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Overview

Cowal Way: A Complete Hiking Guide

The Cowal Way — officially the Loch Lomond and Cowal Way — is a 92 km point-to-point trail across the

Cowal peninsula in Scotland, from Portavadie on Loch Fyne to Inveruglas on Loch Lomond. Most

walkers take 3 to 5 days, with 4–5 days common, or follow the official 6-section split. It is a moderate

walk, best for hikers comfortable with changing surfaces, forestry tracks, open hillside, coastal walking

and a few steep, rough sections.

Route Overview

The standard description runs south to north from Portavadie to Inveruglas, though the route is

waymarked in both directions. In order, it passes Portavadie, Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur,

Lochgoilhead, Arrochar and Inveruglas, linking Loch Fyne, the Kyles of Bute, Loch Goil and Loch Lomond.

It is not a loop, so plan start and finish logistics accordingly. The official sections range from the short

Portavadie to Tighnabruaich opening stage to the longer Glendaruel to Strachur leg. For other Scottish

west-coast multi-day walks, compare the Arran Coastal Way and Ayrshire Coastal Path.

History of the Cowal Way

The route was created in 2000 as the Cowal Way. It was renamed the Loch Lomond and Cowal Way in

December 2018, reflecting that around half the route lies within Loch Lomond and The Trossachs

National Park, though many walkers still use the original name. Since 2015, investment has gone into

paths, signage and promotion, and the route was designated one of Scotland’s Great Trails in October

2016. It is managed by the Colintraive and Glendaruel Development Trust.

Notable highlights

Loch Fyne start at Portavadie: The trail begins on Loch Fyne, Scotland’s longest sea loch, with the

first miles setting the coastal tone of the route.

Kyles of Bute: Around Tighnabruaich, the route looks over this narrow sea passage between the

Cowal mainland and the Isle of Bute, known for sailing waters and wildlife such as seals and

porpoises.

Loch Goil and Lochgoilhead: The route reaches Lochgoilhead at the head of Loch Goil, a steep-sided

sea loch enclosed by the hills of Argyll Forest Park.

Beinn Bheula and the high finish: The northern section climbs to almost 500 m near Beinn Bheula,

with views in clear weather towards the Luss Hills, Ben Lomond, Beinn Bheula and the Brack.

Inveruglas on Loch Lomond: The walk finishes on the west bank of Loch Lomond, inside the

national park, where it connects with other long-distance routes.

Wildlife and remoteness near Glasgow: Despite being less than an hour from Glasgow, the

peninsula can feel remote, with possible sightings of red deer, golden eagles, red squirrels and seals.
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Challenges to expect

Expect constant changes in terrain and surface: shoreline, glens, forestry tracks, open hillside, quiet

minor roads and traditional rights of way. The tougher sections include a roughly 1 km stony beach and

steep forest climb between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel, plus steep ground between Strachur and

Ardgartan/Lochgoilhead. The trail is fully waymarked, but the remote feel means you should still carry

navigation.
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Key Data

Country United Kingdom, Scotland

Distance 92 km

Duration 3-5 days

Difficulty Moderate

Trail type Point to point

Elevation gain/loss 1810 m

Highest point 500 m

Terrain & landscape Coastal, Glens, Forest, Open Hillside

Trail surface Rocky, Gravel, Paved, Natural Paths

Accommodation Hotels, B&Bs, Self Catering, Campsites, Wild Camping

Spots

Average daytime temp. 14°C

Chance of rainfall High

Estimated cost $$

Optimal season Spring, Summer, Autumn

Accessibility Family Friendly, Pet Friendly

Facilities Restrooms, Water Sources, Campsites

Permits & fees No permits or fees
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Introduction

The Cowal Way is a quiet, waymarked traverse of the Cowal peninsula, running from

Portavadie on Loch Fyne to Inveruglas on Loch Lomond. It suits walkers who want a west-

coast Scottish trail with lochs, glens, forestry and open hill, without the crowds of the

better-known long-distance routes.

The route begins beside the marina and ferry slip at Portavadie, then works north through

Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar. Along the way it passes

the Kyles of Bute, Kilmodan Church and its carved stones, the Allt Robuic gorge, Sruth Ban

Falls and the head of Loch Goil.

The northern half feels wilder, climbing onto open ground near Beinn Bheula before

dropping towards the Arrochar Alps and Loch Lomond. The trail does not summit Beinn

Bheula or The Cobbler, but both give the route a strong hill-country character in clear

weather.

This is a moderate walk rather than a technical one, but it asks for more than its 92 km

length suggests. Expect changing surfaces, wet ground, steep forest climbs, a stony beach

section, exposed hill terrain and limited accommodation between the main villages.

This guide covers stages, itinerary choices, accommodation, food, transport, terrain and the

common planning mistakes to avoid.
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Stage-by-Stage Guide

Stage 1: Portavadie to Tighnabruaich — 10.5 km

The opening stage is short by Cowal Way standards, but it is a useful shakedown before the longer and

rougher middle sections. It starts beside the Portavadie marina and ferry slip on Loch Fyne, then works

north-east across the southern end of the Cowal peninsula towards Tighnabruaich.

Expect varied coastal walking rather than a simple promenade. The wider route includes sea-loch

shoreline, rocky shore, natural path and minor road, so boots with good grip are more useful than

lightweight town shoes, especially in wet weather.

The key landscape feature is the transition from Loch Fyne towards the Kyles of Bute. Around

Tighnabruaich the route reaches one of the most attractive coastal sections of the trail, with views over

the narrow sea passage between Cowal and the Isle of Bute.

Food and water should be treated as a start-and-finish matter on this stage. Portavadie and

Tighnabruaich are the practical service points, but opening times and availability should be checked

before travelling, particularly outside the main season.

Tighnabruaich is one of the better overnight stops on the trail, with accommodation options compared

with the sparser middle of the route. Beds can still be limited, so book ahead rather than arriving

without a reservation.

For access, Portavadie has the ferry slip for Tarbert across Loch Fyne and is reached from the Dunoon

side by bus 478. Current ferry and bus times should be checked before travelling. Tighnabruaich has

road access, but onward public transport options should also be checked in advance.

Navigation is helped by the route being waymarked in both directions, but the mix of shoreline, road and

path makes it worth having the map or GPX to hand from day one. Check the official trail website before

setting off for any path or forestry diversions affecting the southern sections.

Stage 2: Tighnabruaich to Glendaruel — 18 km

This is one of the more varied stages and a noticeable step up from the first day. It leaves the coast

around the Kyles of Bute and heads inland towards Glendaruel, changing from coastal walking to

rougher ground and forested terrain.

The main underfoot warning on this section is the roughly 1 km stony beach between Tighnabruaich and

Glendaruel. It can be slow and awkward with a full pack, and walking poles may help with balance on

loose stones.

There is also a steep forest climb on this leg. The trail is not technical, but the gradient and the changing

surfaces make the stage more tiring than the distance alone suggests.

Glendaruel brings one of the important cultural stops on the Cowal Way: Kilmodan Church, an 18th-

century parish church with a graveyard and burial aisle containing notable medieval West Highland

carved grave slabs. Allow time to visit if the day’s logistics permit.
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Do not rely on frequent food or resupply between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel. Carry lunch, snacks

and enough water for the full stage, and arrange any evening meal or accommodation needs before

arrival. Services in small settlements can be limited and seasonal.

Accommodation at or near Glendaruel is part of the route’s sparse middle section, so this is a stage

where booking ahead matters. If beds are unavailable, the day’s plan may need to be adjusted around

available accommodation rather than around the nominal stage split.

Road access exists around the village areas, but public transport for this stage should be checked before

travelling. This is not a section to assume can be easily shortened by turning up at a roadside stop

without a timetable plan.

Navigation is generally assisted by waymarking, but take extra care at forestry junctions and where the

route changes character from coast to inland track. Wet conditions can make the forest and beach

sections slower, so avoid planning this as a casual half day unless the rest of the itinerary is deliberately

easy.

Stage 3: Glendaruel to Strachur — 25.5 km

This is the longest official stage and one of the key planning points of the whole route. It links Glendaruel

with Strachur through a quiet central section of Cowal, using a mixture of glen walking, forestry track,

natural path and minor road.

The distance is the main difficulty. Even though the Cowal Way has no technical ground, 25.5 km over

mixed surfaces can feel substantially harder than the map suggests, particularly in wet weather or with a

heavy pack.

The Allt Robuic gorge is the main named natural feature on this leg. It gives the stage a clear landmark

and a contrast to the broader glen and forestry walking elsewhere on the day.

Food and water planning should be conservative. Treat Glendaruel and Strachur as the main service

points and carry what is needed for the full day between them. Any shop, café, pub or accommodation

meal arrangements should be checked before travelling.

Strachur is one of the named overnight villages on the route and is a logical place to break the journey

before the hillier northern stages. Accommodation is limited across the middle of the Cowal Way, so

confirm beds well in advance.

There is road access at Strachur, but specific public transport options are not something to leave until

the end of the day. This should be checked before travelling, especially if using Strachur as a start or

finish for a section hike.

Navigation is not complicated in a technical mountain sense, but the length of the stage increases the

consequences of small errors. Keep an eye on waymarks at track junctions, carry OS mapping or a

reliable GPS file, and check for any live forestry or path diversions before setting out.

