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The wild one
Feel like getting properly off the beaten track? Head for Scotland’s 
northwest Highlands in an all-new Land Rover Discovery, cross  
a snow-dusted pass, and engage four-wheel-drive 

Story by Dan Read • Photographs by Justin Leighton

GREAT DRIVE • WEST HIGHLANDS

Big Sand beach,  
just up the coast  

from Gairloch
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MOTORING • DRIVING NORWAY

ucked up against the Atlantic, in the northwest 
Highlands, is a place they call the Last Great 
Wilderness: the final outpost of the British 
mainland before it breaks up into hundreds of 
islands. In the middle of it all is Wester Ross, an 
aging landscape of bow-shaped glens, rounded 
mountains and craggy fingers of land split by cold, 
black sea lochs. In holiday season the tiny 
population is easily outnumbered by visitors seeking 
a great escape, to roam the hills, drive the lonely 
roads, and enjoy the digital black hole where phone 
signal is as rare as Scotland’s heraldic unicorn.

The first thing that strikes you is the weather. It 
was late April, and as we climbed a tightly coiled 
mountain road, the clouds descended and released 
an instant, sleety shower. Through the greyness a 
yellow gritter lorry appeared, its driver leaning 
through the window as we squeezed by. “Bet you 
weren’t expecting this,” he said, eyeing the storm. 
“Neither were we!” From nuclear sunshine to 
whistling blizzard in five minutes: in a place like 
that, it felt good to be in a brand-new 4x4 with 
‘Discovery’ written across on the bonnet.

ALL CONQUERING
The latest version of Land Rover’s all-rounder is 
arguably the world’s most capable family car. It can 
carry seven people in limo-like comfort and 
conquer almost any terrain you choose to drive over 
– from the school run to Saharan expeditions, from 
motorways to muddy furrows. These days it inherits 
a little too much jewellery from the aristocratic Range 
Rover, but underneath the sharp attire it remains a 
gutsy adventurer, like Shackleton in a seersucker.

So where better to test it, than on the weather-
beaten roads and 4WD-only tracks of Wester Ross’s 
Applecross peninsula? From Inverness, there are two 
ways in: via the long coastal route, or our route – 
straight over the legendary passage known locally as 
Bealach na Ba, the Pass of the Cattle. The peaks 
were still defrosting, but the gates were open and 
the road de-iced. We made a run for the summit, 
our snow-white Land Rover blending in well.

Just as quickly as it arrived the storm was gone, 
shooed away by the gales. The road tumbled  
down the other side, less twisty now, to the tiny 
village of Applecross, strung along a horseshoe 

Clockwise from top left  
An ‘eight pointer’ as the 
stalkers might call him;  

Eric Downie, caretaker and 
gamekeeper on the 
Glencarron Estate;  

the shores of Loch Carron
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It looked like the gateway to another 
world; the sort of place wizards would 
discourage you from entering

At the top of the 
Applecross Pass, 
looking back towards 
Loch Kishorn
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bay with a wide, sandy beach. After the hostile pass, 
I imagined a lonesome place, but the Applecross 
Inn – ironically a former temperance hotel – was 
almost full, and it seemed as if everyone had come 
from somewhere else. Tourists aren’t the only 
imports. Tesco delivers out there, a butcher’s van 
comes once a week and there’s even a mobile bank. 
Who cares if you’re miles from anywhere when the 
world comes to you? 

Without thinking, we asked for the wifi code  
and were promptly given one (satellite broadband 
was installed to run the payment system at the 
unmanned fuel station as well as to connect the 
locals). Instantly regretting the ping of incoming 
email, I switched off my phone and concentrated 
on lunch: a pint glass stuffed with pink prawn tails. 
Admiring an especially plump one, I snapped it in 
half, sending a jet of brine into my eye. Feeling 
invigorated, I finished my coke and headed back 
over the pass, now under bright blue skies. 

