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“I would ride 500 miles... 

And I would ride 500 more” 

On a dreary February morning I’d been looking at some biking routes 
when I came across the North Coast 500 in Scotland. I’d heard of it 
but not really investigated it to any extent. Having read about it I said 
to Sue “I’d like to do that”, “when, this year?” she replied “Ooh, ok 
then” says I. As it turned out, she had already booked the week off 
after the Cider Rally and so we hatched a plan to ride to Scotland 
directly from Weston Super Mare on the Sunday of the May Day 
Bank Holiday weekend to ride the NC500. 

 
The next couple of weeks I planned our route using MyRouteApp, 
which is a brilliant bit of software, enabling the user to plan routes 
precisely and then download them to all popular makes of satnav’s. 
This includes the Harley nav system, Garmin and TomTom, which 
makes it really versatile. In the meantime, Paul and Jane had said 
they would like to come along and so Booking.com took a beating 
whilst I sorted out hotels for our overnight stops. 

 
The NC500 has only been marketed since 2015 in order to promote 
tourism in the very north of the Scottish Highlands and is something 
of a victim of its own success. Single-track roads with cattle grids and 
passing places (these are ‘A’ roads!) quickly become gridlocked in 
high season, and so early May was probably the ideal time to do the 
tour. We knew the weather would be unsettled and potentially cold, 
but at least we could make the hotel bookings we wanted and there 
would be no dreaded midges to contend with either! 

 
We left Weston Super Mare at 9am on the Sunday morning after 
saying our goodbyes to our wonderful group of Iceni Cider Rally 
goers and hit the road. As we simply needed to get to Glasgow, 
motorways were the order of the day and we were soon hitting the 
M5. An uneventful 7½ hours later we arrived at the Premier Inn 
around the corner from Sues mum’s house and spent the evening 
with her. 

 
The following morning, we headed off for our rendezvous with Paul 
and Jane at Tarbet near Loch Lomond for the start of our NC500 
adventure. Our plans were soon dashed, however, when not 2 miles 
down the road I had an engine overheat light come on and found 
some coolant on the toe of my right boot. Not best pleased, we 
pulled over, checked what we could and then had no choice but to 
call Harley Assistance. I must say thanks to Ross for helping with a lot 
of google searching and research into our problem! 

 
The service from Harley Assist was superb, and not 45 minutes later 
a recovery vehicle turned up to take us to Edinburgh HD as the 
nearer Glasgow dealership was not open on Mondays. Luckily the 
Edinburgh one was, even though it was a bank holiday, and an hour 
later we arrived. 
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The service manager at Edinburgh, Alan, also happens to be the 
chapter director of the Dunedin Chapter who put on the fantastic 
Thunder in the Glens rally. After chatting about that for a few 
minutes, we were offered coffee and sandwiches whilst the checked 
the bike over. Great service! 

 
Half an hour later, Alan informed us that the water pump on our bike 
was faulty. This is apparently not uncommon on this age of bike, and 
an upgrade kit is available to retro fit the newer style pump from the 
Milwaukee 8 models to the 103 engines. This was not a stock item 
though, so there was no way of getting it sorted for our trip. We 
were considering hiring a car to still be able to carry on with the tour, 
but Alans’ advice was to carry on riding. It is only the exhaust valve 
that is actually cooled by water and is designed for Arizona type 
temperatures. As the Scottish forecast was for single figure degrees, 
he said that we would be fine, and would not be damaging anything 
at all. Our ride was back on! 

 
After our delayed start, we agreed we would meet up with Paul and 
Jane at our first night’s accommodation, the Allangrange Arms at 
Munlochy, just outside Inverness. Our planned route had been 
through the Great Glen, a road we know well but is nonetheless 
stunning every time we ride it, but time constraints meant it was 
motorways and the A9 for us for the 175-mile ride from Edinburgh. 

 
Arriving at the hotel, we finally met up with our riding buddies for 
the week, and despite the outside of the hotel being somewhat 
underwhelming, inside was a different story. Beautifully olde-worlde 
décor, lovely rooms and food of top restaurant quality at pub prices 
made for a very enjoyable evening with the anticipation and 
excitement of the journey to come buoying our spirits after a trying 
day. 