Stage 4: Strachur to Lochgoilhead — 14.5 km

This stage is shorter than the Glendaruel-to-Strachur leg, but it includes one of the route’s steeper hill

sections. It takes the Cowal Way from Strachur towards Lochgoilhead, moving into the hill-and-forest

landscape associated with Argyll Forest Park and Loch Goil.
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Expect forestry tracks, natural paths and a significant climb rather than easy valley walking throughout.

The hill between Strachur and the Lochgoilhead/Ardgartan area is steep enough to make this a proper

walking day despite the modest mileage.

Sruth Ban Falls is the main named highlight on this section. The stage then finishes at Lochgoilhead, at

the head of Loch Goil, a steep-sided sea loch enclosed by the surrounding hills.

Food and water are best planned around Strachur and Lochgoilhead. Carry enough for the stage and do

not assume intermediate supplies. Opening times in small west-coast villages can vary, so check current

options before travelling.

Lochgoilhead is one of the better overnight points on the northern half of the trail, with accommodation

available in and around the village. It is also a natural place to pause before the high open ground

towards Arrochar.

Road access is available at the village, but public transport should be checked before relying on it. This is

particularly important for section hikers or anyone planning to leave the trail at Lochgoilhead.

Navigation is generally waymarked, but forestry sections demand attention at junctions. Wet weather

can make the steeper ground muddy and more tiring, and the stage should not be underestimated if

continuing beyond Lochgoilhead the same day.

Stage 5: Lochgoilhead to Arrochar — 14.5 km

This is the high northern stage and the most mountain-like part of the Cowal Way. From Lochgoilhead

the route climbs into open hill country near Beinn Bheula, reaching roughly 500 m before descending

towards Arrochar.

The trail does not summit Beinn Bheula itself; the 779 m Corbett is off route. The Cowal Way crosses the

open hillside near it, which is still exposed enough to require proper waterproofs, warm layers and

competent navigation in poor visibility.

In clear weather this section gives some of the best views of the route, including towards the Arrochar

Alps, the Brack and the Luss Hills. The route also passes below The Cobbler, or Ben Arthur, near

Arrochar; an ascent of The Cobbler is a separate optional hillwalk, not part of the Cowal Way.

Underfoot, expect a mix of rough, boggy open hill, natural path and track. This is where the trail can feel

much tougher than its official total-ascent figure suggests, especially after rain or in strong wind.

Food and water should be carried from Lochgoilhead to Arrochar. There should be no assumption of

resupply on the high ground. Check meal arrangements at Arrochar accommodation before arrival,

particularly outside busy periods.

Arrochar is a major practical stop for the route, with accommodation and transport links. It is also the

point where many 5-day itineraries combine this stage with the final short section to Inveruglas, creating

a longer Lochgoilhead-to-Inveruglas day.

Arrochar is served by Arrochar & Tarbet station on the West Highland Line. Train times should be

checked before booking an itinerary around this point.

Navigation is most important on this stage. The route is waymarked, but mist, low cloud and wet open

ground can make the high section more serious than the rest of the trail. Carry a map and GPS, and
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check the official trail website for any current diversions before leaving Lochgoilhead.

Stage 6: Arrochar to Inveruglas — 8 km

The final official stage is short, but it is still a walking stage rather than simply an exit route. It takes the

Cowal Way from Arrochar to Inveruglas on the west bank of Loch Lomond, finishing at the Inveruglas

visitor centre and viewpoint on the A82.

The route sits within the northern, more rugged half of the trail, with the Arrochar Alps close by and Loch

Lomond ahead. In good weather the finish gives views across Loch Lomond towards Ben Lomond.

Because the distance is only 8 km, many walkers combine this with the Lochgoilhead-to-Arrochar stage

to make a 5-day itinerary. That can work for fit walkers, but only if the high ground before Arrochar is

given enough time and the onward transport from Inveruglas is planned carefully.

Food and water are simplest to manage by carrying what is needed from Arrochar. Inveruglas is a visitor-

centre finish rather than a large village overnight stop, so do not treat it as a guaranteed resupply point

without checking current facilities.

Accommodation planning usually focuses on Arrochar before the stage or onward travel after finishing.

If intending to stay near Loch Lomond after the walk, book in advance and check how to reach the

chosen accommodation from Inveruglas.

Transport from the finish is one of the strengths of this stage but needs timing. Inveruglas is on the

Scottish Citylink A82 bus corridor between Glasgow and Fort William, and a seasonal ferry crosses Loch

Lomond from Inveruglas to Inversnaid, where walkers can link with the West Highland Way. Current bus

and ferry times should be checked before travelling.

Navigation should be straightforward with waymarks, but the short distance can encourage

complacency. Keep the map or GPX available until the visitor centre, especially if connecting directly to a

bus or ferry where delays matter.
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Recommended Itinerary

The Cowal Way is easiest to plan around the established village stops: Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel,

Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar. Accommodation is limited, especially through the middle of the

route, so the best itinerary is often the one that matches available beds rather than the neatest daily

mileage.

Standard itinerary: 5 walking days

This is the most practical schedule for many walkers. It follows the official stages through the harder

central part, then combines the final short Arrochar-to-Inveruglas section with the Lochgoilhead-to-

Arrochar day.

Day From To
Approx.

distance

Why this stage makes

sense
Services/accommodation notes

1 Portavadie Tighnabruaich 10.5 km A short opening day works

well if reaching Portavadie

by public transport or ferry

connections. It also gives

time to settle into the

route before the rougher

ground beyond

Tighnabruaich.

Tighnabruaich is one of the key

overnight villages on the route.

Book ahead, especially in peak

season.

2 Tighnabruaich Glendaruel 18 km This is a more demanding

day than the distance

suggests, with the roughly

1 km stony beach and a

steep forest climb before

the route drops inland.

Glendaruel accommodation is

limited. Do not leave this stop to

chance; arrange accommodation

before committing to the

itinerary.

3 Glendaruel Strachur 25.5 km The longest standard day,

crossing the central glen

section and passing the

Allt Robuic gorge. Start

early and carry enough

food for the day.

Beds and services are sparse on

this middle stretch. Strachur is the

logical overnight stop before the

hillier ground towards

Lochgoilhead.

4 Strachur Lochgoilhead 14.5 km A shorter day, but with

steep hill and forest

walking, plus Sruth Ban

Falls on the route. The

modest mileage leaves

margin for slower going in

wet conditions.

Lochgoilhead is a useful overnight

stop at the head of Loch Goil, with

accommodation options

compared with the more remote

sections either side.
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Day From To
Approx.

distance

Why this stage makes

sense
Services/accommodation notes

5 Lochgoilhead Inveruglas 22.5 km Combines the 14.5 km

Lochgoilhead-to-Arrochar

section with the final 8 km

to Inveruglas. This makes

sense for walkers who do

not need to stay in

Arrochar and want to

finish at Loch Lomond in

one push.

Arrochar is the last substantial

route village before the finish.

Inveruglas is on the A82 bus

corridor; onward transport should

be checked before travelling.

Slower itinerary: 6 official sections

This is the better choice if you want shorter days, are carrying a heavier pack, or want the option of

spending a night in Arrochar before the final approach to Loch Lomond. It also gives more flexibility if

poor weather affects the high northern section.

Day From To
Approx.

distance

Why this stage makes

sense
Services/accommodation notes

1 Portavadie Tighnabruaich 10.5 km A gentle first day from

Loch Fyne to the Kyles

of Bute area. Useful if

transport to Portavadie

takes much of the

morning.

Overnight in Tighnabruaich; book

ahead.

2 Tighnabruaich Glendaruel 18 km Keeps the beach and

steep forest climb as a

self-contained day

rather than adding it to

a longer stage.

Glendaruel has limited

accommodation, so this is a critical

booking point.

3 Glendaruel Strachur 25.5 km Still a long day, but

manageable as a single

official section if started

early.

Plan food and water carefully;

services are limited between

overnight stops.

4 Strachur Lochgoilhead 14.5 km Shorter mileage helps

offset the steep hill and

forest terrain.

Lochgoilhead is the natural

overnight stop at Loch Goil.

5 Lochgoilhead Arrochar 14.5 km Separating this from the

final section gives time

for the open high

ground near Beinn

Bheula and the

approach towards the

Arrochar area.

Arrochar is a useful accommodation

and transport point. It is also the

place to pause if considering an off-

route ascent of The Cobbler.
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Day From To
Approx.

distance

Why this stage makes

sense
Services/accommodation notes

6 Arrochar Inveruglas 8 km A short final day to Loch

Lomond, useful if

catching onward

transport from

Inveruglas or linking

with other routes.

The finish is at Inveruglas visitor

centre and viewpoint on the A82.

Bus times and any onward ferry

links should be checked before

travelling.

Faster itinerary: 4 days, or 3 days for very fit walkers

A 4-day schedule is realistic only for fit walkers who are comfortable with long days on mixed surfaces

and who have accommodation fixed in advance. The route may feel hillier than the headline ascent

suggests, especially through the forest and open-hill sections.

Day From To
Approx.

distance
Why this stage makes sense Services/accommodation notes

1 Portavadie Glendaruel 28.5 km Combines the opening

coastal section with the

Tighnabruaich-to-Glendaruel

stage. This makes for a long

first day, including the stony

beach and steep forest

climb.