COASTAL HIGHLIGHTS
We headed north, around the mighty Torridons, 
where you can ramble for days without seeing 
another soul. The road cuts through remnants of 
the ancient Caledonian forest, with its deep green 
pines, and as we approached the coast again the air 
warmed. This corner of Scotland lies on the Gulf 
Stream, a climatic peculiarity that allows subtropical 
plants to grow in luscious gardens like those at 
nearby Inverewe. Maybe it was coincidence, but as 
we approached Gairloch the sea began to twinkle 
under the sun. The Scottish Riviera. Who knew? 

Once upon a time Gairloch was a prosperous 
harbour with a dozen trawlers. Today, thanks to 

overfishing in the North Sea, only a handful survive. 
Scattered lobster pots and prawn creels are signs  
that although fish are struggling, hardy crustaceans 
are still going strong. 

And the sea still provides in another way: 
Gairloch is home to two whale-watching tour 
companies, rumoured to be the best in Europe  
(see panel). We arrived a week too early for a trip, 
so instead found a table at the Coast Coffee Co.

Beside the counter was a display of t-shirts, mugs 
and knick-knacks advertising the North Coast 500, 
a scenic loop around the tip of Scotland. It was 
launched in 2015 and already places like Gairloch 
are noticing much higher traffic. Good news for 
local economies; not so good for people who prefer 
the quiet life. “You should see it in the summer,” 
said our waitress Lisa. “You can hear the roar of the 
motorbikes coming in.” Scotland might only 
account for one-third of the UK’s land area, but it 
has two-thirds of the coastline – and clearly many 
want to make the most of it.

We continued onwards, past the surprisingly 
small Big Sand beach, following a rugged coast road 
that – according to the satnav – ended in the sea. Is 
there anything more tempting than a road to 
nowhere? After 12 miles or so we came upon its 
destination – a working lighthouse, set in a 
white-walled compound beside a keeper’s cottage. 
As we looked out to the distant Isle of Skye, a 
cross-looking woman marched up the hill, ordering 
us to disappear. We beat a hasty retreat, learning 
later that the woman, who runs the property as a 
B&B, dislikes people sharing the view. Even at the 
end of the earth, it’s still too crowded for some.
 
FINDING SOLITUDE
I had suspected that escaping the real world might 
be harder than it used to be, which is why that 
night we were booked into an off-grid cottage. 
Retracing our steps, we drove alongside Loch  
Maree and back into the darkening glens on 
gloriously smooth roads. Did you know that 

1. GAIRLOCH
This small fishing village is  
the place to go for whale-
watching tours, said to be  
the best in Europe.

2. KINLOCHEWE
Situated on a hill at the head  
of 20km-long Loch Maree,  
it’s worth pausing here to  
take in the incredible view 
towards the coast.

3. GLENUAIG LODGE
Our Highland hideaway, located 

in the middle of a glen on the 
private Glencarron Estate, six 
miles from the nearest road.

4. BEALACH NA BA
Otherwise known as the 
Applecross Pass, this twisty 
mountain road is as treacherous 
as its Alpine equivalents.

5. APPLECROSS
Home to about 500 residents,  
a popular pub, a campsite,  
a beautiful beach and the UK’s 
first unmanned petrol station.

ROUTE HIGHLIGHTS
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I imagined a lonesome 
place, but the Applecross 
Inn was almost full

Clockwise from far 
left Simple but 
succulent prawns 
and other fresh 
seafood tempt  
you at every 
hostelrie;  
Becky, aged 20, 
from the Coast 
Coffee Co  
in Gairloch 
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Clockwise from left 
The rocky road to 
Glenuaig – just 
another six miles to 
the lodge from here; 
on the other side of 
Bealach Na Ba lies 
the tiny village of 
Applecross;  
the Discovery can 
wade in water up  
to 900mm deep  
– just as well
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MOTORING • GREAT DRIVE

tarmac was invented by a Scot? How many billions 
of easy-riding miles could we thank him for?

