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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Hello. Welcome to this, the second edition of Take the Slow Road: Scotland.

A lot has happened in Scotland since I first set out to explore its slow roads in 2016. Some of it has been good, some bad. But one thing that is certain is that travelling by camper van and motorhome has become a whole lot more popular, partly out of necessity and partly because more people are turning on to exploring their own country, for whatever reason. Call it Brexit, Covid or the Cost of Living Crisis.

Whatever it is, things have changed.

However, the principles of slow travel haven’t changed at all. If anything, they have become more pertinent as we search for ways to keep doing what we love doing but in a more thoughtful and considerate way. Taking the slow road is still about open spaces, nights under the stars, warm evenings skinny-dipping on white-sand beaches, early mornings waking to wet grass outside the van, dark nights staying up to search the sky for the aurora, laughing with friends, taking time for the kids and having fun.

But this time around, as the climate emergency, lack of biodiversity and threat of ecological collapse loom over us, we are ever more aware of who we are, how we are travelling and what impact that has on the places we go.

Whether we like it or not, our vehicles cause pollution, can add to congestion and still blurt carbon dioxide – as well as a whole lot of other noxious gases – into the atmosphere. Yes, it is still better than flying and staying in a hotel from a carbon footprint point of view, but it continues to be a massive issue and will only get bigger. There are very few electric campers on the road as yet, so we are all still part of the problem. We can choose to ignore it or we can act accordingly.

What does this mean, exactly? For me, it means slowing down further, taking more time to explore on foot or by bike when I am away. It means booking in to a campsite for three days instead of one. It means making an effort to buy local produce to reduce my food miles and to support local people in the communities in which I travel. Scotland is blessed with lots of community-run cafes, hubs, art and cultural centres and museums and it is up to us to use them so that they may continue to thrive.

We must behave impeccably, of course, and ensure we leave no trace, or even leave a positive trace by picking up litter, getting involved in community action by volunteering on local projects, if we can, or visiting and contributing to local community-run cafes and centres. Campaigners Trash Free Trails, a group of mountain bikers who clean up litter from trails all over the UK and educate the next generation on how to do the same and why it is important, call this making purposeful adventures.

While taking the slow road is still about perfecting the gentle, lost art of wandering, we now have a very good reason to slow down and immerse ourselves in places and people. We can still call it bumbling, bimbling, pootling, tootling, sauntering or drifting, but the end is the same:

You get to fall in love with nature (and therefore want to protect it).

You get to spend time away from the couch and the TV (and feel better as a result).

You get to swim and surf, walk and cycle more (and be fitter and healthier as a result).

You get more time with the ones you love (and that can only be a good thing).

You get to immerse yourself in local culture, food, music and art (and that can benefit everyone).

And that’s it.
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LEAVING A POSITIVE TRACE

As I have already said, leaving a positive trace means leaving somewhere better off because of your presence. Here are some ideas for travelling positively:

 
	Consider buying your staples from waste-free shops. This way, you’ll put less pressure on local rubbish and recycling infrastructure because you’ll have nothing to throw away or recycle.

	Walk or cycle more when you get there. The less you use the van or motorhome, the less congestion and pollution you’ll create. Keeping yourself as well as possible can also mean you are less likely to need medical help, so putting less pressure on local services.

	Give yourself time to appreciate Scotland’s natural beauty. Spend time understanding why Scotland is the way it is. Enjoy it. Appreciate it. Get out in it. The more you love nature, the more you are likely to want to protect it.

	Spend your money locally. Local shops and high streets are struggling under pressure from the big corporations. Money spent locally tends to stay local, with less of it ending up in the pocket of a shareholder in Surrey.

	Choose sites that have a positive environmental impact. Sites with good eco credentials and that care for nature are doing a great job of supporting local biodiversity and wildlife. If you support them, they will be able to do more.

	Don’t trash what you came to enjoy. Lighting fires, driving on grassland, leaving litter and emptying where you shouldn’t is not the point of taking the slow road. It is for you to enjoy and for others to enjoy after you.

	Travel to enjoy places and people, not to tick off your bucket list. Bucket lists are fine because they are goals and dreams. But ticking them off just for the sake of it is missing the point. Slow down and enjoy it. Don’t race just to get it done.

