The Coire Fionnaraich bothy is located in a most picturesque setting on the Torridon Loop in northern Scotland.

B O T H Y PAC K I N G

SCOTLAND
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... backcountr y str uc t ures k now n a s b ot hies, f ree shelters
a v a i l a b l e f o r a n y o n e h a r d y e n o u g h to r e a c h t h e m .

hen I first saw Alastair Humphreys’s short film
Mountain Bikes and Bothy Nights, I was seduced by
the grand landscape of the Scottish Highlands —
big mountains rising dramatically from the rolling,
heathered meadows; lush emerald-green moss
clinging to seaside cliffs; pristine alpine streams
flowing unimpeded. Before the eight-minute film
ended, I was already planning a similar escape
for me and my girlfriend Nicky. The backdrop to
Humphreys’s bike tour was impossibly beautiful,
and my brain was so preoccupied with the visuals
that it failed to register any auditory input from the
voice-over narration. Thus, I missed key phrases
that might have helped prepare us for what we’d be
getting into, snippets like “But when the weather
is howling, those times when you think ‘This is
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miserable!’” and “If all this sounds rather rough,
you’re beginning to get the picture!”
Instead we harbored an idyllic notion of
disappearing into Scotland’s mountainous terrain,
riding a track between remote backcountry
structures known as bothies, free shelters available
for anyone hardy enough to reach them. Originally
built as rustic accommodations for itinerant farm
workers, hundreds of bothies are still scattered
throughout the British Isles, maintained by a
coalition of volunteers and offering shelter on a
no-reservation-needed basis. There are no beds, no
bathrooms, no water, and no improvements to the
floor of stone. There’s a fireplace, and if you’re lucky
enough to find some driftwood or downed branches
in this largely treeless land, you’re welcome to warm
21

Riding the 10-mile stretch of singletrack along the Applecross Peninsula.

up with a fire. Despite the lack of amenities — or maybe
because of that alluring austerity — we decided we just had to
make the trip.
That’s how we found ourselves speeding through the
countryside on a northbound train out of Glasgow, slicing
a track through the driving rain. The lakes outside the
window were bank-full, and the landscape was drenched in a
Technicolor green, the result of a summerlong deluge. It was
August now, peak tourist season, which meant that hotels
were full and we two travelers were left to make do with our
one-person tent and the hope of finding protection in those
distant bothies. Every now and again, the train would pass a
group of trekkers leaning sharply into the wind and rain as
they trudged along a muddy trail, a joyless endeavor if ever
I’ve seen one. I turned to Nicky and wondered aloud, “What
have we gotten ourselves into?!”
When the train pulled into the tourist hub of Fort
William, our priorities were to first find food and then head
to the local bike shop to pick up our reserved bikes. The
local grocery included a small café so we grabbed a table,
ordered the daily special, and started eavesdropping on
the conversations around us. The first comment I heard
was, “When it’s raining 24/7 like this, I just prefer to stay
inside and drink.” It seemed a reasonable response to the
conditions. Our strategy was to take things one step at a
time, a necessary plan as we hadn’t the foggiest idea where
we were staying that night. Over our fried cod and peas,
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Nicky and I agreed, before we’d even pedaled a stroke, that
some trips are just a bust and this was unfortunately going
to be one of them. Nothing to do but make the best of it.
Over the past few years, when I’ve toured overseas,
I’ve been far happier renting bikes than taking my own.
Dragging bike boxes through airports and onto trains and
trying to cram them into rental cars is a huge headache.
But maybe even more valuable than the convenience factor
is the access to a staff of local experts that you get when
you rent bikes at your destination. When we reserved our
bikes with Nevis Cycles, Emma, a tour guide/employee for
the shop, was hugely helpful in offering ideas, potential
routes, and a list of must-sees. The shop had agreed to store
our luggage and provided the peace of mind of being just a
phone call away should anything come up. Nothing did, but
just having a contact was comforting throughout the trip.
We gathered our roller bags at the local grocery and,
stepping back into the rain, walked the mile to Nevis
Cycles. Though our rental bikes were waiting for us, it
took a couple hours of sitting on the shop floor wrestling
with gear to get everything packed and organized. The
bikepacking bags we brought were brand new, tags still
on, so it was an unfamiliar setup and a brain-stretching
exercise to figure out what could fit and what would be left
behind. At least we weren’t in the rain.
Once packed, we huddled around a map with Andy,
another shop employee. He showed us the locations of the