Tighnabruaich is the main

intermediate village.

Accommodation at Glendaruel

must be arranged in advance.

2 Glendaruel Strachur 25.5 km Keeps the long central stage

intact rather than making

the following day excessively

hard.

Carry provisions for the day; this

is one of the sections where

services are limited.

3 Strachur Lochgoilhead 14.5 km A shorter day after two

longer ones, but still includes

steep ground and forest

walking.

Lochgoilhead is the logical

overnight stop before the

northern section.

4 Lochgoilhead Inveruglas 22.5 km Combines the Lochgoilhead-

to-Arrochar section with the

final 8 km to Inveruglas,

finishing on Loch Lomond.

Check onward transport from

Inveruglas before committing to a

same-day departure.

A 3-day crossing is only for very strong walkers travelling light. A possible split is Portavadie to

Glendaruel at about 28.5 km, Glendaruel to Lochgoilhead at about 40 km, then Lochgoilhead to

Inveruglas at about 22.5 km. The middle day is especially serious because it combines the long

Glendaruel-to-Strachur section with the steep Strachur-to-Lochgoilhead stage, so this plan leaves little

margin for bad weather, slow ground or missed logistics.
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Planning the Route

How many days to allow

Most walkers should plan the Cowal Way over 5 or 6 walking days. The official route is divided into six

sections, and those stages fit the main village stops: Portavadie, Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur,

Lochgoilhead, Arrochar and Inveruglas.

A 6-day itinerary gives the most natural pacing and keeps the final day short. A 5-day itinerary is also

common, usually by combining the Lochgoilhead–Arrochar and Arrochar–Inveruglas sections into one

longer final day.

Fit walkers can complete the route in 3–4 days, but that changes the character of the walk. The Cowal

Way is not technically difficult, but the mix of beach, forest track, boggy open hill, minor road and steep

climbs means long-mileage days can feel harder than the distance suggests.

Itinerary Best for Planning notes

6 days Most independent walkers wanting

steady days

Follows the official section pattern and uses the main settlement

stops.

5 days Fit walkers or those using a walking-

holiday style schedule

Commonly combines Lochgoilhead–Arrochar and Arrochar–

Inveruglas.

3–4 days Strong walkers carrying light kit Requires careful accommodation and food planning, with less

margin for weather or slow ground.

Natural stage points

The route is strongly shaped by where accommodation exists. Beds are concentrated in the villages,

while the middle of the route has fewer easy fallback options, so the overnight plan should be fixed

before arranging transport.

The official stages are:

Stage From To Approx. distance

1 Portavadie Tighnabruaich 10.5 km

2 Tighnabruaich Glendaruel 18 km

3 Glendaruel Strachur 25.5 km

4 Strachur Lochgoilhead 14.5 km

5 Lochgoilhead Arrochar 14.5 km

6 Arrochar Inveruglas 8 km

The Glendaruel to Strachur day is the longest official section, so it deserves particular attention when

booking accommodation and planning food. The short Arrochar to Inveruglas final section can be
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useful as an easier finish, or combined with the previous day if conditions are good and the walker is

comfortable with a longer day.

Fast or slow?

A slower schedule suits this route well. The Cowal Way passes through quiet glens and forest, climbs

onto exposed open ground near Beinn Bheula, and has enough rough or wet sections to make rushed

days less efficient than they look on paper.

A faster schedule is realistic for strong walkers, but it leaves less room for delays caused by poor

weather, slow going on the stony beach and boggy hill ground, or live forestry/path diversions. If walking

in 3–4 days, accommodation and transport need to be planned around the actual overnight points

rather than assuming easy exits from every section.

Shortening, extending and section hiking

The route is point-to-point, so shortening it usually means finishing at one of the main settlements

rather than making a neat loop. Arrochar is the most practical near-end stopping point because it has

Arrochar & Tarbet station on the West Highland Line, while Inveruglas sits on the A82 bus corridor.

Section hiking is possible, but it is not as straightforward as on trails with frequent railway access. Public

transport is useful at the wider access points — Portavadie via Dunoon and bus 478, Arrochar by rail,

and Inveruglas by A82 bus — but intermediate links should not be assumed. This should be checked

before travelling.

The trail can also link into wider walking plans around Loch Lomond. A seasonal ferry crosses from

Inveruglas to Inversnaid, giving access to the east side of Loch Lomond and the West Highland Way, but

ferry times and seasonality must be checked before relying on that connection.

Accommodation planning

Accommodation is the main constraint on the Cowal Way. Hotels, guesthouses, B&Bs, self-catering,

campsites and some wild-camping ground are available along the corridor, but they are not evenly

spread.

Plan overnight stops around Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar, and

book well ahead for the long middle part of the route. If no bed is available at a planned stop, the

solution may require changing the walking schedule rather than simply walking a short extra distance.

Baggage-transfer and walking-holiday arrangements may be available through operators, but current

services, prices and coverage should be checked before booking.

Food and water

Food planning should follow the village stops. Do not assume frequent shops or cafés between

settlements, especially on the longer central and hillier northern sections.

Carry enough food for each full day before leaving the overnight stop. Opening times in small

settlements can vary, so any plan depending on a specific shop, pub or café should be checked before

travelling.
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Water is less a technical issue than a planning one: start each day with enough carried water for the

expected stage, especially before the open and exposed northern ground. Any use of natural water

should be treated appropriately.

Navigation, maps and route updates

The Cowal Way is waymarked in both directions, but it should still be treated as a proper Scottish hill-

and-glens route. Waymarks do not remove the need for a map, compass or reliable GPS, particularly in

forestry, on open hill near Beinn Bheula, or in poor visibility.

OS mapping for the route spans multiple sheets, so check coverage before setting off rather than relying

on a single map. The dedicated Rucksack Readers guidebook and the official trail website are useful

planning resources.

Forestry operations and path diversions can affect this kind of route. Check the official trail information

before travelling and again shortly before starting.

Transport planning

Transport is manageable but needs to be arranged carefully because the trail starts and finishes in

different places. Portavadie has no railway station, so access from Glasgow normally involves rail to

Gourock, a ferry to Dunoon or Hunters Quay, and bus 478 onwards to Portavadie.

The start can also be reached via the CalMac ferry between Tarbert on Kintyre and Portavadie. At the

northern end, Arrochar & Tarbet station serves the Arrochar area, while Inveruglas is on the A82 Scottish

Citylink corridor between Glasgow and Fort William.

Ferry, bus and train times should be checked before travelling, particularly the Gourock–Dunoon

crossings, bus 478 to Portavadie, the Portavadie–Tarbert ferry, West Highland Line trains at Arrochar &

Tarbet, and the seasonal Inveruglas–Inversnaid ferry.

Weather and season

Spring, summer and autumn are the normal walking seasons. Even then, the higher northern section

near Beinn Bheula can be wet, windy and exposed, with poorer visibility than the lower sea-loch

sections.

Plan with enough flexibility for a bad-weather day if using a tight itinerary. Waterproofs, warm layers and

navigation tools belong in the pack even when the forecast looks settled at sea level.

Permits are not the main planning issue on this route. Accommodation, onward transport, food between

villages, current route conditions and hill weather matter far more.

Cowal Way hikelist.com · 15

https://hikelist.com/


Towns, Villages and Overnight Stops

Accommodation on the Cowal Way is concentrated in a small number of villages, with long gaps between

some of them. The safest approach is to book every night before travelling, especially around

Glendaruel, Strachur and Lochgoilhead, where a missed booking can leave a long onward walk or an

awkward transfer.

The official six-section pattern uses every place below as a stage end. Strong walkers and many walking-

holiday itineraries compress the route, commonly by combining the final Arrochar–Inveruglas section

with the previous day.

Place
Position on the

route
Overnight usefulness Key transport note

Portavadie Start Useful pre-walk night if arriving the

evening before

Bus 478 from Dunoon; CalMac ferry to

Tarbert

Tighnabruaich After 10.5 km Natural first night on the official

itinerary

Local onward transport should be

checked before travelling

Glendaruel After 28.5 km Important but limited mid-route stop Do not assume frequent public transport

Strachur After 54 km Key stop after the longest official day Local transport should be checked before

travelling

Lochgoilhead After 68.5 km Strong overnight base before the

northern hill section

Local transport should be checked before

travelling

Arrochar After 83 km Practical final overnight or exit point Arrochar & Tarbet station on the West

Highland Line

Inveruglas Finish, after 92

km

Finish point rather than a main

overnight hub

A82 Scottish Citylink bus corridor;

seasonal ferry to Inversnaid

Portavadie

Portavadie is the southern trailhead, on Loch Fyne beside the marina and the ferry slip for Tarbert

across the loch. It is a practical place to start the walk rather than a stage village in the middle of the

route.

For most walkers, Portavadie is useful either as a pre-walk overnight stop or as a same-day arrival point

before the short first stage to Tighnabruaich. Accommodation and food should be arranged in advance

rather than assumed on arrival.