South of Achnasheen, adjacent to the picturesque 
Kyle of Lochalsh railway line, is the 11,000-acre 
Glencarron Estate (modest by the standards of 
Scottish estates – 100,000 acres isn’t unusual).  
In its midst, half an hour from the main road along  
a bumpy track, is Glenuaig Lodge, a holiday cottage 
with room to sleep ten. Unless you fancy the 
six-mile hike, the only way in is by 4x4. Thankfully 
we had just the thing for the job…

First we had to cross the rails, which meant  
a call to the signalman. Lifting the receiver, I was 
connected to a distant-sounding voice. “Are ye 
crossing with animals?” said the voice. Just a car,  
I said. “How long do ye need?” Well, this is the V6 
model – 258 horsepower! – so I’d say about two 
seconds to be safe. “Please proceed immediately.”

On the other side was a forest track, which took 
us uphill for a mile or so until the trees thinned to 
reveal an enormous, boulder-like mountain, 

guarding the entrance to the glen. Still powder-
coated, with mist swirling around its peak, it looked 
like the gateway to another world; the sort of place 
wizards would strongly discourage you from entering. 
We pressed on, selecting the Discovery’s grass/
gravel/snow mode, crunching over the land and 
into Narnia, watched carefully by a herd of red deer.

OFF-GRID, OFF-ROAD
When you drive off-road, you quickly realise what 
impression two tonnes of machinery makes on the 
earth: rocks split, soil sighs, water explodes. The 
track to Glenuaig isn’t so gruelling, and most cars 
with high ground clearance and basic four-wheel-
drive could probably manage it, but the Discovery 
does such a good job of disguising all that messy 
business beneath you. Its Terrain Response System 
knows exactly how much grip each tyre has at any 
moment and translates your inputs accordingly, 
dishing out just the right amount of power. It really 
knows best. Many owners will never try this, but it’s 

nice to know it can. After wiggling around a few 
more hills, Glenuaig finally appeared before us. 

From a distance the lodge looked like little more 
than a stone bothy, dwarfed in the deep valley. As 
we splashed along the last few miles, our Discovery 
somehow finding firm footing on the peaty ground, 
the bothy grew into a more impressive-looking 
house. Built in 1870, it was first used by Victorians 
as a hunting lodge – in a world when Land Rovers 
were ponies, the round-trip from the estate’s main 
house to the best stalking grounds at the end of the 
glen was too far to manage in a day.
 
HIGHLAND HIDEAWAY
Inside it’s as homely as you could wish for. There’s  
a country kitchen, flagstones, creaky floorboards,  
a bathroom with a roll-top bath, and a cosy drawing 
room warmed by a wood-burning stove. It even has 
its own hydro-electric power station and back-up 
generator, which means there’s a reliable, year-round 
supply of electricity and warm water. But, 
mercifully, no telephone line, mobile reception or 
internet connection. From the moment we arrived 

to the time we left, I can’t remember a single beep, 
bong or ringtone.

I do remember a lot of conversation. We were 
sharing the lodge with environmental scientists Dan 
and Gus, there to survey the estate and its roster of 
wildlife. They spend their days wandering the 
wilderness, and just that afternoon had spotted 
three golden eagles. Previously they’ve recorded pine 
martens, otters, red squirrels and many humans 
– Glenuaig has two Munros (hills over 3,000ft), 
which attract walkers from all over. “Some of the 
people you meet on the tops are barmy,” Dan told 
us. “There’s one guy, about 70, who pitches his tent 
and leaves it here for months while he roams.”

In the morning we met with Eric Downie, the 
estate’s gamekeeper and caretaker. He moved from 
Motherwell five years ago, quitting his job as a tiler 
to take a gamekeeping course. Like 11,000 other 
people employed in the Scottish country sports 
industry, the lure of the wilderness was irresistible, if 
not quite as solitary as you might imagine. “We get 
all sorts,” he told us. “Skiers, walkers, stalkers. Just 
today I have a group coming in.” But doesn’t he 
secretly miss the ease of urban life? “Not one bit,” 
he said. “But it took a wee while to convince my 
wife. So once a week we go shopping in Dingwall.”

