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THE SMOO CAVE is located at the head of a narrow, winding creek a mile east of the 

village of Durness in Sutherland. It must be about the most easily accessible of all 

Scottish caves as the main road runs, somewhat optimistically, across the top of its high, 

vaulted roof. 

 

The cave consists of three chambers, the largest of which, known as the Uamh Smoo, 

may be entered with ease from the pebbly beach at the head of the creek, the Geodha 

Smoo. The beach itself is reached by a narrow path from the cliff top car park; it is easy 

going and should not present difficulties to anyone reasonably fit. 

 

The second chamber leads off the first one via a large opening shaped like an 

exclamation mark, through the dot of which a stream, the Allt Smoo, issues on its way to 

the sea. The casual visitor can have a tantalising impression of this cavern by scrambling 

up a low rock ledge and peering into the darkness from which the roar of a waterfall is 

heard. 

 

The entrance to the third chamber can also just be seen across the underground lake, its 

peculiar double archway inaccessibly beckoning to the curious. The floor of the second 

chamber is completely flooded and should be explored only by boat as the presence of 

metal debris in the subterranean pool makes swimming a hazardous occupation. 

When I started work on this article, one of the first things I decided to do was to explore 

the cave system thoroughly. Accordingly, I recruited two friends, John Barlow and 

Rognvald Celli, borrowed a rubber dinghy from Wick Sea Scouts, packed all and sundry 

into my rather small car and set out for the cave. Prior to A red flare in the second 

chamber silhouettes dramatically the double archway as seen from the third cavern. This I 

had been reading the section on Durness in Sinclair’s Statistical Account, written in the 

1790’s and, as the following quotation shows, not calculated to encourage the would-he 

explorer: “Tradition says that the only person who ever had the courage to explore it was 

one Donald, Master of Reay, and that the extinction of lights, by the foul air, obliged him 

to return, before he could advance to the extremity of the lake, or the boundary of the 

cave.” 

 

After reading this it was with some trepidation that we launched our frail craft across the 

Starrsach, or threshold of the cave. 

 

We need not have worried. The circulation of air in the second chamber, even on that 

relatively calm April evening, was quite sufficient to dispel any foul air that might have 

been about. Nor was light a problem. We had brought both Hares and torches with us, but 

these proved quite unnecessary in this part of the cave. 

Light from the entrance faded as we paddled across the pool, but was replaced by a 

glimmer from two ragged holes in the roof as we penetrated deeper into the cave. The 

whole place had rather a churchy air with its high vault and semidarkness. But the most 

remarkable thing about the second chamber does not lie in its cathedral atmosphere: 



dramatic as this impression is, it is far outweighed by what must be one of the most 

beautiful, but little known of Scotland’s scenic delights an elegant 80-foot waterfall 

which plunges down the Falais Smoo, or Chimney of Smoo as one of the sink holes in the 

roof of this cave is called. The falling stream strikes a projecting rock about 12 feet above 

the water surface before cascading into the dark water in a shining apron of scattered 

silver. 

 

Sir Walter Scott visited the cave in August 1814 and found it “impossible for description 

to explain the impression made by so strange a place”. I can only echo that statement. 

After lingering for some time in the spray-laden atmosphere, we headed for the third 

chamber, ducking our heads under the low arch of the entrance. Once inside, the noise of 

the waterfall was much less and died away completely, along with the light, as we went 

through this winding gallery. 

 

While the first and second chambers are great, high-roofed structures of gargantuan 

dimensions, the third is smaller and quite different in character. It takes the form of a tube 

with a diameter of about ten feet and extends back 30 yards into the living rock. At the 

end it opens out somewhat into a fair-sized chamber with a small pool in its bottom and a 

substantial chimney extending above it. This innocuous looking water is so murky that its 

apparent depth is around six inches, but woe betide anyone rash enough to wade in, as it 

gives access to a sump of unknown extent, a tortuous water-filled passageway which has 

been explored by courageous spelunkers to a depth of 25 feet! 

 

A small, thin eel swam lazily in the cloudy depths, but the presence of a large plastic 

Coke bottle rather distracted us from any contemplation of unspoilt nature. 

At the pool it was totally dark, totally silent and, despite the rude incursion of our plastic 

civilisation, we were all overwhelmed by the atmosphere of quiet mystery. When we 

came out of the cave we felt as if we had visited a vast and splendid monument. There 

was an extraordinary feeling of tranquility.  

