ROADS in the GAIRLOCH AREA
Until the 19th century there were no built roads in the Gairloch area, but only tracks and footpaths worn
by human or animal feet (e.g. droving routes, peat roads). There were no wheeled vehicles; goods might be
carried on the back in “creels” or pulled on sledges behind a horse. O On land, even horse-riding was difficult
(see 1649). Some tracks may have been improved quite early (e.g. Flowerdale to Slattadale, Gairloch to
Poolewe), and cattle droving must have created well-worn routes, but nothing suitable for wheeled vehicles
existed until the mid-19th century. At that time, ironically, a time of poverty caused by potato blight led to the
first proper road system (see 1846 to 1859).
The easiest way of travelling was by water. Most visitors came by sea, and Loch Maree (an increasingly
famous beauty spot) was usually traversed by boat, with access at Tollie Bay (for Poolewe), Slattadale or
Talladale (for Gairloch) and Rhu Noa (for Kinlochewe). It seems that boats were sometimes brought from the
sea up the River Ewe to Loch Maree (see 1580 and 1834): presumably this means towed overland, since the
river is (as described by Thomas Pennant in 1774) “a continuous Rapide”, and Dixon mentions a tradition that
there was a 17th century plan by the Sir George Hay to dig a canal between Lochs Ewe and Maree, to help
with his iron-smelting industry.
Terms used
Road: improved by building and surfacing – gravel, “metal” (crushed rock) or tarmac
Track: in regular use but unimproved, worn by human or animal feet
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Timothy Pont (mapmaker): “In winter it [the River Ewe] is portative for boats to bring them up to
the fresch loch.” L As well as the sea-water Loch Ewe, the freshwater Loch Maree was then also
called Loch Ewe; hence the name Kinlochewe.
A church report: “The visitation of Gairloch and Lochbruime continewed [postponed] by the way
not rydable and inabilitie of brethren to goe afoote.” D
Roy’s military map shows one track or route, on the north side of Loch Maree from Kinlochewe to
Letterewe and a few miles beyond to the north. L (Old maps often claim to show “roads” but most
of these are presumably only tracks).
Major William Caulfeild (successor of General Wade) planned a road from Contin via Achnasheen
and Kinlochewe to Poolewe, taking a direct route south of Loch Maree and from Slattadale to
Poolewe over the Tollie pass. Knox in 1786 says that it was “never completed apart from a section
at Loch Maree” (but see 1782). It was apparently never upgraded over its full length to the
standard of the other military roads, and the completed sections soon fell into disrepair. R Dixon
records that it was impassable to wheeled traffic at the start of the 19th century, but traces of it
could still be seen in his own time. D
Thomas Pennant visited the area. He took a boat along Loch Maree, but did manage to ride
from Poolewe to Gairloch. He mentions the “Government-packet” which sailed from Poolewe to
Stornoway; mail for Gairloch and the Outer Isles was carried from Dingwall to Poolewe on foot, via
Strath Bran and Letterewe. D
Knox’s “Commercial Map” shows the Caulfeild road from Kinlochewe to Poolewe, although it was
incomplete and not maintained. L
Campbell’s “New and Correct Map, with all post and military roads” oddly shows the Caulfeild
road continuing to Inverasdale, and a route hugging the north shore of Loch Maree (see 1808) but
missing Poolewe and continuing to Mellon Charles. L
A plan exists in the National Archives of Scotland for an intended road from Achnasheen to
Poolewe; but this was never carried out.
Parliament set up the Commission for Highland Roads and Bridges, which arranged for roads to
be built, financed 50% by the government and 50% by local interests; the Engineer was Thomas
Telford. A road was built to Lochcarron (there is a Telford bridge at Achnasheen), but none in the
Gairloch area.
Arrowsmith’s more topographically accurate map shows routes from Kinlochewe to Poolewe on both
sides of Loch Maree (the northern route goes north of Beinn Airigh Charr, as on Roy’s map, and the
southern is Caulfeild’s route) a route to Aultbea branching off near Kernsary (unlikely), Slattadale
to Flowerdale via Kerrysdale, and Gairloch to Poolewe. L
When the Mackenzie family was staying at Flowerdale, mail was brought from Dingwall by a
weekly runner, 60 miles each way. Some of the runners used the north shore route along Loch
Maree, which involved rock-climbing across the Bull Rock (normally avoided by taking the northern
route). D
John McCulloch visited. The weekly Stornoway packet was still operating; fishermen carried their
produce on horseback to the “Murray Frith” for processing, a two day journey. D
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According to Dixon, the road from Gairloch to Poolewe was built by Sir Hector Mackenzie
(presumably there had been at least a rough track before then - see 1807). D Much of the route
that it took is now a footpath.
Dr John Mackenzie recalls a funeral march from Gairloch to Conon (Easter Ross): they arrived “at
Slatadale... where a regular flotilla of boats drawn from the sea at Pool Ewe [overland?] were
waiting for us and landed us all safely at Tagan.” He also comments that there were “no wheelroads nearer than Kinlochewe.” J
The New Statistical Account: “This parish is extremely ill supplied with the means of
communication, owing to the want of roads. We have one post-office, situated at Poolewe.” D
The tenant of Achtercairn Farm (Gairloch) sold 209 cattle at Muir of Ord. The normal droving route
from Gairloch was via Poolewe and north of Loch Maree (northerly variation) to Kinlochewe; from
Aultbea it was via Gruinard and Strath na Sealga to the Ullapool road.
