
 

 

The North Coast 500: 

Scotland’s most popular road 

trip 
It’s the UK’s answer to Route 66 — here’s how to get your 

kicks without the crowds 

 
Sango Bay in Durness, Scotland 

GET T Y IMA GES 

Chris Haslam 
Sunday July 25 2021, 12.00pm, The Sunday Times 

There are more than 300 lochs in Assynt, a wilderness of inselbergs, bog 

and dark water in Sutherland in the far north of Scotland. It’s more Arctic than 

European: an area slightly larger than Berkshire with 0.1 per cent of that county’s 

human population. 
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But who knows how many brown trout live here? Not me, nor my dog, nor the 

juvenile golden eagle gliding over Clashnessie Falls. The dog is rightly wary of the 

eagle, which has more chance of catching him than I have of hooking a trout. 

Scotland’s Land Reform Act of 2003 allows access to these lochs, so in many 

places anyone can cast a fly as long as they have permission from whoever owns, 

leases or manages the fishing rights. I’ve been at it for three hours with no bites 

whatsoever, but I’ve entered a Zen-like state, mesmerised by the silence and 

palpable magic of Assynt. 

 
Kayaking around Oldanay Island 

Sadly, the same cannot be said for many visiting these parts. About 15 miles east is 

the A894, once just a lonely road through the geological confusion known as the 

Moine Thrust. These days it’s better known as a shapely leg of the North Coast 

500 — aka Scotland’s Route 66. 

In 2015 a marketing company drew a 508-mile circle on a map of the Highlands, 

turned a bunch of roads and roadside attractions into a marketable product that 
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starts and ends in Inverness, and put the information behind a paywall on a website 

that invites tourists to select the itinerary, accommodation and attractions they like 

to build a self-guided holiday. 

It worked well, but by 2020 three factors were putting the NC500 under significant 

strain. First, the marketing had worked, making the route one of the most desired in 

the world. Second, the huge growth in the camper-van-hire industry made the 

NC500 cheap and easy to do. Third, overseas travel restrictions hugely increased 

the numbers of British tourists heading north. 

The consequence is overcrowding, irritation and unsustainable pressure on limited 

facilities and infrastructure, so if you want to visit you have two choices: take your 

chances on a self-booked, self-guided tour, or pay a bit more to get a well-

connected guide to do the work for you. I’ve gone for the latter. His name is Paul 

Boardman. 

 
One of the Land Rovers you’ll travel in 
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The 57-year-old from St Helens, Merseyside, is the embodiment of the 

determination, adaptability and hard graft that characterises the British travel 

industry. With his wife, Marisol, he set up Peru Safari in 2014, escorting the 

intrepid on self-drive holidays across the Andes. By the end of 2019 he had 

expanded his fleet of specialist 4x4s and had back-to-back bookings for the next 

three years. Then pandemic and political upheaval destroyed the business and by 

mid-2020 he was back in the UK and broke, delivering cars for a net salary of 

£4.80 an hour while Marisol worked as a waitress. 

The driving job inspired Boardman’s new venture, Celtic Routes. The principle is 

the same as Peru Safari: working in conjunction with the tour operator Steppes, he 

leads you on an eight-day, self-drive itinerary in an expedition-equipped Land 

Rover Discovery 4 that includes wildlife excursions, kayaking, fishing and cultural 

visits — plus, crucially, the hotel and restaurant reservations that are harder to snag 

than an Assynt trout. 

As I follow him from Inverness over the Moray Firth to the Black Isle, Boardman 

provides a commentary over the radio on the natural and political history of the 

region. It’s like Radio 4 but in Scouse. As a former detective he has a forensic 

curiosity and I quickly learn that when I see his 4x4 waiting on the side of the road 

there’s going to be a good reason to set off on foot, be it in search of white-tailed 

eagles, to swim in a secret waterfall or to explore the little-known site of a defeated 

Spanish invasion. 

In Cromarty we sip Cullen skink before boarding a high-speed Rib in search of the 

200 bottlenose dolphins that live in these waters — bigger, fatter and hungrier than 

their svelte southern brethren because that’s what it takes to survive this far north. 

There are other monsters here too: decommissioned oil rigs tower above the firth 

like rusting Transformers, their legs shrouded in the eerie haar. 
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Sand dunes at Balnakeil beach near Durness 

A LM A Y 

The eeriness lingers to Dornoch, where in 1727 Janet Horne was arrested for 

turning her daughter into a pony so she could ride with the Devil. Boardman shows 

me the stone marking the spot where they burnt her; the last execution for 

witchcraft in the British Isles. 