There is no railway at Portavadie. The main public-transport approach from Glasgow is by train to

Gourock, ferry across the Clyde to Dunoon, then bus 478 to Portavadie; ferry and bus times should be

checked before travelling. Portavadie also has the CalMac ferry link to Tarbert on Kintyre, which can be

useful if joining the route from the west.
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Tighnabruaich

Tighnabruaich is the first main village stop, reached after the opening section from Portavadie. It sits on

the coast by the Kyles of Bute and makes a logical first overnight on the official six-stage itinerary.

This is one of the villages where accommodation is concentrated, so it is a good place to secure a bed

before the route turns inland towards Glendaruel. The first day is relatively short, which can suit walkers

arriving into Portavadie earlier the same day.

Food, café, pub and shop availability can change with season and opening hours, so supplies for the next

day should not be left to chance. This should be checked before travelling, especially if walking outside

the busiest summer period.

Glendaruel

Glendaruel is the stage end after the Tighnabruaich section, reached after a more demanding day that

includes changing terrain, rougher ground and a steep forest climb. It is a useful overnight stop because

the next official leg to Strachur is the longest section of the route.

Accommodation here is limited, and this is one of the places where advance booking matters most. If no

suitable bed is available, the itinerary may need to be adjusted around a transfer or a longer day, both of

which should be planned before setting off.

Do not assume reliable food or shop options in Glendaruel. Carry enough food for the evening and the

following walking day unless specific arrangements have been made with accommodation or local

services.

Kilmodan Church and its medieval carved stones are a worthwhile local stop on the route. They are close

enough to fit naturally into the walking day without treating them as a separate excursion.

Strachur

Strachur is a key overnight point after the Glendaruel section, which is the longest official day at about

25.5 km. Reaching a booked bed here is important, as the route then continues into another hilly and

committing section towards Lochgoilhead.

Accommodation is among the more realistic options on the route, but still limited compared with busier

long-distance trails. Book ahead and avoid building an itinerary that depends on finding a room at short

notice.

Food and drink options should be checked before relying on them for dinner or breakfast. For the

onward stage, carry enough snacks and water-management capacity for a day that includes hill and

forest terrain rather than frequent village services.

Lochgoilhead

Lochgoilhead sits at the head of Loch Goil, enclosed by the hills of Argyll Forest Park. It is one of the most

useful overnight stops on the northern half of the Cowal Way.

The village works well as a stage end after Strachur and as a staging point before the route crosses

higher ground towards Arrochar. Accommodation is available but limited, so early booking is strongly
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advised.

On a five-day itinerary, Lochgoilhead is often the final overnight before continuing through Arrochar to

Inveruglas in one longer day. On the official six-stage pattern, it is followed by a separate Lochgoilhead–

Arrochar day.

Food, pubs, cafés and shops should be checked for current opening times before travelling. Do not

assume full resupply options will be available late in the day.

Arrochar

Arrochar is the last substantial village before the finish, reached after the Lochgoilhead section. It lies

below The Cobbler (Ben Arthur), with the Cowal Way passing beneath the Arrochar Alps rather than

climbing their summits.

This is a strong overnight choice for walkers following the official six-stage itinerary, leaving a short final

section to Inveruglas. It is also the most practical northern exit point for anyone finishing early or

splitting the route into sections.

Accommodation is concentrated here compared with the smaller middle stops, but it should still be

booked in advance. Food and local services are more likely here than in the remoter glen stops, though

opening times should still be checked before travelling.

Arrochar & Tarbet station is on the West Highland Line, making Arrochar the key rail access point near

the northern end of the route. This is useful for section-hikers, for walkers ending before Inveruglas, or

for those needing a transport fallback.

An ascent of The Cobbler is an off-route mountain day, not part of the Cowal Way. It should only be

added with the right weather, time, kit and navigation.

Inveruglas

Inveruglas is the northern finish of the Cowal Way, on the west bank of Loch Lomond at the visitor centre

and viewpoint on the A82. It is a finish point rather than one of the main accommodation villages on the

route.

Most walkers should plan their onward travel before starting the final day. The finish is on the Scottish

Citylink A82 bus corridor between Glasgow and Fort William, but current timetables should be checked

before travelling.

A seasonal ferry crosses Loch Lomond from Inveruglas to Inversnaid, giving a link towards the West

Highland Way. This is seasonal and should not be relied on without checking current sailings.

If staying overnight after finishing, look beyond the visitor-centre finish itself and make arrangements in

advance. Inveruglas is best treated as a transport and route-linking point rather than a guaranteed place

to find a bed or meal at the end of the walk.
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Getting to the Start

The Cowal Way starts at Portavadie on Loch Fyne, beside the marina and the ferry slip for Tarbert. There

is no railway at Portavadie, so most public-transport journeys involve a combination of train, ferry and

bus.

Build in slack for connections. A missed ferry or bus can easily affect the first walking day, especially if

you are trying to reach Portavadie and continue to Tighnabruaich on the same day.

By train

The practical rail approach is to travel from Glasgow to Gourock, then cross the Clyde to Dunoon. From

the Dunoon side, bus 478 runs to Portavadie.

There are two ferry options across the Clyde: Western Ferries to Hunters Quay, or the Gourock–Dunoon

passenger ferry. Check which ferry best matches the bus 478 timetable before booking advance rail

tickets. This should be checked before travelling.

Portavadie can also be reached by CalMac ferry from Tarbert on Kintyre, which is useful if approaching

from the west rather than via Glasgow and Dunoon. Current sailing times should be checked before

travelling.

By bus

The key onward bus for the standard approach is bus 478 to Portavadie. It is the important link between

the Dunoon area and the trailhead, so the whole journey should be planned around its current

timetable.

Do not assume frequent services or late-day connections. If the bus does not line up with your ferry or

train arrival, plan an overnight stop before starting, or arrange a taxi in advance. This should be checked

before travelling.

By car

By car, aim for Portavadie marina and ferry slip on Loch Fyne. Drivers can approach Cowal via the

Dunoon/Hunters Quay side, or use the Portavadie–Tarbert ferry if coming from Kintyre.

The main issue is that the Cowal Way is point-to-point, finishing at Inveruglas on Loch Lomond rather

than returning to Portavadie. Leaving a car at the start only makes sense if you have a firm plan for

getting back to it after the walk.

Do not rely on informal long-stay parking at the trailhead. Parking arrangements near Portavadie should

be checked before travelling, especially if leaving a vehicle for several days.

From the nearest airport

For air arrivals, the simplest approach is usually to route via Glasgow, then continue by train to Gourock,

ferry to Dunoon, and bus 478 to Portavadie. Avoid planning a tight same-day start unless every

connection works with the current timetables.
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Airport-to-Glasgow transfers, onward train times, ferry sailings and bus 478 should all be checked

together before booking. This should be checked before travelling.

Where to stay before starting

If public transport connections make a same-day start awkward, stay near the southern end of the route

and begin walking the next morning. Accommodation on the Cowal Way is limited, so book ahead rather

than arriving without a reservation.

Portavadie is the most convenient place to be immediately at the start. Tighnabruaich is the first main

village on the route and is also a practical option if you prefer to complete the short first stage after

arriving, but this depends on ferry and bus timings, daylight and available beds.
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Getting Home from the Finish

The Cowal Way finishes at Inveruglas visitor centre and viewpoint on the west bank of Loch Lomond,

beside the A82. It is not a town finish, so onward travel should be planned before the final day, especially

if you expect to arrive late or outside the main bus timetable.

By train

There is no railway station at Inveruglas itself. The practical rail option for this end of the route is

Arrochar & Tarbet station, on the West Highland Line.

The route passes through Arrochar before the final section to Inveruglas, so walkers who need a simple

rail exit can finish there instead, or arrange transport back from Inveruglas to the station. The final

Arrochar-to-Inveruglas stage is around 8 km on foot, so do not assume the station is an easy end-of-day

walk back after completing the trail.

Train times on the West Highland Line should be checked before travelling, as services are limited

compared with urban rail routes and missed connections can mean a long wait.

By bus

Inveruglas is on the Scottish Citylink A82 bus corridor between Glasgow and Fort William, making

bus the most direct public-transport exit from the actual finish point.

This is the key advantage of finishing at Inveruglas rather than needing to backtrack to Arrochar & Tarbet

station. Timetables, stopping arrangements and seasonal changes should be checked before travelling,

and it is sensible to know the last usable bus before setting out on the final day.

If finishing late, do not rely on being able to sort transport on arrival. Either aim for an earlier finish, book

accommodation nearby, or have a taxi plan in place.

By car/taxi

If being collected by car, Inveruglas visitor centre on the A82 is the obvious pick-up point. It is much

easier for a driver than many of the quieter Cowal villages earlier on the route.

For taxis, pre-booking is strongly advised. Inveruglas is not a large settlement with walk-up taxi

availability, and local availability can be limited, particularly in the evening or outside the main visitor

season. This should be checked before travelling.

A taxi can also be useful if the best onward rail connection is from Arrochar & Tarbet station rather

than by bus from Inveruglas.

From the nearest airport

For flights after the walk, plan the onward journey via Glasgow, using the A82 bus corridor from

Inveruglas or the West Highland Line from Arrochar & Tarbet. Airport-to-city connections and flight-day

timings should be checked before booking, particularly if travelling home on the same day as finishing.
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Because the finish is rural and public transport is timetable-dependent, an evening flight immediately

after the final stage leaves little margin for delays. A night near the finish or in Glasgow is often the safer

plan.