The Potato Blight struck the west highlands, and the Destitution Committee was set up to help
suffering crofters (it combined three charities formed in Edinburgh, in Glasgow, and by the Free
Church). At first it provided free food, but was persuaded by Lady Mackenzie of Gairloch and others
that it was better to give indirect aid by paying for road-building projects. B
A series of road-building schemes began, with half of the cost provided by the Destitution
Committee and half collected by Lady Mackenzie; the work was done by crofting tenants, not only
local but also from other impoverished areas such as Skye. The roads were: (1) along the south side
of Loch Maree, linking Kinlochewe to Slattadale (presumably the road from Slattadale to Gairloch
was already built); (2) from Kerrysdale to Badachro; (3) from Poolewe to Aultbea. (A road from
Dundonnell to Braemore was also built at this time.) These roads became known as Destitution
Roads. B
The Gairloch-Poolewe road (see 1825) may have been realigned at this date to take its present
course up Achtercairn Brae.
These three roads were completed. In October Dr John Mackenzie, the factor, drove from
Kinlochewe to Flowerdale (Gairloch) in less than three hours; and 11th December saw the first
arrival of the “Invernessian 2-horse carriage”. M At some time in this period, the old road from
Loch Bad an Sgalaig to Flowerdale (still walkable) was replaced by the current route through
Kerrysdale. B
A road from Strath to Sand, on the south side of Gairloch, was begun. M
The Little Gruinard River had now been bridged, and the only gap in the road from Aultbea to
Dundonnell was the Gruinard River (still not bridged in Dixon’s time, 1886: a ferry had to be
used). M
The Trustees of the 6th District of Ross-shire Roads met at Poolewe, and said that “the trunk-line
road from Poolewe to Greenard [Gruinard] will shortly be finished.” M
A road from Poolewe to Inverasdale was begun (still Destitution). M
A road from Kernsary to Fionn Loch was completed by Osgood Mackenzie, in 1875 according to
Dixon, but 1890 according to Osgood himself. Dixon says that the road from Inveran to Kernsary
was made about 1870, but he does not know when the road from Poolewe to Inveran was built. DO
A daily mail service arrived by horse and trap. M
John Dixon published his “Gairloch and Guide to Loch Maree”. He describes minor roads as
follows: D
South Gairloch, to Red Point: not passable for carriages beyond South Erradale, but its
continuation is a good foot or bridle [horseback] road.
West Loch Ewe, to Cove: will not do for carriages beyond Stirkhill (etc as above).
Poolewe to Fionn Loch: the road beyond the Inveran Bridge is kept strictly private, and the gate
there is locked (Inveran was Dixon’s home).
East Lochewe, to Mellon Charles: the road beyond Aird House is not a good carriage road.
West Gruinard Bay, to Mellon Udrigle: the road beyond Laide is rough, but passable by carriages.
There are various other roads or tracks whose history is unknown, including: to Slaggan, to
Camstrolvaig, from Naast to Gairloch.
A steamer service operated on Loch Maree from Tollie Pier to Rhu Noa Pier. D
A railway was proposed from Achnasheen to Poolewe or Aultbea (Ullapool put forward a rival bid),
but never built. M
There was agitation for a road from Tollie to Slattadale, either restoring the “old cart road”
(Caulfeild’s road) or extending the pier road (!): it was never built. M
There was a petition for a road from Red Point to Diabaig via Craig: it was never built. M
A motor car carried the mail and 14 passengers from Achnasheen to Gairloch; this service reached
Aultbea by 1915. M
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A new road to Port Henderson was approved by the Gairloch District Committee of the County
Council. S
1922
Roads were first numbered: the main road became the A832.
mid-1930s The only tarmac surfaces in Ross-shire were some streets in Ullapool. S
1940
The Gairloch Hotel complained of a lack of customers because of wartime restrictions ontravel in
the area: Loch Ewe was an important naval base. S
1950
There were complaints that fish lorries were not getting through to the east because of poor roads,
and demands for improvement: “Roads are first essentials and in this the Highlands lag a hundred
years behind the times... The most desperate need is for improved communications, especially in
remote areas where small communities are slowly but surely disappearing through their lack.” S
1955/62 The road from Melvaig to Rubha Reidh lighthouse was built; before this, the only access to the
lighthouse had been by sea. The date is uncertain: a local man worked on it in 1955, but according
to source S it was opened in 1962. (The road is still private, but usable by the public at their own
risk.)
1959
Reconstruction of the road at Gruinard was approved; £1 million was to be spent on Ross-shire
under the Crofters’ Counties Roads Scheme. S
1960s
Major road improvements began, and continue to the present: widening, doubling, new bridges.