Disturbing thoughts of poor Janet are dispelled by the spirits on sale in the 

Dornoch Castle Hotel — one of the world’s greatest whisky bars — and next 

morning we push on, heading northwest across the Flow Country. This vast 

blanket bog, covering 1,500 square miles, has stored in its depths an estimated 400 

million tonnes of carbon, or three times as much as all the trees in the UK 

combined. 
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Turning west at Bettyhill towards Durness and Cape Wrath, we drive between the 

Devil and the deep blue sea. On the right, sheer cliffs, quartzite beaches and the 

Atlantic. On the left, the godless tracts of bog, moor and peak, where thousands of 

reflecting pools flash blue, suggesting the sky has indeed fallen. An acolyte of 

Auld Clootie, as the horned one is known in these parts, is buried at Balnakeil, 

where the ruins of Old St Peter’s Church overlook a mile of sand. Donald 

Makmurchou was a 17th-century gangster of drug-cartel-like brutality, said to have 

killed 18 men before, fearing reprisals on his mortal remains, paying for a resting 

place in the church. Look hard and you’ll find his epitaph: 
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Donald Makmurchou here 

lies low 

Was ill to his friend, and 

worse to his foe 

True to his master in 

prosperity and woe 

South of here Boardman has booked us a table at the Kylesku Hotel, the coquillage 

aficionado’s dream, where you dine on langoustines, oysters and scallops while 

overlooking the loch whence they came. As we eat, an unending stream of 

hopefuls are gently turned away by sympathetic staff. “I think they all thought that 

Scotland would be empty this summer,” the waiter shrugs. 

 
The Kylesku Hotel 

In high season, with the camper vans, motorcycles and universally despised sports 

cars assembled like an army in flight, it’s sometimes hard to imagine the loneliness 

and perils of a road that once tiptoed through the fiefdoms of the Mackays, the 
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MacLeods, the MacDonnells and the Mackenzies like an Afghan trading route. The 

rebranding of the road has put it on the global wish list, but Boardman shows that 

by getting off the main drag, talking with people and spending money in 

communities, you can turn the trip into something more sustainable than an 

Instagram drive-by. 

By day four I’m in the grip of Stendhal syndrome. Assynt’s unceasing drama both 

excites and exhausts the soul, but I wonder how many episodes — a quick stop 

here, a mile’s hike there — I’d have missed without a guide. 

In Culkein Drumbeg, Boardman introduces me to Jules MacLeod of Summer Isles 

Sea Kayaking, but she does little to ease my aesthetic fatigue. We paddle across 

the glassy lochan into a labyrinth of skerries, startling a quartet of red deer that 

plunge into the sea and swim for the mainland. A raven is plundering oystercatcher 

nests as we glide over a kelp forest, and seals eye us from the rocks. We haul out 

on the Anguilla-like sands of Oldany Island for tea and cake made by her 94-year-

old aunt Ellen. Locally sourced is not a matter of choice in these parts. 
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Castle Stalker is set on a tidal islet on Loch Laich 

A L AM Y 

I was thinking of skipping Boardman’s recommendation to visit Pool House, a 

“fascinating manor” in Poolewe, but since he’d made the reservation I went along, 

just to be polite. If I hadn’t I would have missed the second-best story of a trip 

designed to indulge the mind as much as the eyes. A B&B until last year, the 

opulent hunting lodge on the shores of Loch Ewe is now a private museum 

celebrating its role as the headquarters for the Arctic convoys in the Second World 

War. In rooms containing thousands of astonishing artefacts, the curator Elizabeth 

Miles tells the story of the time when 800 or more ships were anchored in Loch 

Ewe awaiting the so-called suicide runs to Murmansk, and of crazy, last-hurrah 

nights in the village’s Jam Jar Bar.  

The best yarns, though, came from Stewart Yates, Boardman’s go-to ghillie. 

Stewart has been fishing the lochs of Assynt for 30 years and has as many tales as 

he has flies. As we hike across the bog between the glittering crags of Lewisian 

gneiss, he interrupts Boardman’s incessant boasting about the 7in trout he briefly 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/


 

 

caught by recounting the dark stories of murder, hard justice and bad luck normally 

kept for the long Gaelic nights. 

At the head of Loch Gainmhich, where the waters spill 50ft into a deep, dark 

chasm, he tells of a huntsman, weighed down with a stag, who slipped on wet 

stones here. When the search party reached that spot, it was his pregnant wife who 

spied his corpse, impaled on the antlers of his trophy in the pool below. With a 

terrible scream she plunged from the precipice of what is now known as the 

Weeping Widow Falls. 

There’s an altogether gentler end to the adventure in the grounds of Druimneil 

House, a long way off the beaten track in Port Appin. With ten acres of exquisite 

gardens, views over Loch Linnhe and, in Janet Glaisher, the most charming 

hostess, the Victorian villa is perhaps the prettiest B&B in Scotland and the perfect 

spot in which to reflect, over a large single malt, on a week so intense that it felt 

like a month. Then Boardman spoils the moment. 

“Exactly how many trout did you catch?” he asks. 

Chris Haslam was a guest of Steppes Travel, which offers seven nights’ B&B self-

drive tours guided by Paul Boardman from £3,695pp, including picnics, fly-

fishing, kayaking, distillery visits and boat trips (steppestravel.com) 

Follow Times Travel on Instagram and Twitter and sign up for our weekly Travel 

newsletter for all the latest articles, expert advice and inspiration for your next trip 
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