VISITING DETAILS 

Booking flights well in advance is recommended if you want the cheapest flights. Unlike Charter Flights the Schedule Flights get more expensive the nearer you get to the date of travel. A new and currently very competitive air service is provided by the ‘Post’ plane taking letters and parcels to the islands, however the departure time of 6.00am may deter all but the most avid bargain hunter. My recommendation would be to shop around as flights, into Glasgow in particular, are very cheap and early booking i.e. more than 12 weeks before flying, will guarantee you lower cost onward flights to Stornaway.

Calledonian MacBrayne ferries monopolise the ferry trade but are still competitively priced and provide an excellent service. Don’t be put off if you find yourself early for a ferry as their friendly staff will do their best to fit you on an earlier one if its possible and it can be as they often have a level of ‘no shows’ and travellers that have changed their travelling times. It is however still advisable to always book a crossing for certainty of travel at a fixed time.

Car hire is cheap and plentiful and they can be picked up and dropped off at the airport. There are however many centres within the islands where cars can be hired locally to support a mixed mode of travel if required. You should note that all arrangements for car hire and particularly petrol purchase should be arranged on Mon.-Sat.  The islanders are, in the main, fiercely protective of Sundays as a day of rest and prayer and few facilities are open for business on a Sunday. This applies to boat hire as well and prior booking is essential if you are not to be caught out. 

Distances between attractions on the islands are small but you should always bear in mind that travelling times are considerably different from those we main country folk are used to because the roads are both narrow and windy. The slower pace is not a disadvantage as there is much to see and you will see some splendid views and wildlife. The whole pace of life in the islands is reassuringly gentle and as one wise islander when challenged on time keeping said “When God made time he made quite a lot”.

From Stornaway the route to Sgarabhaigh is simple. You just take the road south towards Tarbet and then onto Leverburgh a distance of about 60miles and likely to take you 11/2 – 2 hours. Take the west coast route to Leverburgh and avoid the Golden Road route on your first drive. This will let you see the incredible white shell sand beaches of the west coast and not expose you to an exciting but sometimes worrying winding road on your first drive in the islands. The views on the Golden Road are also a little barron being bare rockscape over much of the route and the name is not linked to wonderful sunsets but to the cost per mile of construction.

Once in Leverburgh don’t blink or you may miss it, it is very small, but the Quay is easy to find. If you stay in the village you will find it ideal for trips out to Sgarabhaigh. It is advisable to charter your boat early as there are limited facilities for boat charter. The best contact is Strond Boat Charters as the skipper, Andrew Johnson, is a very experienced boatman and knows the local waters well. He also keeps an eye on the island for us all and can endorse your passport to record your visit. He can be contacted by phone on + 44 (0)1859 520204 and on the Web on www.erica.demon.co.uk.  As an expert in local wildlife he can identify the sea-life and bird-life you see on your visit and when you add to that the fact that he is both a gentleman and very good company you can see why you should have a memorable and informative trip with him. In fact the local people are real community and they are all welcoming and only too pleased to help visitors enjoy their stay in the islands.

Accommodation is plentiful but there are few hotels. Bed & Breakfast is the norm and rooms are usually functional and very tidy and you are assured of a warm and very personalised welcome. If intending to stay in Leverburgh I would recommend contacting Chrissie Mackenzie on + 44 (0)1858 520276 whose hospitality is second to none in the islands. The accommodation is pristine and the avalanche of food will ensure you’ll need to walk a lot if you don’t want to pay excess baggage for yourself on the plane home.

Chrissie can also endorse your passport to record your visit and will do that for you wherever you stay. She will also put you in touch with other local B&B’s if fully booked herself. Again the key is to book early.

Finally anything missed here will be traceable on the Tourist Website, being www.VisitHebrides.com and if you order a copy of their magazine ‘The Hebrides’ you will have a full compendium of facilities, places to eat, stay and visit. Remember when you ‘log on’ to have a few hours to spare as the site is tremendously comprehensive and a credit to the Western Isles Council and the staff who compiled it.

So come and visit the islands, ‘surf’ the Net and read up on a jewel in the crown of the British Isles or just sit and reflect on your holding with its box, contents and the intrinsic interest in our island of Sgarabhaigh. The choice, as they say on one of our game shows, is yours.
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