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Highland fling

Motorcycling Scotland's
North Coast 500

| powered uphill toward a sharp-curved summit near Drumbeg and stopped in awe at the spectacular view of rugged isles and craggy
peninzulas fringed by alabaster-white beaches. Beyond, glacier-scoured mountains surged towards the untamed northwest extreme of
Britain; then a red fox trotted across the road. As | raised my camera she turned bushy tail and merged into the gorse like 3 ghost.

by Cheistopher P Boker

y second day nding the North
M Coast S0 route was proving

wilder than my wildast dreams
as it twined through the Scottish High
lands ike fine whisky pounng through
heather. In 200% Prince Charles’ non-profit
Worth Highland Initiative concerved this
iconic touring itimerary stitching topether
various reads around the coastal edge of
the Highlands. Carving a torfuous course
wia.John OGroats and the Morthwest
Highlands, the *NCH0" forms & S00-mile
loop that begins and ends inInverness,

Epic scenery and breathtaking wilderness,

plus castles, whisky distilleries, and salty
aired seaside villapes are some of the
reasons this jpurney is hailed &5 one of
the world's most spectacular drives.

LIKE BEES T0 BERRIES

Four wheels wilk give you a memarable
joerney—two wall make it unforpettables.
Combining the classic mad trip desire for
adwenture and freedom with exhilarating
switchbacks and twisties, the route is as
thrlling a motoroycle journey as amy in
Britzin. Mo wonder bikers are drawn to the
NCS00 like bees to berries. Sa, | arranped
through Saltire Motorcycles, in Edinbargh,
for a #017 Indran Roadmaster — & deluxe
“heritape” tourer with vast fairing and
windshisld to protect against bemng
drgakit {drenched) if it rained.

After a night st Edinburgh's artsy GV
Hatel, | fired up the big V-twin and ==t
cowrse north via Cairngorms Matienal
Park— pateway to the Highlands —for
Imverness. The chance of & stag leaping

in front of yous wehicle is a distinct
possibility. Sure enough, cutside Pitlochry
a sign warned "Dear for 4 miles” Moments
later | consorted with a deer running
parallel almost withen finpertip reach.
Suddenly it skewed right and bolted in
front of me. As | jerked on the brake, the
paniched buck hit the deck with hooves
RAailing, Mature seems so much closer
from the seat of a saddis!

BOUND HOR THE HIGHLANDS

“When you're in the saddle the forecast
will be the skies in front of you. In
Scotland, there's little point in looking
any further ahead,” Calum Murray, owner
of Saltire Motoroycles had told me. |
departed Invernesss Rocpool Reserve
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Combining the
classic road

trip desire for
adventura and
Ireadom with
exhilarating
swilchbacks and
twisties, the route
is as thrilling
amotorcycle
jourmey as any
in Britzin. No
wionder bikers
are drawn ko the
NCE00 like bees
1o bamies.

hotel —& chic conversion of a 19th-century
mansa— in light rain. It didnt let up, the
seascape barely wisible throughout my day'’s.
ride to Wick.

This section offers plenty of intriguing

eites at which to duck tha dreich weat her:
Meolithic burial chambers dating back 5,000
years, Pictish stone stelae with enigmatic
engravings, and —a de riguesr stop
Dranrobin Castle, the Duke of Sutherlands
dramatic French-style chateau, pinned

by fairytale towers like a piece of the

Loire Vatley transplanted. Dot miss the
twice-daily falconry display in the gardens
betow. Then | warmed wp with & wee dram
gt the historic Clynelish Distillery after a
fascinating factory tour. Thankfully, the
clouds cleared as [ drew up o 15th-century
Ackeqpill Tower, a baronial-style estate hotsl
with crenellated ramparts rising drama-
tically over the tidepoots of Sinclair Bay

EREATHTAKING GRAMDE UR

Beyond.kohn OMGroats, the cirowmt cranks up
thi drama as the AB36 scrolls through a vast
expanse of heather-carpeted moor and bog,
aupers down past Castle Varich to lovely
Loch Enbal, then swoops past picture-post

card beachas with Canbbean-blue seas.
It's the stuff of coastal-ride dreams. You're
niever far from melanchaolic history, however,
The roaste is studded with long-abandonad
crofts dating beck to the Hiphland “Clear
ances,” when wealthy landowners evicted
tenants for more profitable sheep prazing.
Lambss litter the road.