Where to stay at the finish

Inveruglas is a visitor-centre finish rather than an accommodation hub. The more practical overnight

base at the northern end is Arrochar, which is already on the route and has better onward transport

options via Arrochar & Tarbet station.

If staying after completing the full route at Inveruglas, arrange accommodation and any transfer in

advance. Do not assume there will be late-notice beds or easy evening transport from the finish.
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Which Direction Should You Walk?

The Cowal Way is normally walked south to north, from Portavadie to Inveruglas. This matches the

official section order, the usual village sequence and the way most walking-holiday itineraries are

arranged.

The route is waymarked in both directions, so walking it in reverse is entirely possible. The better choice

is mainly about transport, accommodation bookings and how you want the journey to build.

South to north: Portavadie to Inveruglas

This is the recommended direction for most walkers. It starts on Loch Fyne at Portavadie, moves through

Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel and Strachur, then builds into the hillier northern half before finishing at Loch

Lomond.

The main disadvantage is getting to the start. Portavadie has no railway, so access from Glasgow

normally involves train to Gourock, ferry to Dunoon, then bus 478 to Portavadie; alternatively,

Portavadie can be reached by CalMac ferry from Tarbert on Kintyre. These connections should be

checked before travelling.

Once underway, the direction works well psychologically. The first official stage to Tighnabruaich is short,

giving a gentler opening day, while the route then becomes progressively more committed through the

central glens and the high ground near Beinn Bheula. Finishing at Inveruglas gives a clear end point on

Loch Lomond, with onward public transport on the A82 Scottish Citylink corridor and Arrochar & Tarbet

station nearby at Arrochar.

The scenery also has a satisfying progression in this direction: Loch Fyne and the Kyles of Bute first, then

quieter glens, waterfalls and forest, then Loch Goil, the Arrochar Alps and finally Loch Lomond. For a first

complete traverse, this direction gives the route its strongest sense of arrival.

North to south: Inveruglas to Portavadie

Walking north to south can make sense if public transport to Inveruglas is simpler for your itinerary, or if

accommodation availability works better in that order. Inveruglas lies on the A82 bus corridor, and

Arrochar & Tarbet station is useful for access to the northern end of the route.

The trade-off is that the finish at Portavadie is more dependent on onward ferry and bus connections.

Ending there can be awkward if the timing of bus 478, the Gourock-Dunoon ferries or the Portavadie-

Tarbert ferry does not line up with your final walking day. This should be checked before travelling.

Reverse walkers also meet the more mountainous northern character early. The first stages from

Inveruglas through Arrochar and Lochgoilhead put you quickly into the Loch Lomond, Arrochar Alps and

open-hill part of the trail, before the route gradually eases southwards towards the coast.

Are the climbs easier one way?

There is no decisive climbing advantage either way. The Cowal Way has repeated changes of surface and

gradient rather than one single sustained pass, with steep forest and hill sections in both directions.
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South to north gives a gentler opening on the short Portavadie-to-Tighnabruaich stage before the harder

middle and northern sections. North to south puts some of the more serious upland-feeling walking

closer to the start, which may suit fit walkers but is a less forgiving way to begin if carrying a full pack.

Weather and wind

There is no reliable directional advantage for weather on this route. The trail turns through sea-loch

shore, glen, forest, minor road and open hill, so wind exposure changes frequently.

The more important planning point is the high northern section near Beinn Bheula, which can be wet

and exposed. In either direction, carry proper waterproofs, warm layers and navigation, and check the

forecast before committing to that stage.

Accommodation flow

Accommodation is concentrated in the main villages: Tighnabruaich, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and

Arrochar, with more limited options around the long middle days. Direction does not remove this

constraint.

South to north has the advantage of matching the most common itinerary pattern, including the official

six-section order and the typical five-day walking-holiday structure. Reverse itineraries are perfectly

workable, but every overnight stop should be booked around the actual village sequence rather than

assuming there will be flexibility mid-stage.

Recommendation

For most walkers, the best direction is Portavadie to Inveruglas. It follows the standard south-to-north

line, gives a gentler start, builds towards the wilder northern hills, and finishes with a strong sense of

arrival on Loch Lomond with better onward transport options.

Walk Inveruglas to Portavadie only if transport or accommodation availability clearly works better that

way. The route is waymarked both ways, but the standard south-to-north direction is the cleaner and

more satisfying choice for a first Cowal Way traverse.
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Accommodation Along the Route

Accommodation is one of the main planning constraints on the Cowal Way. The route can work well as

an inn-to-inn walk, but only if overnight stops are fixed early around the main villages: Tighnabruaich,

Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar.

Beds are sparse on the longer middle stages, especially around Glendaruel and between the village

stops. Do not assume that a place with a stage end will have multiple last-minute options; the route is

quiet, rural and spread out.

Best overnight stops

The most practical walking itinerary uses the official stage ends: Portavadie, Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel,

Strachur, Lochgoilhead, Arrochar and Inveruglas. In practice, Inveruglas is better treated as a finish point

rather than an overnight base, as the route information places facilities at the visitor centre and A82

transport corridor rather than listing accommodation there.

Arrochar is the strongest final overnight base before or after the last short stage to Inveruglas. It also has

the advantage of being served by Arrochar & Tarbet station on the West Highland Line, making it useful

for walkers shortening, joining or leaving the trail.

Place
Accommodation

level
Best for Notes

Portavadie Limited Night before starting,

especially if arriving via

Tarbert or Cowal

transport

The trail starts beside the marina and ferry slip on

Loch Fyne. Check current availability before

committing to a first-day plan.

Tighnabruaich Good by Cowal Way

standards

First overnight stop on a

5–6 day itinerary

One of the key accommodation villages on the

route, and a sensible place to stop after the short

Portavadie stage. Book ahead in the main walking

season.

Glendaruel Limited Breaking the long

central section

This is one of the more awkward overnight points.

It is useful for keeping daily distances moderate,

but beds are sparse, so availability may dictate the

itinerary.

Strachur Limited to moderate Central overnight stop

before the climb

towards Lochgoilhead

A key village stop, but not a place to leave booking

until late. Particularly important if walking the

official Glendaruel–Strachur and Strachur–

Lochgoilhead stages.

Lochgoilhead Good by Cowal Way

standards

Overnight before the

high northern section

towards Arrochar

One of the better accommodation bases on the

route, at the head of Loch Goil. Also works as the

last overnight stop on a 5-day itinerary if

combining the final sections.
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Place
Accommodation

level
Best for Notes

Arrochar Good by Cowal Way

standards

Final overnight base,

section-hike access, or a

buffer night

The most useful northern accommodation base,

with rail access nearby at Arrochar & Tarbet. Good

for walkers finishing at Inveruglas the next day or

leaving the route here.

Inveruglas None / not a normal

overnight stop

Finish point and onward

travel

The route ends at the Inveruglas visitor centre and

viewpoint on the A82. Plan onward transport, or

return to an accommodation base such as

Arrochar. This should be checked before travelling.

Booking strategy

Book accommodation before arranging transport, especially for the middle of the route. A comfortable

mileage plan on paper can fall apart if there is no bed available in Glendaruel, Strachur or Lochgoilhead.

For spring, summer, autumn weekends and holiday periods, book well ahead. The Cowal peninsula does

not have the accommodation density of busier National Trails, and small guesthouses or B&Bs can fill

quickly or have limited opening patterns.

If walking in 3–4 days, accommodation planning becomes more restrictive because stages no longer

align neatly with the main villages. Fit walkers may be able to combine sections, but this usually means

longer days over mixed terrain rather than simply walking a flat extra distance.

Luggage transfer, taxis and awkward gaps

Walking-holiday operators commonly run the Cowal Way over 5 walking days, often combining the final

Arrochar–Inveruglas section with the previous day. This can make the route easier for inn-to-inn walkers

who want accommodation and luggage logistics arranged as a package.

Independent walkers should not rely on ad-hoc taxi transfers without arranging them in advance. The

route passes through quiet rural areas, and transport options between the smaller stops may be limited.

This should be checked before travelling.

Luggage transfer can be useful because the route includes steep forest climbs, rougher open hillside and

wet ground, particularly on the northern half. If using a baggage service, confirm which villages and

specific properties can be served before booking non-refundable rooms.

Camping and self-catering

The route has a mixed accommodation pattern that can include campsites, self-catering and some wild-

camping ground, but these should be treated as planned options rather than assumptions. Campsites

and self-catering may not align perfectly with the official stage ends.

Because the northern half of the Cowal Way lies within Loch Lomond and The Trossachs National Park,

anyone planning to camp should check current local guidance before travelling. Do not rely on camping

as a fallback for a failed accommodation booking unless the location and rules are clear in advance.
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Camping and Wild Camping

Camping can work well on the Cowal Way, but it needs more planning than the route’s modest length

suggests. Accommodation is limited in the middle of the peninsula, and formal camping options are not

spaced as predictably as on busier long-distance trails.

The route suits experienced backpackers who are comfortable carrying a full pack over steep forest

climbs, rough open hill and wet ground. A lighter B&B itinerary will be easier, especially on the

Tighnabruaich–Glendaruel climb, the long Glendaruel–Strachur stage and the higher ground near Beinn

Bheula.