bothies and different route options
we could string together. He also
delivered a sobering reality check:
given the especially wet summer, the
ground had become boggy and the
trails were difficult to ride — or even
walk. The river crossings would be
especially dangerous. Andy pointed
out the locations of a few memorials,
places where people had unsuccessfully
attempted to ford the water. He shared
a story about one resourceful guy who,
in a recent high-water year, felled a tree
so it would span the river and then just
walked across it.
Neither Nicky nor I had packed a saw
so that wasn’t a viable option for us. We
resigned ourselves to letting go of the
idea of staying in the high mountain
bothies; maybe we could try again later
in the trip. Instead we decided to ride 30
kilometers south along a backcountry
trail to the small town of Kinlochleven
where we could stay at an established
campsite. This would be our shakedown
ride: we could spend one day there and
then ride back by the bike shop to revisit
ideas before heading north into the more
mountainous terrain. It felt good having
a plan. Andy even called the campground
in Kinlochleven to secure us a space.
By that point, it was already midafternoon so there was no more
delaying the inevitable. We pushed
our bikes outside and saddled up,
pedaling away into the rain. Just as
I decided that it wasn’t actually that
bad, the skies opened up and the
storm intensified significantly. Both of
us pretending not to be demoralized,
we stopped under an awning and
pulled out another layer of clothing.
As rivulets of water rolled down my
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Ju s t a s I d e c i d e d t h at i t w a s n’t
a c t u a l l y t h at b a d , t h e s k i e s
o p e n e d u p a n d t h e s to r m
i n te n s i f i e d s i g n i f i c a n t l y.
B o t h o f u s p r e te n d i n g n o t to
b e d e m o ra l i z e d , w e s to p p e d
under a n aw ning a nd pulled out
another layer of clothing.
face, I tried to focus on the short-term
goal of making it to the campground.
Our path took us through a
cobblestoned touristy part of Fort
William before we started climbing
up a steep, narrow, paved road. As we
made our way up the grade, the most
amazing thing happened — the rain
started letting up. Then, to our great
joy, it stopped altogether! After gaining
some elevation, we turned to see that
the clouds had parted and behind us
unfolded a stunningly gorgeous tableau
of Loch Linnhe, the azure lake on
which the town sat.
Andy had routed us to the
campground on a trail called the West
Highland Way (WHW). The WHW
is Scotland’s first, and most popular,
long-distance route. It consists of
ancient roads that span over 90 miles
from Fort William to just north of
Glasgow. It’s a commonly used route
for hill-country walking, with upwards

of 15,000 trekkers annually navigating
the entire route and scores more
walking shorter stretches. Most of the
walkers we passed had the advantage
of using a luggage service to shuttle
their gear between overnight locations,
but even so, I sure was glad we were on
bikes instead of on foot. It turned out
to be spectacular riding.
The rolling hills were filled with
sheep that ignored us altogether during
our occasional stops to peel off layers
and make sure our packs were secure.
As the road turned to dirt, we climbed
and started dodging larger rocks and
puddles, filling our lungs with the
fresh, clean air and reveling in the joy
of rain-free riding, appreciating every
moment of what might be a short-lived
break in the weather. Then, ahead
of us, stretching across the valley
was a rainbow as vibrant as could be,
seemingly reassuring us that the rain
would hold off, at least for today.
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We arrived in town following a steep
descent down what had become a rocky
river and were surprised to find a hotel
and restaurant at our destination with
a few camping spots tucked around
the back. We were so excited to have
a dry place to stay that we booked a
campsite for two nights. Though the
plan had been to cook dinner, what
bike traveler could resist the allure of a
restaurant meal just steps away? As we
were lounging and charging phones and
bike computers after dinner, we casually
asked the staff if they had any single
malts we could try. Neither Nicky nor I
are whisky drinkers (note the lack of an
e; whiskey is the Americanized spelling
and is also used for Irish whiskies), but
as it’s the national drink of Scotland and
the country’s biggest export, sampling
a few seemed like the thing to do. “We
have 156 different kinds of Scotch
whisky,” our server replied. “What kind
would you like?”
After getting a lesson on the
nation’s different whisky-producing
regions and how the various flavors
are imparted, we chose two peaty
scotches and two of the sweeter, more
delicate selections. Sitting at the bar,
sipping scotch with bellies full after a
warm meal, we decided that whatever
happened from that point forward,
the trip had already been successful.
It was hard to imagine feeling more
content than I did in that moment.
When we were first discussing this
trip, I was excited about being able
to ditch our bags and ride the bikes
unloaded on proper trails. Thanks to
some intel from our new friends at
the bike shop, we had a plan for doing
just that the next day. We’d head out
on tarmac, loop around the south side
of a prominent ridge, and take the
WHW to a well-known local mountain
bike ride: the Devil’s Staircase. The
name sounded ominous, and while we
knew that there were some technical
aspects to the trail, at least there
weren’t any death-defying river
crossings involved.
The ride was a gentle uphill grade
for most of the morning, first on
pavement, then on more pavement,
until finally, after we’d had our fill
of asphalt, the singletrack appeared.
Climbing the trail, cheered on by

