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Geoff’s Tips & Tricks for Travel to Scotland and 
Ireland 

For the best travel experiences, I always recommend that travelers do research in advance 
while building an itinerary. Research is essential because some venues might be closed, have 
changed hours, etc., during your travels and you will want to know that in advance. What I 
hope to do is help travelers know of the range of opportunities one can see and experience 
in these lands and then it is up to you to research sites that best suit your travel interests, 
style, and needs.  

If a link does not work, please do let me know. 

Guidebooks & Maps 

I recommend Rick Steves’, Lonely Planet, and Rough Guide books. They are updated 
frequently and generally have good, current information. Check the dates of the book and 
remember that the information in a 2017 book was possibly compiled in 2016. No book can 
replace checking with sites that you want to visit for current information. Check out Rick 
Steves’ TV programs online or on PBS stations. 

The national scale books for Ireland will probably do a good job covering the west of Ireland, 
but check on the coverage for Northern Ireland, which might be included in the U.K. book. 
The Scotland book will do a good job covering the central belt (Glasgow-Edinburgh) and the 
Loch Ness area.  

If you are going to the Highlands and/or Islands of Scotland, I would take a look at the Rough 
Guide to Scottish Highlands & Islands. Since it is designed for that specific area, it will have 
much more information for your targeted travel zone without having to include everything 
for the rest of the country. Lonely Planet also has a Highlands & Islands book. Check the 
dates to make sure you are getting the most recent edition. Updates are not issued every 
year. Before buying, I recommend spending some time reading a paper copy of the book at a 
store or download a sample of a digital copy so that you can make sure the information 
provided and writing style work for you. 

I like the “A Traveller’s History of Ireland (or Scotland)” series (or similar). I do not believe 
they are in production any longer, but you can find used copies online. The more you know 
about a place beforehand, the more meaningful the visit will be. They are not generally very 
large and won’t take too long to read. There is a lot of history in places as old as Scotland 
and Ireland. For example, people driving through the Highlands might be impressed by the 
dramatic hills and remote glens of the Highlands - but they weren't always this way. There 
used to be many more people living in those glens - enough to raise armies! What happened 
to them? Know before you go, and you will have an entirely different experience. AND, 
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knowing a bit about the history might determine some must-see destinations on your 
itinerary. 

I recommend that people get paper maps of sufficient detail for their needs. If one is reliant 
on mobile phone-based maps or route guidance, one’s coverage could disappear in rural 
areas or mountainous areas. Maps on devices are not accessible when the batteries die, one 
drops their device down an 800-year-old well, or one leaves it sitting on the table at a cafe. 
There are maps available at many different scales. Ordnance Survey paper maps may come 
with digital downloads for the best of both worlds and many can be found on Amazon. Paper 
maps can be used to keep a record of your route for future reference, as well. Usually, if 
one begins route guidance with reception, the device downloads the whole route, but I can’t 
vouch for whatever programming choices Apple/Google, etc. might make in the future. If 
you deviate from previously downloaded route in a place with no reception, you may be out 
of luck. Google Maps does allow for downloading map areas to your phone so you can use 
them offline, however, I am personally hesitant to be reliant on that. Also, many of the 
smaller sites are not in the digital route guidance systems, so it is easy to be led astray. Our 
rental car company in Scotland was particularly keen on us getting a Sat-Nav system with our 
rental car. We tried to use it off and on for two weeks without success. I’m sure it’s fabulous 
once one knows how to operate it properly. 

If you are proficient in adding sites to the digital maps, consider adding missing sites so the 
digital maps improve over time. 

Visiting Sites 

Always check the hours a site will be open. Always do this, but especially if you will be 
arriving early or late during the hours of operation. I have arrived at a castle to find that 
someone had put tape over the closing time and moved it up an hour. That change was not 
reflected online. 

You might think that during the summer tourist season, when the sun is out until 9 or 10 PM, 
that sites have longer hours. NOPE. A lot of places close at 5 PM regardless of the time of 
year. Plan accordingly by organizing visits to outdoor sites that don’t require an entrance 
ticket for the evening while it is light out, but indoor sites are closed.  