Cuttimg south from Durness, the NC500
slingshots throasgh a wild, minimalist land
scape of wind-ruffled lochans and dome
shaped mountains nsing sheer from moors
cloaked in heather and porse. Oncoming
cars and campanvans cowrtegusly pulled
over for me at Passing Places, spaced on
averape every 100 meters. Crossing the
curving Kyleshu Bridge | turned west onto
the snake-thin BEGW. This “wee bad™ section
circling the remote Assymt Peninsula is a
writhing roller-coaster that left me still
smiling &5 pulled up to the lver Lodge
Huotel, perched over Loch nver. You could
never hawve so much E-ticket fun in a car

WEST COAST DELIGHT

Next morning, | looked out on a cold horiron,
the loch buried beneath a charcoal shy. But
ensconced in a well- heated saddle and dry
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behind the fairings, | accepted Scotland's
femously fickle weathar with a emile.

From Lochirver, the NCS00 ripples east
past L och Assynt and tums south for
Ullapool, & lovely fishing port nestled on
the shores of Loch Broom. | was treated
stappering views of Suilven, Cul Mor and
Stac Pollaidh —dark breoding inselberps,
inconceivably old —sithouetted by polden
streaks slicing down through the clouds.
These sandstone “suparloafe” rise froma
plinth of three- biflion-year-old | ewisian
pneiss. Speeding along the NCS00's
twa-lange sections seems at odds with the
ancient peclogical languor. Teke it slow.

Shifting westward as the ABIE, the route
whittles down to a siiver and slices down
through Glen Torredon, hemmed specta
cularty by sheer tarraced mountams. |
edmired the archetypal Highland lend
scape from the warmth of The Torridon, a
sumptuous former hunting lodge at the
head of an eponymous sea loch. This corner
of Scotland has plenty of delicious dining,
from venison to fresh-caught lobster and
Scrabster salmon. At The Tomriden | savored
hand-dwed scallops, succulent lamb rump
with turnips and kaks, and a divine whits
chocolate semifraddo with strawberries
and almonds.

ULTIMATE HiGH

Beyond Torndaon, the noute— now an wn
miarked ane-taner— hugs the shore of the
Applecross Peninsula. Sport bekes flow

by Ho wondar! The 24 males to Applecross
unfurl a non-stag, prin-inducing combo

of tight corners, whirling twisties, and
vade-open clifftop straights. It's & perfect
warm-up for what's considered the apopee
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of the NCS00. At the hamlet of Applecross,
the route turns inland to clew its way to
GG meters over the third hipheast road
pass in Britain. The Beleach na Ba ("Pass of
the Cattle?) also claims the UK's steepast
prolonpged ascent, with gradients of 1in S
on the hairpins.

As | throttled uphill from Applecross a stag
appeared on the hilkside. Then an entire
herd dashed from the woods and across
the mad. A thrilling reminder for caution!
Within minutes | was amid a swirling,

cloud. The summit viewpaint kost in fog.
Sull, the ride was sublime, corkscreweng in
precipitous hairpins then shucing downhill
through a U-shaped valley to Tornapress
and a fast, sastbound beeline for Invernass,
As | closed inon the finish, sunbeams broke

through the clouds to the marth, tempting
me to nide the NCE00 apain.
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rushy IUs berrer todo T over Tour of flve days at  relaxed pace.
‘With 5o many sites 1o see—breweries, whisky disdlisres,
culngral centers, i, —one week [Sr'T T much. itcan be ridden
elther clockwise of countenciockwise. The larmer ks best, as the
Increasingly spactacuiar scenery bulids up the drama of the
Beleach Na Ba swhchback. However, unless you've alreatdy made
hoeed resenanions, IC may be best m check the fonscast and ke
whichever direction promises the best weather Much of the route
ts an single-track mad, with regular passing places. Fuel stops are
Tew and far betwean and thoss on the West Coast close on Sunday.

The rowte has Its own website with interactive maps:

About the suthor: Christopher P Bokar is o professional trovel wniter,

maotojoumalist and tour loodar.
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