	Eat out and enjoy the atmosphere. If you are able, splash out and enjoy a meal – or even just a pint – somewhere new. It supports local jobs and the local tourism industry and is a good way to meet people and get chatting. Arts centres and museums are great places too – I love them!

	Be a considerate driver. Pulling over to let others pass, reversing so others may pass and avoiding busy times can help to reduce your impact. Driving more slowly will save you money (and won’t make much of a difference to your travel time). Avoid driving with a full tank if you can.

	Pick up litter. Plastic litter isn’t just a blight on the landscape, it's also killing wildlife, polluting the seas and making us all a little bit sicker. If you see it, pick it up. It isn’t that hard.

	Consider making changes at home too. Making changes at home as well as when you are away will help to redress the balance with your travels.

	Contribute. There are all sorts of schemes in Scotland for rewilding, tree planting or setting up community projects. Think about offsetting your journey by donating if you can.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

If you don’t mind, I would like to take a moment to let you know how to make the most of this book. It has been written to work in two ways.

First, I hope you will be inspired enough from reading it to book your time off and make plans. Second, I want you to be able to use this guide while you are on the slow road. So it should be just as at home on your coffee table as on your dashboard. But please remember that it is only a starting point. While I have taken a long time to research and experience as much of it as I can while writing and researching in Scotland, this book is not pretending to be a comprehensive guide. I can only recommend places I have been, naturally, but that doesn’t mean that if it’s not in here it isn’t somewhere you might like to visit.
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The most important thing is that you write your own story in Scotland. If this book is able to give you the gentle shove you might need to get you started then that’s excellent. My work will be done. But remember to do your own research and make decisions for yourself.

Take the Slow Road: Scotland is divided into routes, with those bunched into geographical areas. Each route is divided into a little bit of writing about my experiences while researching the route. These include snippets of things that happened along the way, things you shouldn’t miss or things that I found special about the route. Each section has a quick-look information box that tells you a little of the useful stuff you’ll need, such as which OS maps to buy, how long the route is and how long it is likely to take you. After that it’s ‘The Driving’, which is all about how the route works, which roads to follow and what to expect.

Next are the listings of places to stay on the route, including, where available, information on ‘official’ wild-camping spots, toilets and emptying points as well as nice campsites. After that I include listings of what’s in the area. This can include castles, ancient sites, nice beaches or anything that caught my eye along the way.

[image: A scenic mountain valley with a wooden bench and signpost.]

All in all, Take the Slow Road has been designed to be the kind of book you’ll want hanging about to nag you a little each time you flick through it. It should speak to you in a mildly insistent voice that says: ‘Get out the diary. Book it now!’

It has also been designed to give you lots of practical on-the-road advice, directions and places to see while you are on your trip. That’s the bit for when you’re on the slow road, getting ideas and looking for direction. The maps should help you to plan routes, join routes together, and the pictures, I hope, will have you reaching out for the keys, packing your bags and dashing out the door.

Scotland is an awesome country. And I mean that in the true meaning of the word.

Have fun!
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INTRODUCING SCOTLAND

Welcome to Scotland. If anywhere is perfect for a road trip, it is here. It has great distances, great views, great people and some of the greatest landscapes in the United Kingdom. Scotland also has the UK’s deepest lake, the highest mountain and the oldest building. It has eagles, red squirrels, wild cats, pine martens and capercaillies. Whales, dolphins, otters and seals swim in its seas. Huge, beautiful Caledonian pines grow alongside its byways and on its mountainsides, while rare machair grasslands thrive above the tideline of its most beautiful west coast and island beaches.

Scotland also has roads. Thousands of miles of them. Many of them are spectacular in the extreme. With the exception of some of the major routes, every road I have driven in the writing of this book (and that is a lot of roads) has something special about it. Even the M74, the road that links the Central belt to England, passes through some spectacular scenery.

Scotland has Britain’s highest main road, highest classified road and the world’s longest triple-tower cable-stayed bridge, the Queensferry Crossing. It is a country of superlatives, where you can be at the most north-westerly tip of Europe or at the UK’s most remote pub.

