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INTRODUCTION

Scotland has not always been considered a desirable location to visit. For centuries the cold, rough mountains and landscapes were viewed as unwelcoming and difficult, but in the 17th century artists ignited our imaginations: painters drew attention to the cloud-scattered mountains and tranquil morning lochs; writers and poets spun tales of fearless giants and mischievous fairies. Suddenly the wet, barren vistas were romanticized into beautiful dreamlands full of potential adventures.

Scots became tourists in their own land. The more word spread of Scotland’s wild beauty, the more people flocked to see it for themselves. Infrastructure developed thick and fast, with new railways, roads, ferries and places for travellers to hang their boots for the night and grab a few drams of the now-famous local whisky.

As time went on, the lure of Scotland and its seemingly simple attraction continued to grow. Today, whether looking to take on a mighty Munro, visit the mysteries of Fingal’s Cave or spend the day at the beach with the family for a dook in the water, the appeal to create your own adventure here is as strong as ever.

With the likes of Instagram and social media at our fingertips you’ll likely know somewhat what to expect of the well-trodden streets and world-famous landmarks. But what about the ‘unseen’ Scotland, the forgotten bits and the places that were once cherished but have perhaps slipped out of favour? What lurks behind the iconic locations, and what hidden gems are there to be discovered? I’ll highlight the history, myths and legends that are an integral part of this landscape, so you will learn more of Scottish culture, discover new places and see favourite ones from a different perspective.

This book isn’t only about places you may have never seen, but the light in which we view them. It’s a journey to places I’ve visited my whole life, locations I once saw for the first time many years ago and have memories of each and every time thereafter. They are places I know well in a land I call home, so the title to this book is fitting, as it’s not mine, it’s your Unseen Scotland.

Throughout this book you’ll find locations, stories, folklore and photos spanning the Highlands, West Coast, East Coast and Hebrides, a considerably small area full to the brim with beauty in every regard. The goal here is to get you dreaming of these places we see over and over again with eyes that never tire of it. And when you do make it here, we know you’ll feel the same.




THE SCOTTISH OUTDOOR ACCESS CODE

Scotland’s breathtaking landscapes, from rugged mountains to serene lochs, offer boundless opportunities for outdoor adventures. As you embark on your journey to explore this stunning terrain, it’s essential to embrace the principles outlined in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. These are a small and simple set of rules (based on nothing more than common sense) to abide by when enjoying everything the country has to offer. This code serves as a guideline for responsible outdoor access, ensuring that everyone can enjoy Scotland’s natural beauty while preserving its ecological integrity for generations to come.

KEY PRINCIPLES OF THE SCOTTISH OUTDOOR ACCESS CODE

— Respect the land: When venturing into the outdoors, respect the environment and its inhabitants. Treat the land, plants and wildlife with care. Avoid disturbing animals, especially during breeding and nesting seasons, and leave natural habitats undisturbed.

— Access rights: You have the right to access most land and inland water, provided you do so responsibly. Respect the rights of landowners and follow any special access rules in certain areas. Always use gates and stiles responsibly, ensuring they remain secure for both livestock and other visitors.

— Responsible behaviour: Enjoy outdoor activities responsibly, taking care not to damage or disrupt the environment. Follow designated paths and trails whenever possible, especially in sensitive areas, and avoid trampling on crops or damaging fences.

— Leave no trace: Leave the landscape as you found it or even better. Take any litter or waste with you and dispose of it properly. Minimize your impact by carrying away everything you bring with you.

— Wild camping: Wild camping is permitted, but it comes with responsibilities. Camp sensibly, ensuring you pitch your tent in a suitable location away from homes and roads. Follow the ‘leave no trace’ principle.

— Respect others: Be considerate of other outdoor users, including landowners, residents and fellow visitors. Keep noise levels low, especially during the evening and at night, to respect the peace and tranquility of the surroundings.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR RESPONSIBLE OUTDOOR EXPLORATION

— Plan your trip ahead and be aware of any access restrictions or guidelines specific to the area you’re visiting.

— Always close gates and use paths and tracks responsibly, especially in agricultural areas or nature reserves.

— Keep your dog under control and on a leash when near livestock or wildlife to prevent disturbances.

— Enjoy outdoor activities such as walking, cycling and picnicking, but be mindful of your impact on the environment.

— Educate yourself about the flora, fauna and local ecosystems to enhance your appreciation of Scotland’s natural heritage.
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WHEN TO VISIT SCOTLAND

There is no bad time to visit Scotland. No matter the season, Scotland’s charm and allure remain ever-present. Each season brings its own distinct beauty and a myriad of activities, allowing visitors to explore and appreciate the country’s natural wonders in every hue and shade. Whether you seek colourful blossoms, vibrant foliage or snow-capped peaks, Scotland awaits, offering a unique and enchanting experience in every season.

SPRING (MARCH TO MAY)

As the frost thaws and the land awakens, Scotland comes to life in a burst of colour. Spring paints the countryside with vibrant hues of green, and the landscape is adorned with blossoming flowers, each having their moment of glory on the centre stage before giving way to the next. It’s an ideal time for hiking as trails meander through lush meadows and forests, offering glimpses of newborn wildlife. Witness the breathtaking beauty of our gardens scattered all over the land as they bloom with rhododendrons, azaleas and bluebells, to name but a few.