 

There was no tranquility on our second visit. Weeks of heavy rain in September and 

October had converted the Alit Smoo into a raging torrent that crashed into the 

underground lochan with an enormous, nerve-wracking roar. Blasts of icy wind flung 

showers of spray from the waterfall over us as we crossed the black surface of the second 

chamber. 

 

Once into the third chamber we disembarked on the narrow ledges of rock that form a 

convenient landing-stage. The scene was very different to that of our first exploration. 

The floor of the tunnel, dry on the first occasion, had become a burn, up which we had to 

wade against swift flowing water to reach the terminal sump. A smell of damp earth and 

gunpowder hung thickly in the air and the remains of a recent rock-fall were part way 

along the passage. A gunpowder odour always seems to be present where there is 

shattered rock. 

 

At the Stygian pool, whose silence had so impressed us, all was changed. The level had 

risen to cover most of the floor. Dark water welled up from the depths and the funnel 



above yawned blackly, its sides oozing water, which slid ominously into the turbulent 

sump. 

 

We left the place with relief and without any of the elation experienced on our previous 

trip. During our time underground, perhaps an hour, the level of water had risen by more 

than a foot97a development that would have endangered anyone in a rigid boat as they 

would have been unable to renegotiate the low archway from the third to the second 

chamber and would have been trapped underground. Certainly this showed us that the 

Smoo Cave, although easy of access and not extensive, is no place for the unwary or ill-

prepared. 

 

For the vast majority of visitors, the only experience of the cave is of the main chamber. 

This in itself is well worthwhile as the Uamh Smoo is a majestic spectacle. The arched 

entrance is 120 feet broad by 70 feet high and the cave extends for over 200 feet back 

into the cliff. Mere dimensions cannot convey its beauty 

97the sweep of its arched mouth or the grace of its natural buttresses97but size does give 

a grandeur that smaller, though equally well-formed, caves lack. 

 

Over the years there have been various attempts to derive pecuniary advantage from the 

beauties of the second chamber. One Richard Charles Weld, whose journal, Two Months 

in the Highlands, Orcadia and Skye, makes entertaining reading, visited the Smoo Cave 

in 1859. He found that local boatmen were charging 15 shillings for the very short trip 

across the flooded chamber - quite a large sum in those days - and that they actually had 

the cheek to charge extra for lights! He decided that “the game was not worth the 

candle”, which proves that fleecing the tourists can be counter productive. 

A less mercenary attempt to bring the inner parts of the cave within public reach was 

made by Brian Wilson, a student from Lairg, in 1977. He spent his summer vacation, 

Charon fashion, ferrying tourists into the depths. Unfortunately the commercial viability 

of the venture was inhibited by the inaccessibility of the landing stage, which can be 

reached only by a stiff scramble across slippery rock. 

 

Perhaps the construction of a wooden walkway with a platform from which the Falais 

Smoo waterfall could be viewed would have more chance of success. Certainly there 

would be plenty of demand in the summer months as the cave has many visitors. What 

tourist of any spirit could pass by the chance to view this wonderful fall, even if it did 

cost a few pence? 

 

Caves and folklore go together throughout the world and the Smoo Cave is no exception. 

One local tale concerns a dog that entered the cavern and emerged at another~ location 

almost four miles away with much of its hair missing. Stories such as this are common to 

almost every area where caves are found and usually involve either a dog or a duck. The 

common factors in each case are great distance between the points of disappearance and 

emergence and the absence of a coat when the missing beast is found. 

 

Although there are small caves at Ach an Chorrain, four miles inland near the head of the 

Kyle of Durness where the potholing dog is said to have emerged, and the Smoo Cave is 



probably more extensive than is known at present, it is unlikely that the story has any 

basis in fact. It is most likely to have originated because of the coincidental occurrence of 

caves at both locations. An even more improbable story, also involving a dog, concerns 

the first Lord Reay, Donald Mackay. In 1614, he inherited the lands of Reay, which at 

that time included Durness, but lost much of them to wilier men in a succession of 

intrigues before his death in 1649. 

 

Lord Reay may have frittered away the family possessions, but he was a brave and hardy 

soldier, spending many years on the European mainland in the service of Gustavus 

Adolphus, King of Sweden. 

 

During his adventures abroad it is said he met the Devil on several occasions, but was 

always able to get the better of him. The Prince of Darkness was none too pleased about 

this and followed Mackay to Durness where he sought to waylay him in the Smoo Cave. 