24

ADVENTURE CYCLIST

j u ly 2 01 8

A n d , j u s t l i k e t h at , w e w e r e w h e r e w e n e e d e d to b e .

Descending a dirt road back into the town of Fort William from our three-day shakedown ride on the West Highland Way.

hikers, I was marveling at all of the
rocks on the trail and wondered
how technical our descent would
be. It turns out those rocks didn’t
matter: our rented cycles were full
enduro mountain bikes, boasting
seatpost droppers, knobby 3.0in.
tires, and tons of suspension travel.
The downhill riding was not only
manageable but incredibly fun. We
were confidently riding features we
wouldn’t have even considered on
cross-country bikes.
As we headed back to Fort William
on the WHW the next day, we were
upbeat and feeling ready for the
next 10 days of the tour. The folks
at the bike shop were happy to see
us and shared that the past couple
of days had constituted the driest
period they’d had all summer — 36
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straight hours without rain! We made
ourselves at home on the shop floor
and swapped out some of the gear in
our bags, talking through ideas about
where to head next. In our initial
conversations with Emma, she had
listed a few “must-do” excursions for
our trip, and the top two were yet to
come. They were also a few hundred
miles away so the only way to get to
the good stuff on our time-limited
schedule was to hit the hyperspace
button — i.e., catch a ride north. So we
shuttled that evening, pedaled along
the Loch Ness the next morning (and
like all good tourists, we searched
for signs of Nessie), and then caught
another shuttle that afternoon
from Inverness into the Northwest
Highlands. And, just like that, we were
where we needed to be.

Our plan had been to take a twoday, cross-country singletrack trip
along a high plateau, starting near
the quaint village of Dundonnel and
overnight at a bothy near the halfway
point. It sounded like open country
with a moderate amount of route
finding and a river crossing or two. If
we kept our wits about us, we might
not get too lost. On the shuttle ride
there, I had seen a few signs warning
of heavy rains that evening. Although
I didn’t say anything to Nicky,
this thought was definitely rolling
around in my head — for folks in this
perpetually soggy region to issue a
weather warning, the forecast must be
pretty severe.
Checking into our hostel in
Dundonnel, we made pleasant
conversation with the hostel owners,
25

Pedaling through the blooming heather on the West Highland Way.

who asked about our trip and what
we’d be doing the following day. Our
plans to ride to the bothy were met
with wide-eyed consternation. “Oh,
you don’t want to do that,” the husband
said, a note of alarm in his voice.
Apparently those signs we saw about
heavy rains were to be taken seriously,
especially for people needing to cross
rivers. “You can do it,” he said, “but you
really need to know the exact spot to
cross. And you need to know what you
are doing or it won’t end well.”
That was enough for us to hear; the
pavement would be just fine tomorrow.
So we came up with a Plan B (or
maybe C or D, we’d lost track by this
point). We’d put in a big day on the
road to make it to the small village of
Torridon where one of the two “don’t
miss” features was located. This meant
a lot of pavement riding on somewhat
narrow roads, but, oh, what roads they
were! Winding along the coast, we
climbed and descended, stopping more
often than we had planned to drink in
the views. Majestic mountains framed
the coastline, which was dotted with
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the most charming towns and villages
imaginable. After a full day of riding, we
turned onto a narrow road to Torridon,
a 10-mile-long, single-lane stretch with
pullouts every few hundred meters for
cars to pass. It felt like we were pedaling
into a postcard.
The Torridon Loop is a classic —
some say the classic — mountain bike
ride in the United Kingdom. We were
able to book a room at the hostel in
Torridon for two nights so we had a
place to stash our bags. This would
allow us to ride this world-class trail
unencumbered. The loop covers a mix
of terrain and includes a bit of pavement
and doubletrack, along with a lot of
singletrack and some route finding for
good measure. Setting off for the day
without our packs felt freeing, and the
first couple of hours flew by on the
gentle grades. On the far side of the
loop, we found the famed singletrack
section and started following a stream
as the climbing began. It was rocky, like
all trails in the Highlands, so we kept
our heads down to find the smoothest
lines. When I heard Nicky gasp, I looked