SUMMER (JUNE TO AUGUST)

Summertime in Scotland brings long daylight hours and a lively atmosphere. Once again, it’s the perfect season for outdoor adventures, from exploring coastal cliffs to lounging on sandy beaches. The Highland games and various festivals across the country fill the air with music, dance and cultural celebrations. Experience the enchantment of the Scottish islands in the warmer months, where turquoise waters and stunning landscapes await. Just make sure to pack your midge repellent!

AUTUMN (SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER)

The landscape is transformed into a tapestry of fiery hues during autumn. The forests blaze with shades of red and orange as the trees shed their leaves and the endless amount of ferns dry and curl into vast seas of gold across every patch of land. It’s an excellent time for photographers, with beautiful light glowing throughout the day to capture the stunning vistas across the glens and lochs. Autumn also marks the beginning of the deer rutting season, offering those lucky enough to catch it the chance to see, or at least hear, an impressive spectacle.

WINTER (DECEMBER TO FEBRUARY)

Scotland dons a magical cloak of snow during winter, turning the landscape into a wonderland. Lazy frost-covered mornings lead to a day of long shadows as the sun seems to linger in the air without ever really waking up. Snow-capped mountains sit stiller than usual as the clouds pass over them like a gentle pat on the head. The stillness in the air is mimicked by the hush through the villages, and those willing to brave the cold are often rewarded with the greatest show on earth: the magical hues of green and purple dancing in the night sky – the aurora borealis (also known as the Northern Lights).




FLORA & FAUNA OF SCOTLAND

Scotland is alive with a vibrant array of flora, with iconic species entwined with the nation’s history and folklore.

The most famous Scottish flower is the thistle, with its defiant posture and purple crown, which holds a place of honour as the national emblem. It is a symbol born from an ancient nocturnal cry of pain. The story goes that one night, Norse invaders attempted to surprise a Scottish encampment. To move silently, they removed their footwear. However, one invader stepped on a thistle and his shout of surprise alerted the Scots to their presence, giving them time to grab their weapons and take on the invaders head-to-head, leading to the Norsemen’s defeat. The thistle has since been an emblem of protection and pride in Scotland, and the thistle flourishing in the wild encapsulates the spirit of Scotland’s enduring strength.

In spring, gorse blankets the hillsides in brilliant yellow, a beacon of light that brightens even the most remote landscapes. It becomes a symbol of the Highlands, with every mountain and roadside coated in its bright glow, and an unmistakable smell of fresh coconut filling the air.

The iconic heather, with its delicate hues of purple and pink, transforms the Scottish moors into a painter’s palette in summer, a spectacle that captures the imagination and fuels tales of old. It’s said that this plant carries the stains of historical battles, a living tapestry of our past, yet it also symbolizes protection and affection in the heart of Scottish lore.

Tucked away in the northern reaches, the Scottish primrose emerges with a subtle grace, its presence a rare delight. Blooming in the cool embrace of spring and then again in summer, it is enveloped in tales of enchantment, offering a glimpse into a world where the veil between the natural and the supernatural is thin. Primroses were thought to be sacred to fairies, and a ring of primroses was believed to offer protection from fairy enchantments or to mark the entrance to their realms.

In comparison to neighbouring countries Scottish wildlife can seem lacklustre at first. The extinction of brown bears, Northern lynx and the killing of the last wolf in Scotland in 1680 has been something we have never recovered from. But in the void left by the apex predators other animals have thrived; majestic deer roam the mountains of the Highlands, giant golden eagles soar between the Western Isles and ever-curious hedgehogs plod along the forest footpaths on their way to take care of very important business.

Whether it’s a rare sighting of a magnificent red kite or an elusive wild cat, or watching the adorable ginger Highland cows, pine martens, otters or badgers, the animals of Scotland are cherished by those lucky enough to encounter them. With the continued conservation and rewilding efforts of so many great Scots, we hope they continue to thrive for generations to come.
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FEASTS & HOLIDAYS

Scotland’s cultural heritage is rich with various feasts and holidays that have been observed for centuries. These celebrations thread through the fabric of Scottish culture, capturing the essence of the nation’s history, communal beliefs and spirited traditions. Whether in paying tribute to literary legends or heralding the seasons’ shift, these traditional Scottish celebrations offer a glimpse into the soulful core of Scotland.

BURNS NIGHT (25 JANUARY)

A heartfelt homage to Robert Burns, Scotland’s revered national poet, Burns Night celebrates his life and oeuvre. Initiated by Burns’ close friends in 1801, five years after his passing, this tradition involves a convivial supper with haggis, Scotch whisky and recitations of Burns’ poetry, symbolizing Scottish pride, creativity and Burns’ indelible impact on Scottish letters.

BELTANE (1 MAY)

Celebrating the commencement of the pastoral summer season, Beltane is the joyful counterpart to Samhain. Traditionally, it was a time for lighting bonfires to shield against malevolent spirits and to ensure fertility for the year ahead. Cattle would be herded between these fires before being led to summer grazing fields. In contemporary times, particularly in Edinburgh, Beltane has witnessed a revival, with grand fire festivals and rituals that draw from these ancient practices.

SAMHAIN (31 OCTOBER–1 NOVEMBER)

The precursor to modern Halloween, Samhain is an ancient Celtic festival signalling the end of the harvest and the onset of winter. It was believed that, during Samhain, the veil between the living and the dead thinned, allowing spirits to mingle with the living. Celebrants would light bonfires and don
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