view
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with snow covered tops and another glowing red on a warm evening in June. The
distant top is the plateau and North Face of Ben Nevis which is behind the
shoulder running up to the snow covered Carn Mor Dearg. Aonach Mor, the local
ski and outdoor sports centre, is just off to the left of the photos.

From the Commando Memorial the route heads northeast up the Great Glen
on the A82 which soon runs alongside Loch Lochy with the high mountains which
tumble down from well over 3,000ft to the opposite side of the loch. You get a
sense of how large this major geological fault is as it stretches across the
Highlands. It's a very busy route carrying high traffic volumes with a mixture of
goods vehicles, vans, cars and camper vans with many tourists. There are very
few safe passing places and sadly it's a particularly dangerous road so take care.
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On the A82 you soon you reach the Laggan swing bridge which crosses a very
short stretch of the canal which links Loch Lochy to Loch Oich. After a brief run
alongside Loch Oich you descend a sweeping hill to a T-junction in Invergarry
where there is a sharp left turn to Kyle of Lochalsh on the A87. A service station
with fuel is just 300 yards beyond the junction if you stay on the A82 — do ensure
your tank is topped up before the next long and remote leg to Skye, well over an
hour away.

Once you leave the village boundary, the road begins a long 5 mile (8km) climb
to a truly spectacular viewpoint. With a halt here you are rewarded with a very
long view down to the flooded Glen Garry, with its lochs part of a major
hydropower scheme completed in the mid-1950s. In the distance are the eastern
limits of the Rough Bounds of Knoydart — a very remote area indeed. An excursion
up this wild glen to Kinloch Hourn is a very enjoyable, gentle drive along a narrow
single track road with wonderful views of many mountains much enjoyed by
mountain walkers. But do allow at least two hours for the adventure.

From the viewpoint you set off for the Cluanie dam, part of another very large
hydro project completed in the mid-1950s, which you reach shortly after
descending a hill to a T-junction where you join the A887 road from Invermoriston.
From there the road is good with long sweeping bends and you may be tempted to
drive at speed in your MG but take care, particularly at dawn or near dusk, as deer
from the hills can nonchalantly stroll out over the road or often dash across. Their
colouring is just about a perfect match for the heather and bracken alongside the
road, so take real care as hitting a deer, even a small creature, will do very serious
damage to your car and could very easily injure occupants too.

*

-

Even hitting a rabbit at speed can dent a valance panel badly but a deer is serious!
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Looking back down the long hill from Invergarry in the Great Glen.
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View over Glen Garry, with its long hydro lochs, to the eastern limits of the Rough
Bounds of Knoydart. — the conical mountain touching the cloud on the horizon is
Gairich (2,989ft or 919m)

...The route through to Glen Shiel provides wide views of the mountains on
either side of Loch Cluanie and midway there is a welcome inn for refreshment —
the Cluanie Inn, well known to many hillwalkers who have visited this area.
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From this point the road begins a long descent down Glen Shiel to the sea
loch, Loch Duich, and the views are truly stunning. If you should do this route in
reverse then the view as you leave Loch Duich and begin the long climb leaves
you perplexed as to where a major road could find a way through the mountains
ahead. But the road threads its way and gradually all is revealed! At the start of
the descent the views are dominated by the long South Glen Shiel Ridge and on
the northern side a range of mountains known as the Five Sisters.

Nearing the lower end of the descent there is a choice of roads to Skye — either
continuing on the A87 to Kyle of Lochalsh and over the new Skye Bridge to Skye
or you can take the old route to Skye via the Glenelg ferry with the bonus you
can visit two fascinating ancient structures known as brochs. After passing Shiel
Bridge Shop and a Gleaner Fuel Service Station, road signs indicate a left turn for
Glenelg and the ferry.

The route to Glenelg is an alpine-style mountain pass, constructed in 1815,
which will take 30 minutes. From sea level at Shiel Bridge, it twists and turns
towards the summit of Mam Ratagan before making a more gradual descent.

