
D 
urness is a collection of scattered 

townships and farms it has a diverse 

economy but the mainstays are 

tourism, fish farming, sheep farming and crofting. There is an abundance 

of magnificent scenery and wildlife. While an ideal holiday destination in itself, 

Durness makes a good point for touring the rest of North West Sutherland as it is the 

"corner" of the road system; from here you can only go south or east. 

From April to October visitors from all over the world venture north to the spectacular 

and rugged scenery. Durness being on the corner of the road networks makes a natural 

stopping place. This is surely one of the most beautiful areas of Europe with sparkling 

rivers, scattered lochs, shimmering beaches, rugged mountains and vast expanses of 

open moorland, here visitors will find peace and quietness; an absolute abundance of 

wildlife, clean, uncrowded beaches; some of the world's best fishing; and space in 

which to enjoy the clear invigorating air. 

Getting here by car or public transport provides few problems with huge investment in 

highland roads in recent years, the journeying north from Inverness via Lairg and 

Laxford takes only just over two hours. The more spectacular journey by Ullapool 

adds on about another half an hour. Inverness is a major regional centre with direct 

bus, rail and air links to other Scottish cities and to London. Local rail services run 

north to Lairg where the postbus connects for the onward journey to Durness. A direct 

bus service from Inverness via Ullapool runs in the summer as does a service from 

Thurso along the north coast. 

Ideas of how to spend a 

week in the most north 

westerly  

village on  

British Mainland 
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F 
araid Head. This peninsula 

stretches out to sea beyond 

Balnakeil Beach and provides 

pleasant walks and stunning scenery. It is a good observation point for 

watching puffins and other seabirds as well as sea creatures such as porpoises, seals, 

dolphins and whales. The Countryside Ranger provides guided walks to this area. The 

buildings on the headland are the Bombardment Range Control buildings 

T 
he Highland Council Country side Ranger takes organised visis to many of 

the natural sites of flora and fana including bird collonies. He is based in 

the Tourist Information Centre. Take a look at the permanent displays of 

fabric appliqe wall hangings depicting three different peroids in the history 

A 
 Countryside Ranger is based 

in the Tourist Information 

Centre. 

The Ranger Service provides 

information on and interpretation of, the 

local environment as well as guided 

walks. Several low level walks are popu-

lar around Durness Village just following 

the tracks along the coast or into old 

peat workings. 

T 
his area is frequently visited by both professional and amateur geologists 

and archeologists as there is a great variety of rock including rock from the 

Precambrian - period which includes some of the oldest rocks in the world. 

Much of Durness is designated a site of special scientific interest in 

recognition of the important colonies of plants and birds. Look for the very rare 

Scottish primrose, mountain avens and wild orchids. There are seabirds galore on Clo 

Mor and Faraid Head. Otters, 

foxes, badgers, eagles and 

peregrine falcons may also be 

seen. Watch out for whales, 

dolphins and porpoises and both 

grey and common seals along the 

coast.  There are many excellent 

hill walks, notably Ben Hope, the 

most northerly Munro (a 

mountain over 3000ft) in 

S c o t l a n d ,  F o i n a v e n  a n d 

Cranstackie.  
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T 
he word Smoo is a Norse 

word "Sumvya" meaning 

creek or cleft. Smoo Cave, 

the largest limestone cave 

in Britain, lies east of Durness village, 

at the end of an eight hundred meter 

sea inlet; Geodha Smoo. Here the 

Smoo burn Allt Smoo drops nearly 25 

meters into the second chamber down 

a vertical shaft, the Falis Smoo or 

chimney Smoo as the sink hole in the 

roof is called. The burn cascades into 

a deep pool with a depth of around 

eight meters. After heavy rain, the Allt 

Smoo is changed into a raging torrent 

that crashes into the underground 

lochan with a gigantic roar. The "blow 

hole" and waterfall can be observed 

from an observation point above the 

cave. The huge entrance, more than 

15 meters high leads into the first 

chamber which is more than 60 

meters long and 40 meters wide. The 

second chamber, containing the 

waterfall, is about 21 meters by 9 

meters and can be viewed from a 

specially constructed platform. 

I 
n the car park is a small picnic area and information board. The easily 

accessible cave is the largest 

entranced sea cave in the 

British Isles. The  beach 

entrance is reached from the car park 

by a steep stepped path. Its vast 

interior is floodlit and the innermost 

depths can be explored by boat. Long 

used by local inhabitants, recent 

excavations show the cave in use 

6000 years ago by the earliest settlers 

in the north. 