As we said our goodbyes, Eric pointed at the 
river. The first of the prized spring salmon were 
returning to spawn from their Atlantic feeding 
grounds, on an upstream odyssey to their native 
pools. For many, the journey would be their last.

When compared to that, a 600-mile drive  
home in a decidedly impressive Land 
Rover seemed like nothing at all. 

The waters off Scotland’s north-west 
coast are among the best in the world 
for spotting dolphins, whales and other 
marine life. Two companies operate 
sightseeing boat trips from 
Gairloch harbour, between 
March and October 
depending on the 
weather. Among the 
most frequent sightings 

are minke whales, common dolphins, 
grey seals and – in the summer – 
basking sharks. On a good day you 
might see a humpback, and if you’re 

really lucky a killer whale.  
The area is also home  

to spectacular  
seabirds, including  
white-tailed eagles, 
golden eagles and 

black-
throated 
divers. For 
the seasick 
there’s also a Marine 
Wildlife Centre by the pier, and  
a gentle glass bottom boat tour.
hebridean-whale-cruises.co.uk; 
porpoise-gairloch.co.uk; 
glassbottomboat.info

Is there anything more 
tempting than a road 

to nowhere?
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Whatever you 
do, don’t drive 

off-road in 
Scotland without 

asking the 
landowner first. 
Ramblers might 
have the right to 

roam up here, 
but cars don’t…

TRAVEL 
TIP

BINOCULARS? CHECK.
From basking sharks to golden eagles, Wester Ross is rich in wildlife

GREAT DRIVE • WEST HIGHLANDS

Clockwise from far 
left After crossing 
the railway tracks, 
it’s off-road all the 
way to the lodge; 
Peter, from the 
Wester Ross 
Fisheries trust, 
clearing debris  
from the estuary  
in Gairloch
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PLANNING A TRIP GETTING AROUND WHERE TO EAT

THE BUDGET ALTERNATIVES…

Buying 
used?

WHEN TO GO
Midges are pesky May to September 
– also peak tourist time – so consider 
autumn or spring. Try March or 
April to avoid the height of 
deer stalking season, so 
more lodges will be free.

HOW TO GET THERE
Aside from driving, you 
can fly direct to Inverness 
from Belfast, Bristol, Dublin, 
Birmingham, London and Manchester. 
Or take the Caledonian Sleeper train 
service – runs six nights a week, London 
Euston to Inverness via Edinburgh.

OTHER THINGS TO SEE
Nearby attractions include: the Isle of 
Skye, via the road bridge; Eilean Donan, 
the castle on the shores of Loch Duich; 
gardens at Inverewe and Attadale.

BY ROAD
There are plenty of car rental firms at 
Inverness airport. For this trip you need 

a 4x4 with high ground clearance. 
invernessairport4x4.co.uk

BY RAIL
The Kyle Line, from 
Dingwall near Inverness to 
the Kyle of Lochalsh (just 

over two hours), has around 
four trains a day. Take walking 

boots and taxi numbers just in case.

ACCOMMODATION
We stayed at Glenuaig Lodge (sleeps up 
to ten, from £830 per week; pictured 
above). The estate also has a main lodge 
(sleeps 18) and another cottage (sleeps 
up to nine). See glencarron.org or  
email kennard.douglas 
@btinternet.com

APPLECROSS INN
Choose from local dishes, such as 
fish pies and pints of prawns. In busy 
months, there’s a fish and chip shack 
outside. applecross.uk.com/inn

BADACHRO INN
Hidden in a sheltered bay on Loch 
Gairloch, the inn has a conservatory 
beside the water. Delights like  
local langoustines appear on  
a menu that changes daily.  
badachroinn.filmdesign.org.uk

PLOCKTON INN
The Inn – as seen on the BBC’s  
Hamish Macbeth – serves good food. 
You can also stroll to the waterfront  
and try the Plockton Hotel – a winner  
of the Good Pub Guide’s Scottish  
Dining Pub of the Year. plockton.com/
where-to-eat

SKODA KODIAQ (FROM £21,565)
The Kodiaq, named after an Alaskan bear, 
is Skoda’s first family-size SUV. Choose 
from five seats or seven, and most 
engines have a 4WD option. If you intend 
to show it some rough roads, wait a few 
months for the tougher Scout version.