up and, lo and behold, the scene that
unfolded ahead of us included — finally!
— a bothy rising from the picturesque
landscape, a single ray of light breaking
through the clouds to illuminate its
historic stone walls. There was an
undeniable magic to the structure, and
we were thrilled to finally make it to
one. Though we weren’t overnighting
there, we did stay awhile, reading the
notes that visitors had left and writing
one of our own, taking in the scenery,
and snapping a number of photos before
finally moving on.
The rocks grew bigger as the
trail continued to gradually climb.
It hugged the shore of the small but
properly Scottish-sounding Loch Coire
Fionnaraich before veering west and
shifting to a noticeably steeper grade.
At this point, things started to get
interesting, mostly because we were
almost out of food. My strategy was to
charge as hard as I could uphill to get
the climb over with before the inevitable
bonk occurred. Things were going well
until at one point I stopped, unclipped
from my left pedal, and felt my weight

Aw a i t i n g u s w a s
a glorious sig ht,
t h at p r o v e rbi a l
ribbon of
s i n g l e t ra c k
w inding its
way though
bi g , b e au t i f u l
mountains.
shift precariously to the right. Even if I had
gotten my right foot out in time, it wouldn’t
have mattered; on that side of the trail was
a steep dropoff. As it was, I toppled in slow
motion, flipping over the bike and tumbling
down the mountainside. At that point, I said
a silent prayer of gratitude for all the rain.
The ground was so saturated that it acted
like a sponge and cushioned my landing (or
rather, my many landings, as I somersaulted
down the slope). When I finally came to a
stop, I was fine, but poor Nicky, who had
witnessed the whole thing, was horrified.
When she realized I wasn’t hurt, she
reminded me of what we had heard at
Nevis Cycles: “On a good ride, you either
get muddy or bloody; on a great ride you get
both.” This had just become a great ride.
We laughed about it as we continued up,
cresting not too much later. Awaiting us
was a glorious sight, that proverbial ribbon
of singletrack winding its way though big,
beautiful mountains. The well-earned
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NUTS & BOLTS

scottish highlands
WHEN TO GO:
The route can be ridden all summer,
but we learned that the best window
might be sometime mid-May to mid-June.
There is a chance for drier weather and
the midges aren’t out yet. We rode the last
two weeks of August, and while it was a
particularly wet summer, we got lucky
and only got rained on a couple of times.
GENERAL LOGISTICS:
We rented bikes from Nevis Cycles in
Fort William (neviscycles.com). Along
with the bikes, they helped us find a place
to store some gear as well as helped with
our logistics and were a phone call away if
something had come up.
For getting around to the “best parts” of
the country, we got a few rides. A company
(tickettoridehighlands.co.uk) based in
Inverness will shuttle you and your bikes to
different parts of the Highlands.

BUGS:
Midges are a real thing! Similar
to mosquitoes, these tiny bugs like
to travel in packs numbering in the
thousands. They start coming out in late
June and can be a force. We had midge
nets for our heads and midge juice to
help keep them at bay. As long as you’re
moving, there’s no problem. Be warned,
when you stop you have only about 30
seconds before they find you — then
they tell all their friends.
RESOURCES:
Maps for trail info: ordnancesurvey.
co.uk/shop/maps.html
Rail info: scotrail.co.uk
Ferry info: calmac.co.uk

27

A nice feature of touring in Scotland is the ability to hit the “hyperspace button” and use other forms of transit to get to the more scenic areas quicker.
The guys who literally put boatloads of cargo on the ferries were impressed by our light loads.