As you pass the village of Glenelg you will soon see the Kylerhea narrows, a
very narrow stretch of water (1,790ft or 550m wide) between the mainland and
Skye, with very strong tidal streams. It has been a crossing point for hundreds of
years particularly for cattle drovers from the Western Isles in the 19" century who
each year led 5,000 to 8,000 cattle overland along the droving routes through the
Highlands to the markets in the Lowlands. When they reached Kylerhea, the
animals had to swim across. At slack tide, the drover roped the tail of the first
animal around the jaw of the next, and then he rowed a boat across the water to
Glenelg leading a string of 6 to 8 animals at a time. Most survived their dip and
continued their journey to the markets or “trysts” in Crieff or Falkirk. By the 1920s
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cattle no longer had to swim but were ferried across from Kyleakin opposite Kyle of
Lochalsh in barges and then continued their journey by rail or road.

A ferry still operates today — the Skye Ferry - which is the last working example
of a turntable ferry of this kind left in Scotland. It's run by the local community and
is maintained as a “Scottish national treasure”! Seeing the ferry snake across the
narrows dealing with the racing tidal flows is quite a sight only topped by sailing
across in it with your car! A YouTube video gives you an idea of what an adventure
the ferry is — see the link below.

ooy v =
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tk7dwiW|-8M&feature=player embedded



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tk7dwiWj-8M&feature=player_embedded
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Once across the Kylerhea narrows to Skye, the road climbs high into the
mountains before dropping down again to join the main road from the Skye Bridge
to Broadford.

Two of the finest examples of
brochs, early fortified circular
stone tower houses found on the
Scottish Mainland, are located in
Glen Beag just a short drive south
of Glenelg. They are Dun Telve
and Dunn Troddan. A third broch,
Dun Grugaig, is a further two miles
up the glen, though itis in a much
poorer condition than the first two.
With their distinctive tower shaped
tapered walls, which have an inner
and outer shell with floors of
galleries formed from large slabs
within, these are impressive
structures dating back probably to
the Iron Age around 100BC.

Top right: the drawing depicts the
likely internal layout. Note the early
use of cavity wall construction and
animals below providing the central
heating!
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A more rapid route to Skye is to drive straight on at Shiel Bridge heading for
Dornie and Kyle of Lochalsh but few will be able to pass one of the most iconic
images of Scotland, Eilean Donan castle. Situated on an island at the point where
three sea lochs meet, and surrounded by some majestic scenery, it is little wonder
that the castle is now one of the most visited and important attractions in the
Scottish Highlands.

Your first view of Skye and the Cuillin mountain range that dominates the
skyline is stunning. Pulling onto a layby and looking down Loch Duich towards the
new Skye Bridge is an impressive sight you will remember for many years. In the
photo alongside, Kyle of Lochalsh is round beyond that wooded headland on the
right. As you enter Kyle there is a filling station on your left and then a rare sight at
a crossroads — a set of traffic lights! As soon as you leave the town boundary the
sight of the road over the elegant Skye Bridge rises before you with views over to
the Applecross peninsula to the north on the righthand side. Beyond the bridge you
take the right turn at a roundabout and head off along a weaving coastal route via
Broadford and on to the Sligachan Hotel. Just before Broadford, the single track
road from the Glenelg ferry joins at a minor junction.

The Sligachan Hotel is a welcome sight located on a sweeping righthand bend.
Its bar has refreshments throughout the day and the hotel offers overnight
accommodation. Behind the hotel are magnificent views of the Black Cuillin -
“black” because the dominant rock is the black volcanic gabbro. Exploring Skye is
beyond the scope of this route but visiting the other side of the Cuillin range takes
you to Glen Brittle and to what is a magical place for a picnic on a pleasant day by
Loch Brittle Bay — with views out to the islands of Rum and Canna.

This is surely one of the most memorable MG routes and a joy to drive in an MG.
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Loch Brittle Bay Sligachan Hotel Skye Bridge Eilean Donan Glenelg ferry GlenShiel Cluanie Inn Cluanie Dam
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