NISSAN X TRAIL (FROM £22,855)
The X Trail is effectively an oversized 
Qashqai, with an optional third row of 
seats. It’s not a proper off-roader, but you 
can spec a reasonably capable 4WD 
system. Better to think of it as a big-ish 
family mover with bonus winter skills.

The outgoing Discovery is  
still one of the world’s most 
capable family SUVs, and 
many prefer the way it looks to  
the new one. The Discovery 3, 
launched in 2004, was the first 
of the modern, cubist Discos. 
You can pick up a good one for 
£10-£15k but, if you can, go for 
a newer Discovery 4 (2009 
onwards). Its 4WD system 
could conquer continents – or 
help tow a horsebox – and it 
even inherited some of the 
upmarket Range Rover’s looks 
and luxury. For the best deal, 
aim for one with around 
30,000 to 50,000 miles on the 
clock, go for the TDV6 and 
watch out for any electrical 
gremlins. Try to buy from a 
specialist, or a Land Rover-
approved dealer, and expect to 
pay up to £25k depending on 
the mileage and condition.

INSIDE
Seven seats are operated 
electrically, making it easy to 
reconfigure the interior if you 
have your hands full. There’s 
lots of storage, including a few 
hidden compartments, and the 
browser-style infotainment 
system is a huge improvement 
over the last model’s.  
Classy materials complete  
the package.

STYLING
Perhaps the most controversial 
part of the new Disco is how  
it looks. The famously square 
styling has gone, although 
curiously the offset rear 
number plate remains.  
It used to live to one side  
to accommodate the split 
tailgate, but that’s gone too,  
so it’s placement is merely 
nostalgic. Looks odd.

PERFORMANCE
For the first time in its modern 
life, the Discovery is available 
with a four-cylinder diesel 
engine. That’s good news  
for fuel economy, and also  
for when it comes to taxing  
it, but it still produces 240hp 
and plenty of torque, so it 
doesn’t lose a great deal  
of performance compared  
to the TDV6.

PRICING
If you’re very disciplined with 
the optional extras, you can 
have a new Discovery for 
£43,995. That buys you a basic 
‘S’ model with cloth seats, 
19-inch wheels and an 8-inch 
touchscreen. Prices rise 
quickly, but actually there’s  
a good case for keeping  
a car like this as simple and 
utilitarian as possible.

SPEC
Price: £43,995-£64,195
Our pick of the range:
2.0-litre SD4 SE
Engine: 1999cc diesel, 4cyl, 
turbocharged
Transmission: 4WD, 8-speed 
automatic
Power: 240hp, 500NM
Performance: 0-60mph in  
8 secs, top speed 121mph
Economy: 43.5mpg (claimed), 
171g/km CO2

Weight: 2,105kg
Price: £49,995
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Land Rover Discovery
THE CAR: A BUYER’S GUIDE
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KIA SORENTO (FROM £28,850)
It might be nearly £30k, but even entry- 
level versions have a decent equipment 
list, including 4WD as standard. The  
third row of seats is genuinely usable,  
and the cabin feels nicely made. Kia has 
come a long way in the last decade.

ENJOY THE  
FEEL OF A 4X4 
OFF-ROAD
Put your driving skills to the test with 
a qualified driving instructor. Various 
locations and dates, £53.10 per person.
Visit boundless.co.uk/do-more/ 
off-road-taster

SELF-CATERING 
COTTAGES IN 
SCOTLAND FROM 
£425 A WEEK*
Discover Scotland with Cottages.com! 
Plus Boundless members save an extra 
5% on Cottages.com accommodations. 
boundless.co.uk/cottages

DO MORE WITH 
BOUNDLESS
Enjoy a break in Scotland or 
test your driving skills with 
these Boundless offers

Wester Ross, Scotland
HOW TO DO IT YOURSELF


