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48 HOURS IN...

THE ISLE OF HARRIS
A weekend break to the serenely- beautiful 

Isle of Harris is just the tonic for a busy 
schedule, as Adam Duxbury discovers
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Our route took us south, however, along a winding 
coastal road with views so breathtaking they had us 
gasping. Lochs and tumbling streams crisscrossed 
the erratic coast, while dramatic grey slabs of  rock 
and woolly blobs of  sheep dotted the moors on 
either side.

Heading for Harris
By mid-morning we’d arrived in the harbour 
town of  Tarbert, the main community of  Harris, 
which is situated at the narrow neck of  the island. 
You can take a car ferry from here to the Isle of  
Skye, meaning this is often the first spot on the 
island visitors will see. Among the small cluster 
of  buildings forming the town is a new arrival, 
Isle of  Harris Distillers (www.harrisdistillery.com). 
Surprisingly, given the deep connections between 
Scotland and whisky, this is the very first distillery on 
the island. In fact, it’s so new that their first batch of  
whisky won’t be ready for four years. 

As we took a tour around, our guide, Peter, 
explained why they chose to set up here. “What we 
really wanted to do was provide a new source of  
jobs for people living on the island,” he said. They 
bill themselves as a ‘social distillery’, and as we meet 
some of  the workers, who come from all walks of  
life, it’s clear that they care not just about making 
fantastic spirits and a good profit, but also about 
improving the economy and lives of  the locals. The 
island has an epidemic of  young people leaving for 
better opportunities on the mainland, so it’s nice to 
see someone helping to try and buck the trend. 

While the whisky is maturing in barrels in one 

Landing in Lewis
As our plane banked steeply over the coast above 
the Isle of  Lewis, the early-morning sun decided to 
seep out and bathe the little inlets and shrubby fields 
below in glorious amber light. “This is definitely 
a good sign,” I said to my over-worked partner 
as we glided down into Stornoway airport (surely 
the smallest we'd ever seen), all set for a relaxing 
island escape. Even though we’d only flown up to 
Scotland for the weekend to visit the conjoined 
islands of  Lewis and Harris, there was a real sense 
of  adventure about arriving in such a far-flung part 
of  Britain.

Our main destination, and home for the weekend, 
was going to be Sound of  Harris (www.soundofharris.
com), a self-catering holiday home in the tiny 
settlement of  Borrisdale, down near the southern tip 
of  Harris. Before we arrived, however, we had some 
sightseeing to do, so we picked up our hire car and hit 
the road. Stornoway town is the largest on the islands 
but can be very quickly explored on foot. We stocked 
up on some provisions and were soon on our way. 

If  you have more time to spare in Lewis, you 
could check out Lews Castle (www.lews-castle.co.uk) 
– a fine Victorian home built from the spoils of  Sir 
James Matheson’s lucrative trade in Chinese opium 
– just outside the town. Directly west lies Callanish, 
a hulking circle of  50 standing stones thought to 
mark the rising and setting of  the moon. And to the 
north lies the Butt of  Lewis, whose lighthouse stands 
at the most northerly point on the Western Isles and 
has the dubious honour of  being the windiest place 
in the UK. 
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Opening page: The sun sets 
behind Sound of Harris 
Above, clockwise from 
top: The rugged, stone-flecked 
landscape of the Isle of Harris; 
Rolls of Harris Tweed in 
vibrant colours and patterns 
are waiting to be cut and 
sold; enjoying the views at 
Luskentyre Beach 
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of  the warehouses, we get to sample the gin. It's 
distilled in small batches using a traditional copper 
still where sugar kelp is added to eight botanicals to 
create something really fresh and unusual. We can’t 
enjoy too much, though, as we’re not quite at our 
final destination yet, so we buy a bottle to enjoy later 
and hop in the car. 

We stop once more on our way south for a 
browse around the Mission House Studio (www.
missionhousestudio.blogspot.co.uk), one of  many galleries 
on the island. Artists have been attracted to the 
beautiful landscapes here for hundreds of  years, and it’s 
easy to see why: the islands are ripe with inspiration, 
from the intimidatingly-wild mountains flecked with 

Below, from top: The 
magnificent Kelpies sculptures 
in Falkirk's Helix Park tell a 
tale of the region's changing 
landscape; The Falkirk Wheel is 
another celebration of Scottish 
engineering

purple heather and shrouded in rolling clouds, to the 
white-sand beaches lapped by turquoise waters and 
fringed with soft dunes. I was glad I’d brought my own 
sketchpad, though I suspected that my watercolours 
could scarcely do justice to the immense palette of  
colours that popped up everywhere we looked.