descent was a solid hour and 10 minutes over rocks, through
streams and puddles (including a brief face-plant into the
deepest mudhole ever), and finally we were deposited on the
shores of Upper Torridon Loch. After a quick shower at the
local hostel, we pedaled our way to the nicest restaurant in
the area. There was much to celebrate — that we were eating
delicious food after running our tanks empty on the ride; that I
didn’t die when I fell down the mountainside; and, most of all,
that we’d just completed one of the most amazing mountain
bike rides either of us had ever done.
When we left the next morning, we were still on a high
from the Torridon Loop, and our mood only improved
after pedaling eight miles down the road into the town of
Shieldaig. The place was beyond charming. It felt like we
were on a movie set of the most prototypical seaside town
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you could construct. “If we ever come back to the Highlands,
I want to come stay here,” I told Nicky. “How about tonight?”
she replied. And with that, she was off to see if she could
find us a room. I was doubtful as the inn was sold out and
the only hotel around appeared closed. But, within minutes,
she came walking up with a huge smile on her face. She’d
worked her charm and convinced a woman to let us a room
in her whitewashed plaster home. It was perfect.
We spent the afternoon watching the water roll in and
out of the bay, the old-timers in their small, brightly colored
fishing boats bobbing about on the waves, the gulls diving
under the glassy surface in search of a meal. And, I swear,
every once in a while some sort of unidentifiable sea creature
emerged from the depths. The sounds of the sea carried on
the breeze, damped only by the salty mist saturating the air.

For the rest of the day, we reveled
in the feeling of being regular, nonbike-touring people, drinking wine in
the evening and tucking into a fancy
dinner that night. We were on vacation
from the bike tour after only an eightmile day, and it was awesome.
Spending an unplanned layover day
meant we needed to make up those
miles at another point. Thankfully,
there was incentive in the fact that
we were headed to our third and final
highlight of the trip: the trail across
Applecross Peninsula. This time there
were no sheep, no cows, and no other
people around. All to ourselves, we had
thousands of acres of rolling green hills
covered by the deep purple of blooming
heather, bisected by a sweet 10-mile
stretch of singletrack.
If I’ve made it sound as though
the trip was magical, that’s because
it really was. In the end, after all the
worry about being rain-drenched
for our entire tour, somehow we had
dodged it all for most of our 12 days.
Other than that soggy start to our very
first ride, we were rained on only once
more for 15 minutes or so. It would
rain at night but never while we were
out pedaling. We could hardly believe
our good fortune. Although we may
not have enjoyed any of those bothy
nights that Humphreys waxed poetic
about, the landscape that captured my
imagination in the film proved to be
even more intoxicating in person. It
didn’t matter if we were on dirt roads,
paved roads, bike paths, or dirt trails;
the setting for our adventure was just
indescribable.
We spent the next day and a
half riding to a little village on
the shore of the Isle of Skye. From
there, we caught a ferry to the town
of Mallaig, where we boarded the
train back to Fort William. Once
on the train and settled around the
table with our feet propped up, we
looked at each other and smiled.
“Sometimes I’m happy to be wrong,”
I said to Nicky. “That trip was
definitely not a bust!”
Tom Robertson is a freelance photographer and
a cycling and adventure enthusiast based in
Missoula, Montana. He was a cartographer at
Adventure Cycling for 14 years. Follow him on
instagram @tomrobertson4.
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ADVENTURE CYCLING
CORPORATE MEMBERS
Adventure Cycling’s business partners play a significant role in the success of our
nonprofit organization. Our Corporate Membership Program is designed to spotlight
these key supporters. Corporate Members are companies that believe in what we do and
wish to provide additional assistance through a higher level of support. These corporate
membership funds go toward special projects and the creation of new programs. To learn
more about how your business can become a corporate supporter of Adventure Cycling, go
to adventurecycling.org/corporate or call 800.755.2453.

TITANIUM

GOLD

SILVER
Point South KOA
Joplin CVB
Ciclismo Classico
IMBA

Sinewave Cycles
Showers Pass
Noble Invention Bike Touring
Wheelhouse Community Bike Shop

BRONZE
Easy Rider Tours
Woman Tours
Motel 6 Nationwide
Senior Cycling

DC Cycling Concierge
Buffalo Lodge Bicycle Resort
SlowCycle Tours
FloraVelo
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