Formal campsites and booked camping

Campsites are part of the accommodation mix on or near the Cowal Way, but they should not be treated

as guaranteed at every stage end. Services are concentrated around the main villages: Tighnabruaich,

Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar.

Book ahead in the main walking season, especially if linking camping with occasional indoor

accommodation. Exact locations, opening dates and whether sites accept small backpacking tents

should be checked before travelling.

Portavadie and Inveruglas are transport points rather than reliable camping bases for planning

purposes. If starting or finishing with a tent, confirm in advance where camping is permitted and how

onward transport connects with the first or last walking day.

Wild camping in Scotland

Responsible wild camping is generally possible in Scotland under access rights, provided it is lightweight,

short-stay and leaves no trace. That does not mean camping is acceptable anywhere: avoid enclosed

fields with livestock or crops, gardens, buildings, road verges, busy visitor areas and forestry operations.

The northern part of the Cowal Way lies within Loch Lomond and The Trossachs National Park. Parts of

the National Park have seasonal camping-management rules and restrictions, particularly around

popular lochside areas. Before planning to camp near Arrochar, Inveruglas or Loch Lomond, check the

current National Park rules; this should be checked before travelling.

Where land use is unclear, ask locally or move on. A discreet one-night pitch well away from houses,

paths and roads is very different from setting up close to villages, car parks or viewpoints.

Best approach by section

Section Camping practicality

Portavadie to

Tighnabruaich

Short first stage. Most walkers will not need to wild camp here unless travel timing forces a late

start. Use booked accommodation or a confirmed campsite if stopping around Tighnabruaich.

Tighnabruaich to

Glendaruel

More demanding underfoot, with a stony beach section and a steep forest climb. A full camping

pack makes this stage noticeably harder. Plan a legal, low-impact stop only if it fits the terrain and

land use.
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Section Camping practicality

Glendaruel to

Strachur

The longest official stage at about 25.5 km, so camping can be useful for breaking the day. Do not

assume easy pitches throughout; much of the practical planning should still revolve around

Glendaruel and Strachur.

Strachur to

Lochgoilhead

Steep hill and forest ground make this a poor section for looking for a late, tired pitch. If camping,

aim to know the intended stopping area before leaving Strachur.

Lochgoilhead to

Arrochar

Remote-feeling high ground near Beinn Bheula can be wet and exposed. Avoid relying on high

open ground for a comfortable camp unless conditions are settled and navigation is secure.

Arrochar to

Inveruglas

Short final stage inside the National Park area. Do not plan an informal camp near Loch Lomond

or Inveruglas without checking current restrictions first.

Water and cooking

Do not rely on sea-loch water from Loch Fyne, the Kyles of Bute, Loch Goil or Loch Lomond for drinking.

The route passes burns and wet ground in places, but water availability at a suitable camping spot is not

guaranteed.

Carry enough water between villages, especially on the higher and forestry sections. Any water collected

from burns or streams should be treated, and water should be taken well away from livestock, buildings

and heavily used areas where possible.

Use a stove rather than an open fire. Fires are inappropriate in forestry, on peaty or heather ground,

during dry weather, near farms and anywhere they could damage vegetation or leave a scar.

Leave No Trace essentials

Keep camps small, quiet and short-stay. Pitch late, leave early, and remove every trace of the camp.

Pack out all litter, including food scraps and used hygiene products. Human waste should be dealt with

well away from paths, burns, lochs and buildings, and toilet paper should be packed out or disposed of

responsibly.

The Cowal Way passes through working rural land as well as wild-feeling hill and forest. Close gates,

avoid disturbing livestock, keep well clear of houses and do not block tracks or forestry access.
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Food, Water and Resupply

Food planning on the Cowal Way is straightforward only if each overnight stop is arranged in advance.

The route links small villages rather than large towns, and the longest days cross glen, forestry and open

hillside where there may be no useful place to buy food once you have started walking.

Do not rely on casual resupply between stage ends. Before setting off, check the current opening times

of any village shop, café, pub or accommodation meal service you intend to use, especially on Sundays,

public holidays and outside the main walking season. This should be checked before travelling.

Practical food strategy

Most walkers should carry lunch, high-energy snacks and an emergency meal for every full walking day.

This is especially important on the 25.5 km Glendaruel to Strachur stage and on the hillier northern

sections, where a late arrival or closed village service can otherwise become a problem.

If staying in B&Bs, guesthouses or hotels, confirm whether evening meals, breakfasts and packed

lunches are available before booking. Where accommodation does not provide food, ask specifically

about the nearest shop or pub and its opening days.

There are no large towns on the waymarked line. If you need specialist trail food, gas canisters or a full

supermarket-style resupply, arrange it before reaching Portavadie or during your wider travel to and

from the route.

Water planning

Start each day with enough water for the full stage unless a definite refill point has been arranged. In

normal cool conditions, many walkers will want around 1.5–2 litres between villages; in warm weather,

or if walking the longer Glendaruel to Strachur day without treating natural water, carry more.

Accommodation, cafés and pubs are the simplest places to refill bottles, but their availability depends on

opening hours and bookings. Ask to fill bottles whenever leaving an overnight stop rather than assuming

a tap will appear later.

Natural water is likely to be encountered in the glens and hill sections, but it should not be drunk

untreated. Use a filter, purifier or boil water where taking from burns, streams or other natural sources.

Sea-loch water along Loch Fyne, the Kyles of Bute and Loch Goil is not a drinking-water option.

Stage-by-stage resupply notes

Section Food availability Water availability Notes

Portavadie to

Tighnabruaich

Treat Portavadie as a start point,

not a guaranteed resupply stop.

Tighnabruaich is the first practical

overnight village, but current food

options and opening hours should

be checked before travelling.

Fill before leaving Portavadie.

Refill at accommodation or

open services in

Tighnabruaich.

Short stage, but do not start

hungry or without snacks if

arriving at Portavadie by

ferry or bus.
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Section Food availability Water availability Notes

Tighnabruaich

to Glendaruel

Carry a full day’s lunch and snacks

from Tighnabruaich. Do not

assume useful food en route.

Fill before leaving

Tighnabruaich. Natural water

should be treated if used.

The route includes rougher

ground, including a stony

beach and steep forest

climb, so allow for slow

progress.

Glendaruel to

Strachur

This is the longest standard stage

and should be treated as a no-

resupply walking day. Carry lunch,

snacks and emergency food.

Start with full bottles. Treat any

natural water. Refill in Strachur

only if accommodation or open

services are available.

At 25.5 km, this is the key

food-and-water planning

day of the route. Check

evening meal arrangements

in Strachur before

committing to the stage.

Strachur to

Lochgoilhead

Carry food for the full day. Any

meals at Lochgoilhead should be

arranged or checked in advance.

Fill in Strachur before leaving.

Natural water on the hill or

glen sections should be

treated.

The stage is shorter but

includes steep ground

between Strachur and the

Lochgoilhead area. Do not

underestimate water needs

in warm weather.

Lochgoilhead

to Arrochar

Carry lunch and snacks from

Lochgoilhead. Arrochar is a main

overnight point, but current shop,

pub and meal availability should

be checked before travelling.

Start with full bottles. Treat

natural water if collecting on

the open hill near Beinn Bheula

or in the glens.

This is one of the more

exposed northern sections,

so carry enough food and

water to cope with slower

progress in poor weather.

Arrochar to

Inveruglas

Short final stage, but carry snacks

and enough water rather than

relying on the finish.

Fill before leaving Arrochar.

Inveruglas has a visitor centre

and viewpoint, but current

opening and refreshment

availability should be checked

before travelling.

If continuing by bus, train

connection or seasonal Loch

Lomond ferry, carry food for

any waiting time after

finishing.
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Navigation and Waymarking

The Cowal Way is a waymarked Scotland’s Great Trail and is signed in both directions between

Portavadie and Inveruglas. For much of the route, the line is straightforward: it uses a mix of shoreline

paths, minor roads, glens, forestry tracks, open hillside and established rights of way.

Waymarking should make day-to-day progress manageable, but it should not be treated as a substitute

for navigation. The route changes surface and character often, and the more remote-feeling forest and

open-hill sections are exactly where a missed marker, forestry work or poor visibility can cost time.

Map and GPX planning

Carry a GPX route on a phone or GPS device, with maps downloaded for offline use before starting. An

outdoor mapping app with proper topographic mapping is far more useful here than a road-navigation

app, especially on the open northern moorland near Beinn Bheula and through the forestry sections.

Paper mapping is also sensible. The route spans several Ordnance Survey sheets rather than sitting

neatly on one map. OS Explorer coverage associated with the route includes sheets 362, 363/360 and

364/357; LDWA also lists Explorer 37, 39, 357, 358, 360 and 362, and Landranger 55, 56, 62 and 63. Check

current sheet coverage before buying maps, particularly if using an older edition or planning side trips.

Where to pay closer attention

The easiest navigation is generally around the villages and road-linked sections: Portavadie,

Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead, Arrochar and Inveruglas. These areas still require

care at junctions, but there are more obvious landmarks and exit options.

More attention is needed where the trail leaves settlements for woodland, glen and open hill. The

Tighnabruaich to Glendaruel leg includes a stony beach section and a steep forest climb, where progress

is slower and the line can feel less like a conventional path. Between Strachur and the

Lochgoilhead/Ardgartan area, the route also has steeper hill ground and waterfall sections around Sruth

Ban Falls.