 
Day 1 
Leaving Munlochy the following morning, we headed up the east 
coast of Scotland over the Cromarty and Dornoch Firths, stopping for 
coffee and cake in the lovely old town of Dornoch. It was then just a 
matter of following the A9 road all the way up to Wick, which turned 
out to be a totally uninspiring place, and then to John O’Groats for 
the obligatory signpost selfies. The scenery up to this point had been 
pleasant enough, but not dramatic in any real sense. We knew this 
side of the country was completely different to the west coast, which 
is why we had opted to travel the NC500 in an anticlockwise 
direction so we would save the best ‘til last. I would imagine that in 
winter the north east of Scotland is a very bleak place! 

 
Our final stop for the end of day 1 was the Northern Sands hotel at 
Dunnet, some 10 miles west of John O’Groats, right next door to the 
Rock Rose gin distillery. The hotel had clearly just undergone a major 
refurbishment and was very modern and comfortable. The weather 
today had been a mixture of sunny spells and rain, but our post ride 
pint sat outside the hotel in glorious sunshine (yes, it actually felt 
warm!) could not have been any further from what we expected of 
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“And I would ride 500 more” 
 

Scotland in early May. An excellent evening meal followed and so 
ended day 1. 

 
Day 2 
Continuing west from Dunnet, the scenery gradually started to lose 
its open, desolate vistas, replacing these with an ever-increasing 
number of hills and small lochs, open moorland and heather. The 
roads had changed quite abruptly too, from a normal two-lane A 
road to a single-track road with passing places (still an A road!). The 
weather had started off cold but dry, but soon turned to rain 
showers. We stopped at a small café in Tongue for a coffee, whilst 
resisting the urge to buy the humorous “I love Tongue” T-shirt, but 
timed this badly, arriving just after a coach-load of elderly folk. Still, 
it was somewhere to dry off and warm up for a little while, and Paul 
bought what he later described as the best scone he’d ever had! 

 
Onwards from Tongue and the scenery continued to become ever 
more mountainous and more what we imagined from the far north 
of Scotland. Numerous cattle grids and single-track roads (still ‘A’ 
roads!) had us passing deserted landscapes and tiny hamlets until 
we reached a loop detour, I had added to our route. This took us on 
a circular route through Foindle (affectionately renamed as Fondle) 
and Fanagmore along a tiny lane through some of the most 
impressive scenery yet. It could have come straight out of a set of 
Lord of the Rings and gave us the feeling of being the only people 
alive. Unfortunately, I decided it would be fun to go the opposite way 
around the loop to Paul and Jane, in order to be able to video them 
coming up a pass. That worked fine, but once we had passed each 
other, communications had got a little bit confused and that was the 
last we saw of each other until we reached our hotel for the night. 

 
Tiny roads and some slightly larger two-lane roads took us past 
numerous sea lochs and inlets through Scourie and Kylesku and 
finally to our turn off to Drumbeg. To say the road got narrower is an 
understatement and this tiny track with undulations and turns like a 
roller coaster eventually had us pull into the little hamlet of 
Drumbeg after eight miles. This hamlet boasts the Drumbeg hotel, 
which was our bed for the night, a small shop, 43 inhabitants, a 
couple of Highland Cows (Heelan Coo’s in the local parlance) and a 
red deer called Arnold who wandered the main road looking for 
carrots! It is one of the only places I have ever visited that I could not 
hear a single man-made sound. Simply wonderful. A couple of wee 
drams, some very good food and day 2 was done! 

 
Day 3 
A cold but bright start saw us making a thirteen-mile rollercoaster 
ride back to the “main” road. We then wound our way through 
terrain that seemed to change at every turn, from heathland to 
mountains and everything in between. Sea lochs, lochs and lochens 
(small lochs!) became too numerous to count and the innumerable 
islands off the coast made a picture every time we rounded a bend 
or crested a hill. 
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“I would ride 500 miles... 

