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The Western Isles float off  
the northwestern shoulder of 
mainland Scotland and have 
been part of the country since 

the Treaty of Perth in 1266. Most of the 
population lives on the isles of Lewis and 
Harris, which are actually a single land 
mass and make up the northern half of 
the archipelago. Meanwhile North Uist, 
Benbecula, South Uist and Barra are the 
largest islands in the south. Numerous  
other shards of land combine to make  
up this far-flung 130-mile chain of islands, 
also known as the Outer Hebrides.

The stark, unruly scenery you find here  
is sure to make a lasting impression on 
anyone who visits. Though the Western Isles 
are certainly rural, with their own unique 
industries, habitats and architecture, you 
wouldn’t necessarily describe them as 
quintessentially British. They are far  
more exotic, telling the incredible tale  
of how humans have survived here  
against the odds since around 8,500 BC.

Take the Golden Road along the east  
coast of Harris to get an eyeful. The route 
winds past several tiny hamlets with Viking 
names, the Norsemen’s main legacy after 
occupation followed their raids in 900 AD. 
Countless fjords, lochs and inlets flood the 
land, lending this part of Harris its other 
name – The Bays. Scattered between them 
are chunky rocks, which glint in the sunlight 
and make sense of those who describe the 
terrain as “lunar” in character. The name  
of The Golden Road, meanwhile, is believed 
to have been coined in around the 1940s  
by a mainland newspaper complaining  
of the expense of constructing a new  
road on such challenging and remote land. 

The rocks themselves have a far longer 
history. They are among the oldest to 
naturally surface in Britain; some found  
in Barra are believed to be an almost 
incomprehensible three billion years old. 
Known as Lewisian gneiss, it is a complex 
rock form made up of layers of minerals  
that are often visible in hypnotic swirling 
patterns at their surface.

The Western Isles are indeed truly 
elemental, the ancient earth buffeted by  
the cold North Atlantic Ocean and high 
winds, particularly in the winter months. 
For centuries, its towering lighthouses have 
protected global mariners from the jagged 
coastline. The Butt of Lewis Lighthouse 
guards the most northerly point of the 
archipelago, while Eilean Glas Lighthouse 
on the Isle of Scalpay is among the oldest  
in Scotland, one of the original four lights H
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commissioned by the Northern Lighthouse 
Board and the first in the Hebrides, dating 
back to 1789. It takes 20 minutes to walk 
out to Eilean Glas from the road, where you 
are rewarded with an epic view over Little 
Minch and The Minch, the channels that 
separate the northwest Highlands from the 
Western Isles. If you’re lucky you may spot 
dolphins or whales. When the lighthouse’s 
first keeper retired, an engineer allegedly 
described him as “weatherbeaten and stiff 
by long exposure on the Point of Glas”.

One famous – and safe – landing was that 
of Bonnie Prince Charlie, the Rome-born 
grandson of King James II and VII, who first 
set foot on British soil on the Isle of Eriskay 
on 23 July 1745. From there, he went on  
to launch an ultimately failed campaign  
to retake the British throne in his father’s 
name during the Jacobite Rebellion. His 
historic landing place is now called Prince’s 
Beach – or Coilleag a’Prionnsa, which is 
Gaelic for “the Prince’s cockleshell strand”. 
Sandy stretches such as this outline the 
islands – Luskentyre Beach on Harris is also 
well-known. Prince’s Beach, though, must 

be one of the prettiest and most sheltered  
in the Uists, surrounded as it is by machair.

Machair is another Gaelic word meaning 
“fertile, low-lying grassy plain”. They are 
most commonly found along the west coast 
of North and South Uist. It is one of the 
rarest habitats in Europe, made up of 
calcium-rich sand blown onto land by 

Atlantic gales, and cultivated by crofts,  
or small farms, using traditional methods: 
seaweed is often used as organic fertiliser 
and some land is left fallow each year. You 
can spot fallow areas as they tend to hold 
the greatest diversity of flowers: up to 40 
Western Isles plant species can be found 
within a square yard. 

The Western Isles’ 
stark, unruly scenery 

is sure to make a 
lasting impression  

on anyone who visits

This uniquely preserved habitat also 
supports a variety of animal life, such as  
the rare great yellow bumblebee and the 
elusive corncrake.

Although today’s crofters no longer make 
a living from their work, another cottage 
industry has gone from strength to strength. 
Harris Tweed is the only fabric in the world 
protected by an Act of Parliament, which 
ensures that only cloth made on the islands 
by islanders can be sold under the name. 
Made from wool, the textile was originally 
invented to keep islanders clothed and 
warm. Now it’s a global icon, used by 
fashion houses across the world. 