[image: Sheep grazing on a hillside with mountains and a body of water in the background.]

For motorhomers and camper vanners, Scotland is a brilliant place to travel. Generally, there is a positive and tolerant attitude towards ‘wild camping’ and parking up at beaches or in the countryside, even though the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 and Scottish Outdoor Access Code do not make specific reference to sleeping in vehicles. So, the tolerance is down to an understanding that motorhomes and camper vans are ‘good for business’. It is our responsibility to make sure it stays that way. This is now more important than ever.

In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of stopovers and aires thanks to campaigning groups like CAMpRA. These are places you can stay safely and legally and where you can empty and charge your tanks. It goes without saying, of course, that emptying grey and black tanks anywhere other than places that can cope with the chemicals is a strict taboo. You just don’t do it. Some sites will allow you to fill and empty for a small fee, even if you are not staying, and it is good practice to take advantage of this if you intend to stay off-site.

There are lots of great campsites in Scotland and I would urge you to make use of them. Supporting the camping industry is important if we want it to survive. When I wrote the first edition of this book I rarely booked sites in advance, preferring to turn up. Today I would recommend booking sites in advance because many of them are very busy, especially in the summer months and in school holidays.

Some communities have set up their own facilities for motorhomers and camper vanners because of a desperate need to safeguard landscapes and communities. They help to control the number of people parking on the machair and destroying rare and valuable habitats, and also provide an income. So please use them whenever you can because they are good for all of us. I have listed as many of these places as I can in the section on stopovers.

If you are self-contained and are capable of travelling without leaving any trace, then Scotland remains somewhere that’s open to possibilities. However, wild camping is not welcome everywhere. If you see signs saying ‘No Overnight Parking’ or ‘No Camping’, please do not ignore them. They are there for a reason. Often that reason is that there have been historical issues. Just go somewhere else. There are lots of other spots to choose from.

Travel considerately and kindly and Scotland will welcome you. And that’s what this book is about: taking the slow road is about getting there slowly, without stress, and taking time to enjoy the little things.

So forget about the timetable. Let thoughts of the mortgage and bills drift away behind you. Allow the road to take you to places you’ve not been before.

Hit the road!
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HOW TO GET TO SCOTLAND

Scotland is relatively easy to get to. All you have to do is pack your things and drive. That’s if you have a camper van or motorhome. If you don’t then it gets a little more complicated since you may have to arrange transit between the train station and your hire company, although some companies may offer pick-ups. Check with them before you hire.

Hiring a motorhome

I have listed motorhome hire companies local to each route, as well as listing them all together in the hire section. So if you’d rather take a train (better than flying) to your destination and hire locally or hire from one of the major cities, anything is possible.

Alternatively, you could just drive from a motorhome rental near your home or from your preferred hire specialist.

Getting to Scotland from elsewhere in the UK

Driving There are two main routes from England, with a couple of scenic alternatives:


	The M74 joins the M6 and takes you straight to Glasgow and Edinburgh.

	The A1 takes the east-coast route via Berwick.

	The A68 goes from Hexham/Newcastle and takes a scenic route via Galashiels.

	From Carlisle it is possible to take the beautiful A7 to Galashiels.

	There is a wiggly route that crosses the border from Kielder to Saughtree. This would be at your own risk, though – it’s untested, but from where I saw it, it could be fun…



Train Glasgow and Edinburgh are served well by mainline services from London and other UK cities.

The Caledonian Sleeper connects Inverness, Aberdeen, Glasgow, Perth and Edinburgh with London and takes approximately 12 hours from Inverness.

    Car ferry from Ireland Ferries run from Belfast and Larne to Loch Ryan Port in Dumfries and Galloway, about 130km (80 miles) south-west of Glasgow.

Getting to Scotland from Europe

It is possible to fly to Scotland’s major airports: Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Prestwick and Inverness. But seeing as flying isn’t great these days, it is worth noting that you can also drive from Europe by any number of ferry routes.
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Getting to Scotland from elsewhere in the world

Scotland’s major airports are all serviced by direct flights from the USA, the Middle East and Europe. Other destinations are serviced from European hubs, with direct flights from Scotland.
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