The high northern section near Beinn Bheula is the most important place to have independent

navigation. The route climbs to around 500 m over open hill rather than summiting Beinn Bheula itself,

and poor visibility, wet ground or wind can make this section feel significantly more serious than the

overall distance suggests.

Mobile signal and diversions

Do not rely on live mobile data for navigation. The Cowal peninsula has remote-feeling glens, forestry

and open hillside, and signal can be unreliable in terrain of this type. Download maps, GPX files,

accommodation details and transport information before each day’s walk.

Forestry and path diversions can affect waymarked trails in Scotland. Check the official Loch Lomond &

Cowal Way information before travelling and again shortly before starting if possible. Any temporary

diversion should take priority over an older printed map or saved GPX track.
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Is it suitable for limited navigation experience?

The Cowal Way can suit walkers with modest navigation experience because it is waymarked and has no

technical ground. However, it is not a route to attempt with no backup navigation skills. Anyone walking

it should be comfortable following a map or GPX track, identifying their position at junctions, and

continuing safely if markers are missed or visibility drops.

For less confident navigators, the most practical approach is to walk in good weather, avoid very late

starts, keep each day within comfortable limits, and pay particular attention on the forest and open-hill

sections rather than waiting until uncertain.
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Terrain, Conditions and Difficulty in Practice

The Cowal Way is moderate rather than technical, but it is not a smooth, easy-going trail from end to

end. Its difficulty comes from the way the surface keeps changing: sea-loch shoreline, stony beach,

forestry track, glen paths, open hillside, boggy ground and quiet minor roads all appear within a

relatively short 92 km route.

Waymarking helps, and there is no scrambling or technical mountain ground on the official line. Even so,

the remoter forest and open-hill sections need proper hillwalking judgement, especially in poor visibility

or wet weather.

Underfoot: what the walking is really like

Expect a mixture of firm and rough surfaces rather than a continuous built path. Some sections use

gravel forestry roads and minor roads, which are straightforward underfoot but can feel hard on the feet

over a long day.

The rougher ground includes natural paths, rocky shore, a roughly 1 km stony beach, and wet open

hillside. The stony beach is slow rather than dangerous: it breaks rhythm, tests ankles, and is harder

work with a full pack than the distance suggests.

Boggy ground is most likely to matter on the open-hill sections, particularly in wet periods. Waterproof

boots or trail shoes with good grip are more important here than lightweight road-style footwear.

Climbs, descents and effort

The headline ascent is around 1,810 m, but the route can feel hillier than that figure implies. The

climbing is not concentrated into one big mountain day; it arrives repeatedly through forest, glen and

open hillside.

Two parts deserve particular respect. Between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel there is a steep forest

climb after rough coastal and beach walking, so the day is more demanding than its distance alone

suggests. Between Strachur and the Lochgoilhead / Ardgartan area, the route also tackles steep hill

ground before dropping towards Loch Goil.

The high point comes on the northern moorland near Beinn Bheula at roughly 500 m. The trail does not

summit Beinn Bheula itself, but this is still exposed hill country compared with the lower lochside and

glen sections.

Section-by-section terrain feel

Section Terrain and practical difficulty

Portavadie to

Tighnabruaich

Coastal walking from Loch Fyne towards the Kyles of Bute, with shoreline terrain setting the

tone for a varied route rather than a simple track walk.

Tighnabruaich to

Glendaruel

One of the more awkward underfoot sections, including the roughly 1 km stony beach and a

steep forest climb. Allow time for slower progress.
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Section Terrain and practical difficulty

Glendaruel to

Strachur

A longer central section through glen and rural terrain, with natural paths and tracks rather than

consistently fast surfaces. Distance and cumulative fatigue are the main factors.

Strachur to

Lochgoilhead

A shorter day on paper, but the steep hill ground makes it a tougher practical stage. Conditions

can feel more committing in poor weather.

Lochgoilhead to

Arrochar

Forest, glen and hill terrain leading into the Arrochar area, with the route passing below The

Cobbler rather than climbing it. Navigation still matters despite waymarking.

Arrochar to

Inveruglas

The final official section is short, but it remains part of a Scottish hill-and-loch route rather than

a town path. Do not treat it as a formality in bad weather.

Mud, wet ground and weather exposure

Wet conditions can make a noticeable difference to the Cowal Way. Forestry tracks may remain easy to

follow, but natural paths and open hillside can become muddy, slippery or boggy.

The northern high section near Beinn Bheula is the most exposed part of the route. In wind, rain or low

cloud, it will feel much more serious than the lower coastal and glen walking, and navigation should not

rely on waymarks alone.

A map, compass and/or reliable offline GPS are sensible even though the trail is waymarked in both

directions. Forestry work or path diversions can also affect route-finding, so current route updates

should be checked before travelling.

Road walking and hard surfaces

There is some walking on quiet minor roads. These sections are useful for making progress and easing

navigation, but they add impact on feet and knees, particularly on a 3–4 day itinerary with longer daily

distances.

Road sections should not be mistaken for an easy overall route. The harder work usually comes when

the trail leaves firm surfaces and returns to rough shore, forest climbs or open hillside.

Rocky and technical ground

There is no technical scrambling on the official Cowal Way. The rocky and stony parts are mainly a

matter of balance, grip and pace rather than exposure or hands-on climbing.

The stony beach and rocky shore are the places most likely to slow walkers who are used to engineered

trails. Trekking poles can help with balance on loose stones and on wet descents, though they are not

essential.

Gates, fences and livestock

Livestock fields, stiles and gates are not the main difficulty on this route. The more important planning

issues are wet ground, steep forest and hill climbs, and the remoteness of some middle sections.

Where the route passes through rural glens, use normal Scottish countryside care: leave gates as found,

keep dogs under close control, and avoid disturbing livestock. Any local access notices should be
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followed.

Seasonal conditions

The practical walking season is spring, summer and autumn. Summer gives the longest daylight for the

longer middle sections, but wet ground can still be an issue after poor weather.

Spring and autumn can be excellent, but cooler temperatures, shorter daylight and stronger weather

exposure on the high northern ground need factoring into start times and kit. Waterproofs, warm layers

and gloves are sensible even when the forecast looks settled.

Winter changes the character of the route. Short daylight, cold rain, possible snow or ice on higher

ground, and reduced margin for error can turn a moderate waymarked trail into a more serious

undertaking.
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Weather and Best Time to Walk

Best season

The Cowal Way is best planned as a spring, summer or autumn walk. The route is fully waymarked and

not technical, but its mix of sea-loch shore, forest track, open hillside, minor road and rougher natural

path means weather has a direct effect on pace and comfort.

For most walkers, the most reliable planning window is late spring to early autumn, when daylight is

longer and the high northern section near Beinn Bheula is less likely to feel severe. Summer gives the

longest days, which helps on the longer middle stages, especially Glendaruel to Strachur, but

accommodation in Tighnabruaich, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar should be booked well ahead.

Autumn can be a good time for fit walkers who are comfortable with shorter days and changeable

conditions. Allow more margin on the exposed hill ground between Lochgoilhead, Arrochar and

Inveruglas, and do not rely on a late finish if cloud, wind or rain slows the day down.

Weather hazards that matter on this route

Rain is the main issue. Several parts of the Cowal Way use rough, boggy or natural ground, and the open

hill near Beinn Bheula can be wet and exposed. Waterproofs, dry bags and footwear that copes with

saturated ground are more important here than the route’s modest maximum height might suggest.

Wind and poor visibility also matter on the northern half. The trail climbs to around 500 m near Beinn

Bheula and crosses open hill rather than staying entirely in sheltered glens or forest. In low cloud or

mist, the waymarking should not be treated as a substitute for map, compass and a charged GPS device.

Cold conditions are possible outside high summer, especially on the exposed sections and when moving

slowly after heavy rain. Pack an insulating layer even if starting from a mild sea-level village such as

Portavadie, Tighnabruaich or Lochgoilhead.

Trail surface by season

After wet weather, expect slower going on the rougher open-hill sections and on natural paths through

glens and forestry. The steep forest climb between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel, and the hillier ground

between Strachur and the Lochgoilhead/Ardgartan area, can feel significantly harder when wet

underfoot.

The roughly 1 km stony beach section is another place where conditions affect pace. It is not technical,

but it is awkward walking compared with a normal path, particularly with a multi-day pack.

In dry spells, the Cowal Way is a much more straightforward moderate trail. Even then, assume mixed

surfaces every day rather than a continuous engineered path.

Winter practicality

The Cowal Way is not best treated as a standard winter long-distance walk. The distance is manageable,

but short daylight, wet ground, colder conditions and the exposed high northern section make winter

itineraries much less forgiving.
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Experienced walkers with winter navigation skills may still find sections feasible in suitable conditions,

particularly the lower village-to-village legs. A full end-to-end winter crossing should only be planned with

flexible timings, proper cold-weather kit and a willingness to change plans if the high ground is affected

by snow, ice, strong wind or poor visibility.

Accommodation, services and timing

Accommodation is limited and concentrated in the main villages: Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur,

Lochgoilhead and Arrochar. In the main walking season, beds can be sparse on the long middle days, so

accommodation should be booked before committing to travel.