And I would ride 500 more” 

I suppose I had better mention the weather, just in case I have given 
the impression that all was fine. This is Scotland, and the old adage of 
having four seasons in one day is true. We rode from sunshine, to hail, 
to sleet, to rain and back to sun again seemingly every fifteen minutes. 
The waterproofs and Keis heated clothing were of huge benefit, 
making even the heavy rain and single figure temperatures we 
encountered strangely enjoyable. 

 

Sue had mentioned that during her childhood, she had visited 
Corrieshalloch Gorge and that it might be worth a stop off. As our 
route passed directly by, we took the opportunity for a bit of a break 
(and also a good burger from the van in the car park). The steep walk 
down to the gorge wasn’t too far, and soon we were greeted by a 
rather bouncy Victorian suspension bridge over the gorge, through 
which the River Droma flows and cascades down a 45m waterfall. 
Slightly further on was a cleverly constructed cantilever platform out 
over the gorge that we stood on and tried to drop coins into the water 
below. It was certainly worth the slog back up the footpath and was 
totally free to enter! 

 

The route continued past “Anthrax Island” in Gruinard Bay, which is 
still prohibited to visit due to the testing of the Anthrax disease in the 
1950’s, and then through some lovely sweeping bends and onward to 
Gairloch for our hotel for the night and the most beautiful sunset we’d 
experienced. 

 

Day 4 
The final day of our trip, and the best was still to come. This side of 
Scotland is the most rugged and mountainous of all, with the single 
track (yes, still an ‘A’ road!) winding through valleys and landscapes so 
immense as to make you feel insignificant. Upon reaching Sheildaig, 
Paul and Jane decided to continue on the pre-planned route south in 
order to ride the famous Applecross pass in both directions. Sue and 
I had thought we would like to see more of the coast and so headed 
west around the beautiful coast road with views of the Island of 
Raasay and Skye beyond. The weather was bright, and visibility was 
excellent which treated us to some stunning vistas as the road 
climbed up high. 

 
Eventually we descended into Applecross and this time our 
communication had worked as Paul and Jane appeared just a few 
minutes later. They were in need of coffee and cake after the trials of 
the Applecross pass and so a short stop was taken before we headed 
up the pass to tackle it for ourselves. A lot of people were doing the 
same and so it was a little stop-start in places, but the views, again, 
were awesome, though the pass not overly challenging in the west-to- 
east direction. 
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“I would ride 500 miles... 

And I would ride 500 more” 
 

Paul and Jane had said it was much harder going the other way, and so next time I will make sure to try it that way 
round. 

 
were not heading back to Inverness, as the proper NC500 route does, and so this is where we parted company 

with the published route. Instead we headed across country on the A87 to Invergarry. This road took us directly  
past the famous Eilean Donan castle which is probably one of the most iconic images of Scotland, having been used 
as a set for numerous films, such as Highlander, The World Is Not Enough, Entrapment, Rob Roy …. the list goes on! 
We stopped here for lunch and what was immediately apparent was how popular this castle is. Loads of coaches 
were disgorging scores of tourists of all nationalities, which came as a real shock to the system after the relatively 
deserted last few days. There were more than a few photos of our Harleys taken by said tourists too though. Whilst 
the castle is very photogenic, what surprised me most was how somewhere that appears so remote in published 
photos and films, is actually right next to a busy main road. Just shows the importance of a decent camera angle! 

 
From Eilean Donan, we continued along the A87 and then proceeded to join the A82 and down to Fort Augustus 
along the western shore of Loch Ness, before heading back up the east shore of the Loch along the old Military 
road to Alltsigh and our final hotel. This turned out to be a stunning old hunting lodge, full of antlers and 
memorabilia and a fitting end to our Scottish odyssey. 

 
A nice last meal was enjoyed and then our goodbyes were said to Paul and Jane, as they were heading off early the 
next morning to Cumbria, whereas we were back to Glasgow for the night before the long 400 miles back home 
the following day. 

 
What a great trip, and one we intend to repeat in the near future! 

 

 