Another product of Harris that might help 
keep the cold at bay is its gin, which uses 
hand-dived kelp as one of its key botanicals 
and is produced at a distillery in Tarbert.

They say that challenges either make  
or break us; the ingenuity demanded of  
the Western islanders to live in and learn  
to love this untamable wilderness makes  
it one of the most intriguing and unique 
destinations in Britain. 
www.visitouterhebrides.co.uk 

Clockwise, from this 
image: Eilean Glas 

Lighthouse on Scalpay;  
Harris Tweed made 

from local wool; a seal 
at Loch Flodabay, Harris; 

sunset over the Harris 
coastline at Manish
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Western Isles
places to visit in the 

5St Kilda
To experience the most remote island that forms part of this archipelago, you must 
travel another 40 or so miles west from Benbecula to St Kilda. This collection of 
islands is one of only 35 sites in the world to be designated a Dual World Heritage 
Site in recognition of its natural and cultural significance. That said, no one’s lived 
here for 90 years, since the 36 remaining residents left the last inhabited island, 
Hirta. But, as one population moved out, another thrived: the cliffs host an  
estimated one million seabirds including puffin, kittiwake and shags.

The abandoned remains of the islanders’ 19th-century crofts wriggle like  
stony scars over the hillside. Start by exploring Main Street on Hirta, where  
house number three has been converted into a museum. n
www.gotostkilda.co.uk/st-kilda
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Callanish Stones
On Lewis’ west coast, the Callanish 
Stones is a group of 5,000-year-old 
monuments in close proximity. The 
main stone circle – Callanish I – is 
known as the “Stonehenge of Scotland” 
and is made of Lewisian gneiss. The 
largest, central monolith is 16 feet  
high and weighs around 5.5 tonnes. 

As with Stonehenge, the reasons 
behind the creation of the circles remain 
shrouded with mystery. Some academics 
believe in a cosmic influence, arguing 
that they were arranged so that people 
could better see the sun, moon and stars. 
Others say that they were created to 
commemorate the dead. The Callanish 
Visitor Centre explores these theories 
and shows how the stones have been 
used over time. 
www.callanishvisitorcentre.co.uk 

Stornoway
The largest town in the Outer Hebrides, 
Stornoway sits on the east coast of Lewis. 
Today an airport provides easy access yet it 
is believed that people first settled here as 
early as 6000 BC. A Neolithic chambered 
burial cairn at Cnoc na Croich in the 
grounds of the Victorian era Lews Castle 
is just one of the jigsaw puzzle pieces left 
behind by these early inhabitants. 

Lews Castle Museum & Archive, adjacent 
to Lews Castle, is a must-visit if you want 
to learn more about the cultural heritage 
of the Western Isles. Stornoway Harbour is 
also postcard-perfect – and you’ll find that 
the local seals agree. The fishing industry 
thrived here in the 1900s when herring  
was the most common catch of the day. 
www.visitouterhebrides.co.uk 
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Blackhouses
When a new type of cottage called “white houses”, which separated human 
inhabitants from their livestock, were built in the 1800s, “black houses” – where 
cattle and people slept in the same building – got their contrasting name. It is 
probable, however, that the design of the latter goes back at least 1,000 years. 

Of those that remain here, the Gearrannan Blackhouse Village on the west coast 
of Lewis is worth a look, as you can see a range of houses and stay in them too: 
everything from a four-star family holiday cottage to a shared dorm. For more 
authenticity, visit The Blackhouse in nearby Arnol, which has a fully-furnished 
traditional interior. www.gearrannan.com; www.historicenvironment.scot 

Kisimul Castle
There’s something enthralling about 
approaching a castle on a boat. This 
excitement is all part and parcel of a visit  
to Kisimul Castle. Perhaps the cut-off 
location, on a rocky outcrop on the Isle 
of Barra, explains why this is the only 
significant medieval castle that has  
survived in all the Western Isles. 

Formerly the seat of Clan Macneil, the 
stronghold was abandoned and damaged  
by fire in 1795. As the herring industry took 
off, savvy fishermen pillaged the castle for 
stone to use as ballast. At the turn of the 
millennium, the present clan chief passed 
the castle to Historic Environment Scotland, 
who are responsible for its upkeep as long  
as they can keep up the rent – £1 and a 
bottle of whisky per year.  
www.historicenvironment.scot 