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A832: Kinlochewe to Dundonnell
Kinlochewe to Slattadale
The normal route west from Kinlochewe was originally by the north side of Loch Maree. The first road on the
current south side route was planned, but apparently only partially built, by Major William Caulfeild, perhaps
based on the planning of his predecessor General Wade. It continued over the 243-metre high Tollie pass to
Poolewe; the military importance of Poolewe may have been that it was a gateway to the Outer Hebrides
(Pennant in 1774 mentions the “Government-packet” to Stornoway).
The preferred way of travelling until 1849 was by water, from Rhu Noa near the head of Loch Maree (there is
still a small jetty there) to Talladale or Slattadale for Gairloch, or Tollie Bay for Poolewe. Presumably a short
road from Kinlochewe to Rhu Noa had already been built, perhaps using Caulfeild’s foundations.
In 1847-9 a proper road was finally built, from Rhu Noa to Slattadale, at the instigation of Lady Mackenzie of
Gairloch and half-financed by the Destitution Committee to provide employment for impoverished crofters
at a time of potato famine: hence it is called a Destitution Road. The first turf was cut by a young Osgood
Mackenzie. Part of this road is visible near the River Grudie: a bridge (still present next to the new bridge)
and about 3km of road further west.
Since then the road has gradually been improved: realignment, widening, re-surfacing. The first double track
section (opposite Slioch) was opened about 1970. Before this, the narrow winding road along the loch shore
had been prone to traffic jams when two caravan-led queues of traffic met between two passing places;
sometimes, it is said, these had be be sorted out by the Gairloch police.
Slattadale to Gairloch
This route, from the Mackenzie seat at Flowerdale to Loch Maree, had presumably already been developed
by 1847, since it does not feature in the Destitution scheme. But it was improved soon after that: Osgood
Mackenzie writes, without giving a date, that “instead of the little narrow switchback road from Slatadale
to the Tigh Dige, an almost entirely new road was made from Loch Maree to Gairloch through the Kerry
Glen.” The old “switchback” road which avoided the River Kerry glen still exists, from Loch Bad an Sgalaig
to Flowerdale House, and makes a good walk. It is not clear how the road-builders who realigned the road in
Osgood’s time coped with the steep glen at the Kerry Falls; this section remains the only single-track part of
the A832.

Gairloch to Poolewe
This route too must have been well-used, by cattle-drovers, postmen and others, but it was not until 1825
(according to Dixon, who is not totally reliable) that a road was built, by the then laird Sir Hector Mackenzie.
Much of this road still exists, since the modern road takes a quite different route. It climbs from near the
Gairloch Hotel, follows the An Achlais glen (there appear to be two routes at this point), and then takes a pass
north of and higher than the current road before descending to Loch Tollaidh (probably because this pass is
less rocky).
The first section of this road seems to have been replaced only about 20 years later, by the route up
Achtercairn Brae. It may have been felt that the first road was not up to the standard of the new Destitution
roads, and perhaps the interests of the tenant of Achtercairn Farm contributed to the change. There is a
good example of advancing road-building techniques at the top of Achtercairn Brae. There are three routes
round the bend there: the first (gravel or metal) climbs quite steeply over the ridge, the second (single-track
tarmac) makes a shallow cutting below this, the third and present one (double-track) blasts through the rock
still further down.
The crossing of the River Ewe was at first problematic. A dam/weir built for Sir George Hay’s iron smelter
(the Red Smiddy) about 1610 had been used as a crossing according to Dixon, but there must also have been a
ferry, either at the same point where the river leaves Loch Maree, or by sea across the river mouth where the
Stornoway boat must have had a pier (there is a concrete platform, probably wartime, at the likely place).
The current bridge was built in 1939, replacing an older one which Dixon says was built in 1844.
Poolewe to Aultbea
This section was a Destitution Road, crossing steep and difficult slopes above Loch Ewe. A newspaper report
describes the great celebrations when it was opened in 1849. Before then it must have been a very difficult
route, and travel by sea much easier.
The modern road seems to follow the old one, of which there is almost no sign. It was widened piece by piece
around 1970, and then totally resurfaced. There is one place where the old road is visible circling a rock ridge
while the modern road blasts straight through it.
Aultbea to Dundonnell
This neglected route was first developed gradually by landowners. Osgood says “After the good example of
the Gairloch trustees [for Destitution roads], other neighbouring proprietors followed suit, and the lairds of
Gruinord and Dundonnell in course of time made a road the whole way...” In 1851 a newspaper reported that
the Little Gruinard River had been bridged and the only gap in th road was the Gruinard River.
This was a difficult river to bridge, either too rocky or too wide, and like the River Ewe it was crossed by
ferry either at sea or a little way upstream from the present bridge, and it could also be forded there if
conditions allowed. In 1886, Dixon reported that there was still no prospect of a bridge. But by 1914 a metal
bridge had been built.
In 1959 a reconstruction of the whole Gruinard road was approved. This included realignment of the notorious
Gruinard hill climb, which has seen several different routes (a small part of one can still be seen above the
top corner); the latest version, as usual, has simply blasted away a lot of the hillside, resulting in an ugly
artificial boulder field below. The three bridges in the next section were also replaced: Little Gruinard,
Inverianvie and Gruinard.