Lord Reay was heading for the cavern just before dawn, but had the good fortune to send 

his dog into the blackness in front of him.  When the luckless animal emerged howling 

and hairless the Master of Reay realised what lay in store for him. He held back for a 

moment and in that moment the sun rose. In the light of day the Devil was is powerless 

and he and his two lieutenants were forced to exit ignominiously, and no doubt painfully, 

through the roof of the cave, leaving the three holes that can be seen to this day. 

 

Another character whose name is linked to the cave is Domhnull MacMhurchadh, a 

bandit of the early 17th century who terrorised the countryside from a hideout at Heilam 

on the west side of Loch Eriboll. The remains of this unsavory individual are interred, 

Kremlin-style, in the walls of the old church at Balnakeil in Durness. 

The story has it that many of this murderous highwayman92s 18 victims received a much 

less decorous burial than he did, being flung down the Falais Smoo, the sink hole through 

which the AlIt Smoo plunges into the cave92s second chamber. 

In addition to inspiring myth and legend, caves have housed man throughout the ages and 

it seems likely that the Smoo Cave was a dwelling place in distant times. No proper 

excavations have been done at the site although a mound, thought to be a kitchen midden, 

was dug over in 1904. No record of this dig seems to be extant, but Donald Macdonald of 

Sangomore, a schoolboy at the time, recalls that a number of bone pins were found. 

 

More recently Ian Keillar of Elgin came across two pieces of bone and a worked stone 

which had been exposed by the action of the burn on the sandy cave floor. These were 

thought to be reminiscent of the Mesolithic Period, but Mr. Keillar gave them to an 

itinerant expert who subsequently disappeared. 

 

This evidence of prehistoric occupation at Smoo remains tenuous, but what little proof 

exists offers hope to the archaeologist in any future investigation. 

 

The cave must have been a damp and draughty dwelling for whoever settled there. At any 

rate it was too open and exposed to serve as a store for the 18th century Orkney merchant 

Murdo Lowe, builder of Smoo House, the elegant lodge that still overlooks the geo. In 

addition to the house he is said to have built the small limestone block hut at the foot of 



the path. Although roofless, this sturdy edifice still looks pretty sound and has even been 

suggested to Sutherland District Council as being suitable for conversion to toilets for the 

convenience of visitors to the cave. 

 

The original builder was not noted for his generosity: it is said that he employed local 

women to carry bolls of meal, 140 lbs in weight, up the steep winding path to the clifftop. 

For this stupendous effort they received the handsome payment of an oatmeal biscuit! 

Having carried a rubber dinghy and various other bits and pieces of equipment up and 

down that narrow track, my heart is full of admiration for these women of two centuries 

ago who were both willing and able to carry more than double my load in exchange for a 

biscuit. How times have changed. 

 

The caves of Sutherland have been extensively explored in recent years and, although 

potholing has been concentrated in Assynt, the Smoo Cave has received some attention. 

Much of this has centred on trying to bypass the terminal sump at the end of the third 

chamber, as there is the attractive possibility that this may lead to further passageways. 

So far all attempts have failed due to poor visibility and to the twisted, constricted nature 

of the channel, which leads away from the sump. 

 

An alternative route to get round this apparent dead end may lie in the funnel above the 

pool. This leads nowhere today, but gave issue to a waterfall in fairly recent times. It 

might be possible to reopen the channel through which this water once owed by the 

judicious use of explosives, but whether the powers that be would smile on such a 

scheme in a Site of Special Scientific Interest is open to question. However, the 

possibility of further passageways is a powerful lure to the caver. 

 

One hazard which climbers, cavers and other potential swimmers encounter in Smoo is 

metal debris. This is concentrated mostly under the waterfall, which formed a convenient 

rubbish chute in the past. Most of it arrived in the cave at the end of the Second World 

War, when the large military camp at Durness was being disbanded. Much junk was 

consigned to the depths by the departing soldiers, including vast numbers of useful items, 

such as spanners and other tools, much coveted by the locals, but hurtled down the 

chimney Just the same. Hopefully the cave is safe from such desecration today. 

 

Like a great many northern placenames, Smoo is of Norse extraction and derives from 

the Icelandic smuga meaning simply hole. While this fits in well with the views of one 

Durness hotelier who described the cave to me as “Nothing but a glorified hole in the 

ground” ~ I feel it deserves a much grander title. 

 

Despite its unassuming name, the Smoo Cave has caught the imagination of~ writers and 

travelers down through the centuries and will no doubt continue to do so in future. No 

one should visit Durness without taking the opportunity of seeing it. 

 