Home on a cliff
As the road wound closer to our destination, 
it became a single, smooth lane that cut an 
almost hypnotically-winding ribbon through the 
countryside. Fortunately, there were frequent wide 
points to allow other vehicles to pass and this stop-
start game of  slowing to allow cars and sheep to 

Below, left to right: The 
kitchen in the Big House has 
eveything you need to create a 
lovely meal using local produce, 
and the corner sitting room 
takes advantage of sweeping 
views across the bay with huge 
windows to let the light flood 
in; delicious Isle of Harris Gin 
is distilled using locally-caught 
seaweed and housed in a 
distinctivevly-ridged glass 
bottle
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cross then zipping along again soon became our 
driving pattern for the rest of  the trip. Swerving 
around one more woolly cluster, we finally pulled up 
at Sound of  Harris. 

The house was completed two years ago and, 
with its wood-clad exterior and slate roof, is 
designed to sit sympathetically on the cliff  edge, 
blending in with the dark grey stones around. From 
this perch, the views across the bay are perfect. The 
property comprises two separate spaces, which can 
be joined to form one huge house. We were staying 
in ‘The Big House’ – a 120-square-metre, loft-style 
space which is totally unique on the island (and has 
bagged the owners a design award too). 

Rob English and his partner Carol fell in love with 
Harris and decided to start a new life here. With 
Sound of  Harris they have pulled off  a wonderful 

Above: The Isle of Harris 
distillery is a new addition to 
the harbour village of Tarbert
Below: Even the bedroom at 
Sound of Harris benefits from 
fantastic views (as well as a 
super-comfortable bed and a 
Japanese-style bathtub)

feat that manages to be both extremely chic and 
wonderfully cosy. It’s full of  mid-century furniture 
which blends perfectly with traditional touches, such 
as Harris Tweed fabrics and framed swatches of  
hand-painted wallpaper, rescued from Rob’s dad’s 
attic. Rob explains all about their own burgeoning 
tweed business – another part of  their radical 
lifestyle change – over a delicious seafood dinner 
from Croft 36 (www.croft36.com), one of  the only 
takeaways on Harris. Demand for the traditional 
tweed has surged, riding the changing tastes in 
fashion, and now the island’s three big mills are 
busily producing swathes of  the iconic fabric.

Tropical Scotland
The next morning, after a lazy breakfast, we drive 
along the tip of  the island to Luskentyre beach. Rob 
has told us to make sure we walk far out into the 
centre of  this immense strand – which stretches for 
two miles and is regularly voted amongst the best 
in the world – to fully appreciate the sweeping, 360- 
degree majesty of  it all. Despite the light drizzle, it 
really is a special place and, from a distance, I think 
how tiny we must appear on the vast expanse of  
sand with only a few wheeling gulls for company. 

The island is famous for these pristine beaches 
and their white sands. The water is such a pale blue 
and the sand is so bright that, with a bit of  sunshine, 
you’d be forgiven for thinking you’d been blown off  
course and landed in the Caribbean. I wondered if  
the Vikings who landed here in the eighth century 
(and who lent the beaches other Norse names like 
Seilebost, Borve and Horgabost), were equally as 
impressed. We’d planned ahead and brought a 
packed lunch, which we were forced to eat in the 
car as the misty drizzle turned into a fine rain. With 
the car perched on the edge of  the cliff  road and 
panoramic views all around, it was certainly no 
hardship, however.

We decided to warm up on the drive back with 
coffee and cake from Hebrides Art (www.hebridesart.
co.uk), another gallery, this time with tables and 
chairs nestled among the gallery walls. Work by 
owners Lesley and Alisdair Wiseman is on sale 
alongside other local artists who are also inspired 
by the landscape around them. Back at Sound of  
Harris we take a stroll along the headland to better 
appreciate the dramatic coastline, before returning 
to make use of  the huge, Japanese-style bath. 

We may have visited in the height of  summer  
but this far north, truly-hot summer days are rare 
indeed and we were rather glad of  an excuse to 
light up the stove and settle in with a bottle of  wine, 
dreaming of  another life in the rural peace of  these 
tranquil islands. 

        FLY     Flybe’s franchise partner Loganair has flights to Stornoway from Benbecula, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Inverness