SMOO CAVE TOUR 
 based on the geology and 

natural history of the cave, 

enters the second and 

third chambers by boat.  
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B 
alnakeil Craft Village, a  

collection of unusual buildings,  

was constructed in the late 

1950’s as an Early Warning 

Station in the case of nuclear attack. It was 

never commissioned and in 1964 was 

turned into a craft centre since when it has 

housed a wide variety of crafts. The shops, 

and some workshops, are open throughout 

the summer, with a few open throughout 

the year. 

BALNAKEIL CRAFT VILLAGE 

You can find a wide range of unique work by resident 

Artist and Craftspeople. 

One mile west of the Durness Village Square 

on the road to Balnakeil Bay. 

Balnakeil Beach 

Ceannabeinne Beach   

D 
urness is situated on spectacular coastline. The numerous inlets 

of the sea provide many sandy beaches. Most are easily accessible 

but  for the mildly adventurous with a little exploration more se-

cluded wait to be discovered. Increasing popular, the magnifi-

cently clean and easily accessible beaches of the area and the amazing surf are 

proving hard to resist and have drawn more surfers over the last decade. 

Northwest Sutherland’s extensive uncrowded coast is a bonanza to those who 

know that cool water is no deterrent to surf travel. 
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T 
ake a trip to the most norhtwestewrly point on British mainland 

Cape Wrath. An expidition that gives the visitor a lasting experience 

using the smallest passenger ferry and minibus ride through the 11 

miles of wilderness known as the Parphe to the remote 

northweterly corner. 

 

E 
ighteen kilometers from 

Durness Village is the most 

north-westerly point on the 

British mainland, which 

affords spectacular sea views. The 

Cape Wrath lighthouse stands more 

than 121 meters above mean sea level 

on staggering cliffs facing the stormy 

Atlantic Ocean. The lighthouse was 

built by Robert Stephenson in 1827. 

The tower is built of hand dressed 

stone and the rest of the building is 

constructed of large blocks of granite 

quarried from nearby Clash Carnoch. 

The lighthouse tower and dwelling 

houses are listed buildings of 

architectural and historic interest. 

Slightly to the east and overlooking the lighthouse are the ruins of Lloyds buildings. 

These were constructed by the famous 

insurance company as a coastguard station. 

Access is via the Cape Wrath Ferry and 

minibus service through the Cape Wrath 

Bombardment Range. The land between the 

Kyle of Durness and the lighthouse is known 

as the Parph,207 kilometers of moorland. 

Cape Wrath contains a "Site of Special 

Scientific Interest" (SSSI) and a "Special 

Protection Area" for birds (SPA) under the 

CAPE WRATH FERRY & 

MINIBUS SERVICE 

7days per week,  

May to September 

Scotland’s most north westerly point 

can be reached by a Passenger 

service across the Kyle of Durness 

and a bus journey  through 

unspoiled scenery to Cape Wrath 
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D 
urness offers peace 

and tranquility. It is 

a haven for a whole 

array of wildlife and 

there are endless oppertunities 

to discover some of the most 

unusual and rare varieties of 

flora. Bird life is abundant. 

There is a  natural world for the 

traveller to discover and araes of 

total solitude are easily acessable. 

There is no large scale 

commercial development and 

Durness offers life and living and 

a pace exceptional in this world 

today. 
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T 
his is an ancient land with 

many historical remains to 

be explored. Neolithic, 

Bronze Age and Iron Age 

relics are sometimes exposed from the 

wind blown sand and various artefacts 

have been discovered. There has been 

very little detailed professional 

investigation into the numerous sites.  

Birds and flowers are the main wildlife 

features. More than 550 plant species 

have been recorded in the area. The 

rare and the beautiful are not always 

difficult to find, for what is rare in many 

parts of Britain is often common in the 

far north. This is especially true of 

mountain plants that descend to sea 

level on the north coast. The north 

west corner of Britain is renowned for 

the variety and numbers of birds. Well 

in advance of 200 species have been 

observed and recorded including some 

of the rarest. The Puffin colonies at 

Faraid Head have became asymbolic of 

Durness and although these colonies 

are still in existence, the numbers have 

diminished. Durness is one of the few 

remaining places where colonies of 

Divers can be seen.  

The sealife around the coast is second 

to none with abundant secluded obser-

vation points. Minkie whales spouting 

in the bays are common. 



T 
here are many notable fishing lochs are in this area, particularly 

those on limestone making them ideal for trout fishing. There is 

also some salmon and sea fishing. Information on permits can be 

had from the Information Centre or Cape Wrath Hotel. 

