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1. INTRODUCTION TO THE NC500 
The North Coast 500 (NC500) is Scotland's ultimate road trip adventure – a spectacular 
516-mile route looping around the northern Highlands. Known as "Scotland's Route 66," this 
journey features dramatic landscapes, from rugged mountains and pristine beaches to ancient 
castles and charming villages offering warm Highland hospitality. 

Why the NC500 Should Be Your Next Adventure: 

●​ Breathtaking scenery: white-sand beaches, towering sea stacks, misty mountains​
 

●​ Rich history: Neolithic ruins, medieval castles, crofting communities​
 

●​ Wildlife encounters: puffins, seals, whales, dolphins, golden eagles​
 

●​ Authentic culture: traditional music, crafts, renowned Scottish cuisine​
 

●​ Ultimate freedom: endless possibilities for exploration​
 

Route at a glance: 

●​ Distance: 516 miles (830 km)​
 

●​ Start/End: Inverness​
 

●​ Duration: 5–14 days​
 

●​ Terrain: coastal roads, mountain passes, winding lanes​
 

●​ Highlights: 100+ beaches, 50+ castles​
 

The NC500 is more than a drive – it’s an immersive journey through Scotland’s wilderness, 
where every turn reveals new beauty and every village its unique charm. 

 



2. WHEN TO VISIT 
Spring (March–May): Wildflowers bloom, fewer crowds, mild temperatures, active wildlife, but 
unpredictable weather and midge season starts in May.​
 Summer (June–August): Longest days, warmest weather, full facilities, festivals, but crowded 
and peak midge activity.​
 Autumn (September–November): Stunning foliage, fewer tourists, mild weather, deer rutting 
season, but shorter days and possible storms.​
 Winter (December–February): Solitude, snow-capped peaks, Northern Lights chance, lower 
prices, but cold, limited daylight, and closed facilities. 

 

3. PLANNING YOUR ROUTE 
Choose clockwise or anti-clockwise routes depending on your preferences. Clockwise offers 
coastal views first; anti-clockwise gives an easier start on wider roads. Consider duration 
options from 5-day express to 14+ day immersive routes with suggested sample itineraries. 
Don’t miss detours like Cape Wrath, Orkney Islands, Assynt & Inverpolly, and Applecross 
Peninsula. Themes like Castles & History, Beaches, Mountains, Food & Drink, and Wildlife 
guide personalized planning. 

 

4. TRANSPORTATION 
Vehicle rental with compact cars, SUVs, or campervans suited for Highland roads is essential. 
Book early and ensure full insurance. Prepare for narrow single-track roads with passing places, 
mountain weather, and potentially limited mobile signal. Alternative transport includes 
motorcycles, cycling, limited public transport, and tours. Fuel stations can be sparse in remote 
areas. 

 

5. ACCOMMODATION 
Options include hotels, self-catering cottages, B&Bs, camping, bothies, luxury stays, and 
glamping. Key hubs: Inverness, Ullapool, Lochinver, Durness, Thurso, John O’Groats, Wick, 
Dornoch. Book months in advance for summer. Booking platforms include Booking.com, Airbnb, 
and VisitScotland. Respect cancellation policies and consider eco-friendly and pet-friendly 
options. 

 



6. WEST COAST HIGHLIGHTS 
Explore places like Beauly Priory, Corrieshalloch Gorge with its waterfall, Gruinard Bay, Little 
Loch Broom, and Gairloch. Enjoy beaches, gardens at Inverewe, and vibrant Ullapool harbor. 
Continue to beautiful beaches like Achmelvich and Clachtoll, historic sites including Stoer 
Lighthouse and Old Man of Stoer, and the fishing village of Lochinver. 

 

7. NORTH COAST HIGHLIGHTS 
Visit Smoo Cave, Balnakeil Beach, Cape Wrath, Dunnet Head (northernmost point mainland 
Britain), Castle of Mey, Duncansby Head sea stacks, and John O’Groats. Along the way, explore 
villages like Tongue, Bettyhill, Thurso, and historic museums like Strathnaver. 

 

8. EAST COAST HIGHLIGHTS 
Experience coastal scenery with stops at Gills Bay, Wick’s heritage sites, Sinclair and Girnigoe 
Castles, Whaligoe Steps, Helmsdale, Dunrobin Castle, Dornoch with its cathedral and golf, 
Tain’s Glenmorangie Distillery, and Cromarty’s Georgian town. 

 

9. ESSENTIAL PACKING LIST 
Pack layers for all seasons: merino base layers, fleece, waterproof outerwear, sturdy boots. 
Include gear for hiking, electronics with offline maps, first aid, personal medications, snacks, 
water, and environmental essentials like reusable bags. 

 

10. DRIVING TIPS 
Drive with caution on single-track roads, mastering passing place etiquette: pull in on left, wait 
opposite if on right, wave thanks. Adjust your speed for weather and road condition. Watch for 
livestock and wildlife. Prepare your vehicle with emergency equipment and break early. 

 

11. WILDLIFE & NATURE 



Watch for bottlenose dolphins at Chanonry Point, minke whales, seals, basking sharks, and 
seabird colonies including puffins and gannets at key sites. Golden eagles and sea eagles soar 
above, and land mammals like red deer and Highland cattle abound. Respect wildlife by 
observing at distance and adhering to local guidelines. 

 

12. FOOD & DRINK 
Enjoy fresh local seafood like langoustines, scallops, smoked salmon, and lobster at spots like 
The Seafood Shack (Ullapool) and Lochinver Larder. Sample traditional dishes including haggis, 
venison, black pudding, and Scottish desserts. Explore distilleries such as Glenmorangie and 
Clynelish and enjoy local gin and craft beer. 

 

13. SAMPLE ITINERARIES 
Choose from 5-day express, 7-day classic, 10-day leisurely, or 14-day immersive itineraries, 
balancing driving and exploration. Sample routes cover major highlights, cultural sites, nature 
attractions, and food experiences. 

 

14. RESOURCES 
Use official resources like northcoast500.com, VisitScotland, Ordnance Survey maps, and 
navigation apps like Google Maps and OS Maps. For weather forecasts, rely on the Met Office 
and Mountain Forecast. For accommodations, Booking.com and Airbnb are useful. 

 

15. FINAL TIPS 
Prepare your vehicle, plan for changing weather, observe local customs, support businesses, 
practice responsible tourism, and respect wildlife. Take your time to enjoy the magnificent 
NC500 experience safely and sustainably. 

 
 

https://www.northcoast500.com/
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