Midges can be a major annoyance. Midges are small, biting flies found in Scotland and 
Ireland. They are mostly a summer occurrence. Find a good midge repellant if you are going 
to be outdoors. I am told that Avon Skin So Soft is “the best” but everyone has an opinion 
about their personal favorite. They are attracted to dark clothes, so pack light clothes. Like 
with mosquito bites, do not scratch. The itch will eventually fade. Keep car windows closed! 
You are lucky if there will be a slight breeze. They don’t like that.  

Ticks are a problem as well. I have personally not found them to be an issue, but I stay on 
well-worn paths. One traveler I know was finding them for a day or two after having gone off 
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the beaten path. If that is something you intend to do, take precautions. Perhaps buy a tick 
remover in advance. 

Research the “Right to Roam” laws for Scotland and Ireland before you go. Some places 
request notifying landowners before accessing heritage sites on their property. Help preserve 
these places for future generations. Please always respect the sites you visit. I recommend 
following the 7 Principles of Leave No Trace.  

Medical Considerations 

Bring extra of any medications you need. If traveling to the hinterland, I would have a basic 
first aid kit handy as it might take a while for medical services to arrive. A waterproof one 
might be handy. This especially applies for remote islands or glens. My personal preference is 
to take more than I am likely to need (or acquire on arrival in a large city). Pharmacies / 
Chemists might be closed on Sundays. 

Clothing 

The weather can be variable. Bring appropriate clothing for rain. Umbrellas are a possibility, 
but it can also be windy. A breathable raincoat with a hood is preferable. Plan to bring 
layers. It could be rainy and warm, or it could be sunny and cool. It could change half-way 
through the day, and you need to eliminate or add a layer.  

Don’t be surprised if you see signs in pubs prohibiting sports “colors.” 

For people who want to hike, take safety seriously. In hilly or mountainous areas, it can be a 
clear day when you start out, but the mist (fog) can come down in no time and your visibility 
can disappear. 

Driving 

I have driven in Ireland and throughout the U.K. I would minimize driving in cities. Parking 
will be expensive and/or difficult. I try to find hotels with a parking option and then use 
public transportation or trains. Visit cities first and get the car as you leave, or at the end of 
your trip and turn in the car on the way into town. 

Cars are essential in the countryside, where time and distance are important scheduling 
factors and public transport might be slow or infrequent. Roundabouts and driving on the 
left can be challenges. Usually the first couple days I have to chant “keep to the left” and 
then it is no longer a problem. I have never had a problem renting a car with my US driver’s 
license. 

It is likely that rural roads will not have shoulders and will have narrow lanes. Some will be 
single track (lane) roads. These roads have the benefit of being less traveled but require 
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extra attention. Slow down. You might be tempted to look out the window at the pretty 
scenery and then find yourself bumper-to-bumper with a large truck or bus. Pay attention to 
the passing places. If you see a car in the distance and you are closest to the passing place, 
stop and wait for them to pass. When you come upon another vehicle and reversing is 
necessary, the person closest to the passing place should be the reverser. Large trucks or 
busses will not be reversing. Parking spaces are rarely present on the side of the road, so 
research in advance where you intend to park your car in the countryside. I use the satellite 
view of Google Maps before I go. I also use street view to read road signs so I have an idea of 
how to approach a site in a car.  

Useful Apps 

Note: Apps can be frequently updated and features and costs change. Check with the app 
store for your OS for the latest information. New apps are always becoming available. 

Walkingworld (UK) - More than 7000 walks in the UK, created in partnership with the 
Ordnance Survey. Downloads for offline use available. Android / iOS. Free (Simple maps) or 
£18 (O.S. Landranger and Explorer maps). 

Also check out apps from the major heritage organizations, such as the National Trust for 
Scotland or Scottish Historic Environment (Historic Scotland).  

I will add more to this list as I come across excellent apps.
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