Souterrain NC4282 6129 

T 
his stone built underground passage dates from the first century 

AD. It can be found beside the main road towards Laid about 200 

metres before the Port Chamuil road end. Two small stone cairns 

mark the entrance. The souterain or earth house lies below ground 

at the road side about 300 meters from the sea near Port Chamuill and is cited 

as one of the best preserved in Scotland. The entrance was blocked by a slab 

3ft 6 ins. long now lying beside it. The entrance passage is about 3 metres long 

but barely 1 metre wide and twelve curving- this is a typical structure Stone 

steps lead down into the gallery measuring 27feet long 4-5 feet high and 4 feet 

wide now largely flooded. 

The entrance was within a hut circle in the southeast arc but all the remains of 

this is some walling extending for about5 metres on either side of the entrance. 

The exact purpose of these prehistoric structures is not clear. Hiding place, 

store, and winter dwelling have all been suggested. The storage function has 

most support but there may have been a use for all three. The local name was 

An Leabaidh-fholaich - the hiding places. 

D 
un Dornaigil Impressive ruins of a 

typical broch or defensive tower. 

Situated in Strathmore beyond Loch 

Hope. 
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Burial Cairns NC3877 5866 
 

T 
here are eight cairns in all. Although some are difficult to make out 

stretched along a ridge at a height of1050 feet. Looking down on 

Loch Eriboll and lying between Bealach Mor to the north and 

Bealach Loch na Seilg to the south. Three standing stones lie at the 

northern end and the supposition is that this is a bronze age cemetery situated 

at this spot because of the proximity to the two main routes between Loch 

Eriboll and the Durness peninsula. The main cairn is situated on fairly level 

ground and measures 19 meters in diameter with a height of 4 metres. Only the 

west half remains the east half being extensively robbed. It is formed of small 

broken stones and is partially covered with heather and turf. In the centre are a 

number of flat stones, not in situ but possible the remains of a cyst. The other 

cairns lie to the north of the main one along a shallow ridge with a stunning 

view of down Bealach Mor to the Kyle of Durness, Balnakeil Beach and Faraid 

Head. The use of such sites is not necessarily assoiated with settlement, Burial 

purposes is a common feature of this period. 

 

Wheelhouse  
It measures 5.5 metres NE-SW by 5 

metres NW-Se within its dry built 

wall.1.1 metres thick and 1.4 metres 

high, with the entrance in the east. In 

the interior a circle of seven orthostats set at a distance of about one metre from the 

wall one of which is lintlled another partially with roofing slabs lying close by. Some of 

the internal lintels appear to be re-erections. To the north are traces of an outer wall, 

which appears to curve in towards the wall and on the southwest are traces of yet 

another enclosure fored by erect slabs now, collapsed. 

The enigma is a double one. Firstly these structures are found in three main areas, the 

Hebrides, Shetland (but not Orkney) and Caithness and the latter is the type to which 

this wheelhouse belongs because of its free standing orthostats as opposed to the radial 

walls of the true Hebridean wheelhouse. This one is a geographically isolated 

example. Secondly nearly all other wheelhouses lie below the 50-foot contour and a re 

associated with other buildings. This one is in a higher and more isolated spot. 
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L 
och Eriboll is derived from the 

Norse meaning "home on a gravely 

beach." Eyrar-bol " Sandbank 

steading." Bol- a farm, and Eyrr - a 

beach. 

Loch Eriboll, Hoan Fjord, is a lengthy and 

deep sea loch about sixteen kilometers long with a south - west direction and 

varying from one point five to six point five kilometers in breadth. On the east, it is 

bounded at the entrance by the clear and elevated rocks of Whiten Head. The 

waters are of a depth varying from fifteen to sixty fathoms. It is set in panoramic 

mountain hinterland dominated by Ben Hope. The east side is green with native 

lime rich fields, the west a rocky barren coast. The total length of the coastline is 

over thirty eight kilometers with a wide variety of shore types; bedrock, boulders, 

shingle, gravel, sand and mud. The main input of fresh water is from Loch Hope 

situated near the seaward end and by comparison, Strath Beag at the inner end of 

the loch has a relatively small fresh water catchment area. Tidal streams are weak 

with only slight acceleration locally around the islands. Exposure to wave action 

ranges from the open coast at the entrance that is exposed to the north, to shelter in 

the inner reaches. The innermost parts of the loch have a considerable fetch to the 

north-east, and experience occasional wave action. Loch Eriboll was a naval 

anchorage for most of this century, the loch saw much activity during the 

1930’s and 40’s.Today the loch is used for the farming of salmon, mussels 

and oysters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The crescent promontory of Ard Neakie pushes out to the middle from the 

eastern shore. It is connected to the mainland by a narrow split with two 

identically curving sandy beaches. Ard Neakie was once the site of a lime-

stone quarry and limestone kilns. Both these features are still visible from 

the road. The lime was used in the 19th century as a neutralising agent when 

reclaiming peaty soils for cultivation. Prior to this industry, Ard Neakie was 

one of the centres for a local kelp industry. Stores and ammunition were 

stockpiled here by the navy during the war in caves and the old limestone 

kilns. 
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B 
a l n a k e i l  C h u r c h .  

