Great Glen canoe trip
In August 2011, 6 relative novices set off from Fort William to paddle the 60 miles through the Great Glen to Inverness over 5 days. Here is our story.

Day 1 – Banavie to Gairlochy (6 miles)
We’d stayed at a bunkhouse in Corpach, just outside Fort William, and hired canoes from Rockhopper Sea Kayaks. Stuart from Rockhopper delivered the canoes to the top of Neptune’s Staircase, a series of 8 locks at the start of the canal. This is the starting point for most people, although you do have the option of paddling from sea-to-sea if you can hack the half-days portage just to add a couple of miles.

[image: image1.jpg]



Stuart also provided three 60L water-tight barrels which are an excellent way of packing your canoe. It was midday before we got going, and the sunshine made the picturesque paddle along the canal an enjoyable start to the trip.
Moy Bridge
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We only did 6 miles on the first day, partly because the camping spot at Gairlochy is fabulous, you can even use the showers adjacent to the lock. [image: image3.jpg]



Day 2 – Banavie to Loch Oich (14 miles)

Day 2 saw us head out onto a Loch for the first time. It was quite windy and the waves were about 2.5’ high. Slightly unnerving at first, but actually good fun once you get used to it. It’s predominantly a westerly wind so at least it’s pushing you in the right direction.

Heading out onto Loch Lochy 
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With Scottish weather, it pays to have waterproofs ready to hand at all times. At the end of Loch Oich is the Laggan Locks, on the canal-side of which is the rather welcoming Eagle floating pub. A short stretch of canal leads onto the beautiful Loch Oich where we stopped at the Well of Seven Heads to buy some provisions. The small shop here charges a premium, so I’d plan to carry enough food & water from Fort William to last until Fort Augustus.
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View west up Loch Oich

Joshua caught his first fish, a sizeable Pike, caught by trailing a line behind the canoe. We found a nice camping spot on the south shore just before you reach the island.

Day 3 – Loch Oich to Knockie (13 Miles)

Well if you’re going to paddle in Scotland, you have to accept that it’s going to rain at some point, the drag from Loch Oich to Fort Augustus was made harder by the constant drizzle. We poured ourselves into the nearest pub for some hot food and a bit of respite, undecided what to do next. After deciding to push on a bit further to try and catch-up with our schedule, we were fortunate that the weather improved. 
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 Heading out onto Loch Ness
We’d decided to paddle along the south shore of Loch Ness as this was away from the road. There are no really good camping opportunities along this shore until you reach Foyers, approximately 10 miles along. We camped just above Knockie Boat House, but this is really not ideal and a struggle to fit three tents anywhere.
Day 4 – Knockie to Dores (17 miles)

Loch Ness was kind to us, the water was calm and there was very little wind. It is however an immense loch. Deciding to stop for lunch ‘when we’re opposite Urquhart Castle’ didn’t work as the castle didn’t seem to be getting any nearer. However, this end of the loch has seemingly limitless places to stop off so we celebrated Sam’s birthday with cake and candles in a suitably remote spot.

The paddling was relatively easy and we comfortably made it to the Dores Inn where we rewarded ourselves for conquering the Loch with a couple of pints.
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Tempting though it was to stay longer, we still needed to find a suitable spot to camp, so pushed on one more mile to stop just short of the Bona Lighthouse. Knowing that the end was virtually in-sight, the last night’s camp was topped off by cooking trout caught back on the loch.
Day 5 – Dores to Inverness ( 6.5 miles)
We’d arranged to be collected at the Tomnahurich swing bridge on the outskirts of Inverness so with such a short distance to go, we took our time exploring Loch Dochfour and lunching at Dochgarroch. After the wildness of the Great Glen, the canal approach to Inverness is a little too tame, and none of us regretted leaving out the last 2 miles to reach the salt water of the Beaully Firth.
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Imogen, Steve, John, Joshua, Sam & Martin
We’d done it… and thoroughly enjoyed ourselves in the process. 

If you’re thinking of doing the trip, there’s plenty of information available at http://www.canoescotland.org/access/GreatGlenCanoeTrail.aspx, but please feel free to contact me at j.fcannon@tiscali.co.uk for additional info.

I’m grateful to Colin Smith of Chester Canoe Club who gave us plenty of advice on technique and the opportunity to practice.
Happy paddling!

John.