Founded in 722 by St. 

Maelrubha, the present 

building dates from 

1619. Inside the ruined building 

can be found the grave of a 

notorious villain, Domhnuall MacMhurchadhIn Balnakeil Graveyard  there are 

a number of interesting 18th and 19th century gravestones, notably the large 

stone to the Andersons of Keoldale. The raised area by the wall is the the 

massed grave of the victims of the “Canton”, an emigrant ship which sank with 

the loss of all lives off Faraid Head in 1849. 
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The impressive monument is in memory of 

Rob Donn Calder or Mackay, a noted Gaelic 

poet. known as "the Robert Burns" of 

Gaeldom. It was erected in 1827 and is 

engraved with the following tribute in Gaelic, 

English, Latin, and Greek. ''This tomb was 

erected at the expense of a few of his 

countrymen. Ardent admirers of his native 

talent and extraordinary genius. 1827'' Rob 

Donn composed Gaelic songs and poems of 

such purity the illiterate unlettered genius's 

work was adopted by the Gaelic Department 

of Glasgow University as one of their 

textbooks. He expressed himself with a 

management of language which embodied 

concepts of great complexity. His grave is 

marked by a crude flagstone ROBERT DONN 1777. 



L 
aid, Gaelic for stones, is a  township created in 1832-1835 to settle some 

subtenants evicted from Eriboll and Strathbeg to make way for sheep 

farming. Laid lies ten miles from the village of Durness on the west shore of 

Loch Eriboll. On the west bank of Loch Eriboll is a  a long scattered line of 

single and one and a half storey cottages, set on a rugged and rocky land. For many 

years the community was in steady decline but recent diversification has led to Laid re-

establishing itself. 

There are ambitious plans to develop a Heritage and Geology Trail by converting a 

disused quarry / tip into a centre that will encourage visitors to walk to three or four 

outstanding historical sites in the area. This centre is currently still in the planning but 

the sites are readily available 

C 
horaidh Croft Rare Breeds Farm in the middle of Laid is a 

collection of rare and unusual domestic farm animals, pets and owls. 

It is a focal point for the interesting aspects of the township illustrat-

ed in a small museum. 

 

Hood Stones NC4135 6056 

 

T 
he stones are in two groups at a height of around 800 feet. Ships 

that can be identified are Valiant, Swift, Whirlwind, Union, Unga, 

Lucretia, Blake, and HOOD. The fleet before and during the war 

extensively used Loch Eriboll and the sailors of the various ships 

have left their mark by spelling out the names of their ships with stones on the 

hillside above the Loch. The Hood is the most famous because of the 

catastrophe with the sinking by the Bismark with only three survivors out of a 

crew of 1500. The loss of life and the effect on a nation when its largest 

warship was destroyed makes this a poignant site. The stones area sobering 

reminder of the times, and perhaps the sailors would have taken some 

satisfaction if they could have seen some years later the surrender of the 

German North Atlantic U-boat fleet in Loch Eriboll at the end of the war 

Wheelhouse NC4049 6102 

A 
 wheelhouse is a dry stone dwelling house used in the Iron Age. 

Circular in construction with slabs of rock forming the basis of a 

roof, these slabs appear also to mark interior divisions of a family 

habitation. The wheelhouse on the trail is an enigmatic structure 

known as Tigh na Fiarnain, House of the Fingalians, which lies at a height of 

950 feet at the end of a ridge overlooking a lochan. 

Considering its age of some 2000 years it is in 

excellent condition, one of the best preserved in 

Scotland.  
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I 
f you are a golfer then you must 

play the most northerly course 

on the British mainland, 

overlooking Balnakeil Bay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Founded in 1988 after years of hard work and planning by local enthu-

siasts Durness Golf Course has received several acclaims and has ap-

peared on TV in “Travels with Alliss” and in books including “ Scot-

land's Gems” by Malcolm Campbell. 

Although there are 9 greens the clever positioning of a second set of 

teas ensures there is variety on the back 9. 

Despite being so remote and open to the elements Durness Golf 

Course is maintained in excellent condition by arguably the most con-

scientious green keeper in Britain. Durness offers inspiring golf in 

peaceful surroundings at affordable prices. A round is a must. Bring 

your clubs and your cameras. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Durness Highland Gathering is an annual event held the last Fri-

day in July and during the summer there are various local activities that 

visitors are most welcome to attend. These are advertised locally. 
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