Outside the main season, opening days, food options and local transport can be more variable. Ferry

times, bus 478 to Portavadie, West Highland Line trains at Arrochar & Tarbet, the seasonal Inveruglas–

Inversnaid ferry and any live forestry or path diversions should be checked before travelling.

Insects and ticks

Warm, still conditions in the wooded and glen sections can make biting insects a nuisance, as on many

west-Scotland routes. Carry repellent in summer and avoid relying on exposed skin at rest stops.

Ticks are a practical risk in grassy, bracken and rough hillside areas. Check skin and clothing at the end of

each day, especially after the open-hill and forest sections.
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Safety Notes

Emergency help

In the UK, call 999 or 112 in an emergency. For an incident on the hill, ask for Police, then Mountain

Rescue.

Give a clear location using a grid reference, GPS coordinates, nearby named features or the last known

trail marker. The Cowal Way is waymarked, but on forestry tracks, open hillside and in poor visibility it is

still important to know where you are on a map.

Mobile signal and navigation

Do not rely on continuous mobile signal, especially in glens, forestry and the more remote-feeling open

sections. Carry an offline map or paper mapping, a charged phone, and a backup power source if using

GPS navigation.

The route is waymarked in both directions, but waymarks are not a substitute for navigation. This

matters most on the rougher open-hill ground near Beinn Bheula, where poor visibility, low cloud or

driving rain can make the line harder to follow.

Check for live forestry or path diversions on the official trail website before setting off. Forestry

operations can change access arrangements at short notice, and diversions may add time or alter the

character of a stage.

Weather and exposure

The Cowal Way has no technical mountain ground, but it is still a Scottish west-coast route with exposed

hillside, wet forest tracks, boggy open ground and changeable weather. The high northern section near

Beinn Bheula reaches roughly 500 m and can feel significantly more serious in wind, rain or low cloud

than the route’s modest overall height suggests.

Carry waterproofs, warm layers, hat and gloves outside high summer, and enough spare clothing to stay

warm if delayed. In warm weather, exposed forestry roads, minor roads and open hillside can still lead

to heat stress, so carry enough water and use sun protection.

Shorter stages can become long days if the ground is wet, the beach section is slow, or a diversion is in

place. Start with enough daylight for the planned stage, particularly on the longer Glendaruel to Strachur

day.

Underfoot hazards

Expect frequent changes of surface: shore, stony beach, natural path, gravel forestry road, quiet minor

road, rough hill path and boggy ground. The roughly 1 km stony beach and the steeper forest climbs

between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel are slower and more tiring than their distance suggests.

The Strachur to Lochgoilhead section also includes a steep hill section. Use poles if helpful, and take care

on wet descents, greasy forest track and uneven stone.
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Waterproof boots or robust trail shoes with good grip are advisable. After sustained rain, boggy sections

and forest tracks can be slow, muddy and slippery.

Road walking

Some parts of the Cowal Way use quiet minor roads. Walk facing oncoming traffic where there is no

pavement, move onto verges where safe, and take extra care on bends, crests and shaded lanes where

drivers may have limited sight lines.

Wear something visible in poor light or rain. This is especially important if finishing a stage late, walking

in mist, or using road sections to reach accommodation.

Water, burns, waterfalls and loch edges

The route passes sea-loch shoreline, burns, gorges and waterfalls, including the Allt Robuic gorge and

Sruth Ban Falls. Wet rock, mossy edges and steep banks can be extremely slippery, even in dry-looking

weather.

Do not scramble down to water features unless there is a safe, obvious path. Keep away from steep wet

edges and avoid entering cold water; Scottish lochs and burns can be cold enough to impair movement

quickly.

Carry enough drinking water for each stage rather than depending on untreated burns. Any natural

water should be treated before drinking.

Livestock and dogs

Where the route crosses enclosed or farmed land, expect the possibility of livestock. Give animals space,

pass calmly, and never get between cows and calves.

Dogs should be kept under close control, particularly around livestock, ground-nesting birds and in

woodland. If cattle become agitated, release the dog rather than trying to hold it close.

Solo hiking

Solo walkers should leave a route plan with someone reliable, including the day’s start and finish points

and expected arrival time. Update that person when the day is complete.

A solo itinerary should be conservative on the longer and more remote-feeling stages. If the forecast is

poor, consider shortening the day, delaying the high open section, or using accommodation stops to

build in flexibility.

Daily checks before setting off

Before each stage, check:

the weather forecast, especially wind, rain, visibility and temperature on the open-hill sections;

daylight available for the planned distance and terrain;

current forestry or path diversions on the official route information;

that accommodation or onward transport is still in place;
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food and water for the full day, with a margin for delays;

phone battery, offline mapping and backup navigation;

waterproofs, warm layers and a basic first-aid kit;

whether the day includes road walking, rough beach, steep forest climbs or exposed open hillside.

Transport-linked stages need extra attention. Ferry, bus and train times should be checked before

travelling, and again before relying on them at the start or end of a walking day.
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Gear Recommendations

The Cowal Way is fully waymarked, but it is not a lightweight urban trail. Pack for wet Scottish hills, rough

forestry ground and long gaps between village services, especially on the middle stages between

Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur and Lochgoilhead.

Footwear

Choose footwear for mixed, often wet ground rather than speed alone. The route includes gravel forest

road, natural path, rough and boggy open hill, quiet minor road, a roughly 1 km stony beach, and steep

forest climbs.

Waterproof hiking shoes or lightweight boots suit most walkers. Boots are the safer choice if carrying

camping gear, walking after heavy rain, or wanting more ankle support on the stony beach and rougher

hill sections.

Avoid minimalist road-running shoes unless moving fast with a light pack and already comfortable on

wet, uneven Scottish hill paths. Gaiters are useful in boggy conditions and after wet weather, particularly

on the open northern section near Beinn Bheula.

Waterproofs and warm layers

Carry proper waterproofs, not just a shower shell. A waterproof jacket and waterproof trousers are

sensible throughout spring, summer and autumn, as the route reaches exposed open hill around 500 m

and can be wet and windy above the glens.

A warm mid-layer should be accessible during the day, not buried at the bottom of the pack. Add hat and

gloves outside high summer, and still consider them in summer if forecast conditions are poor.

Use a pack liner or dry bags for spare clothing and electronics. Forestry sections and high open ground

can leave little shelter when rain sets in.

Navigation

The route is waymarked in both directions, but independent navigation is still important. Carry a map

and compass, plus a downloaded offline route on a phone or GPS device.

This matters most in forestry, on open hill near Beinn Bheula, and anywhere waymarks are affected by

tree work or path diversions. Check the official trail information for live forestry or path diversions

before travelling.

The route crosses more than one OS map sheet, so make sure mapping covers the full line from

Portavadie to Inveruglas rather than just the day’s start and finish. A dedicated guidebook or GPS file can

be helpful, but should not replace basic map-reading ability.

Water and food carry

Village services are concentrated at Portavadie, Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and

Arrochar, with sparse options on the longer middle days. Carry enough food for the whole stage, plus an
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emergency snack in case progress is slower than planned.

A water capacity of around 1.5–2 litres will suit many walkers in normal conditions, but hot weather, a

dry forecast, camping, or slower pace may require more. Do not assume that every glen or forestry

section offers a convenient, safe refill point.

If relying on accommodation meals or packed lunches, arrange them in advance where services are

limited. This is especially important if walking longer combined days rather than the six official sections.

Trekking poles

Trekking poles are useful on this route. They help on the steep forest climb between Tighnabruaich and

Glendaruel, the steeper hill ground between Strachur and the Lochgoilhead/Ardgartan area, and the

open northern section near Beinn Bheula.

They also reduce strain on long gravel and minor-road sections. Campers carrying heavier packs will

benefit most.

Electronics and power

Carry a power bank if using a phone for navigation, accommodation details, transport updates or

emergency contact. The point-to-point logistics involve ferries, buses and trains, and timings should be

checked before travelling.

Keep navigation files available offline. Do not rely on having signal in forestry, glens or on the higher

northern ground.

Sun and insect protection

Even on a wet west-coast route, sun protection is worth carrying in spring and summer. Use sunscreen,

sunglasses and a cap or brimmed hat for exposed open hill and long shoreline or road sections.

In summer, insect repellent is sensible for sheltered glens, lochside stops and camps. A head net is a

small extra for campers or anyone who is particularly prone to bites.

If walking inn-to-inn

Inn-to-inn walkers can keep the pack moderate, but should not strip it down too far. Carry full

waterproofs, warm layer, spare dry layer, map/navigation, headtorch, first aid basics, food for the stage

and enough water for the day.

Because accommodation is limited on the long middle days, assume there may be no easy fallback if

arriving late, wet or tired. A dry set of clothes in a liner or dry bag is more useful here than extra casual

clothing.

If camping

Campers need a shelter and sleep system suitable for wet, windy Scottish conditions. The route has

open hill, forestry and glen sections, so prioritise a tent that pitches securely, a warm sleeping bag, an

insulated mat and reliable waterproof packing.
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A stove and sufficient food are important if not staying close to village services. Carry extra capacity for

water and allow for the additional effort of steep climbs with a heavier pack.

Wild-camping may be possible in some areas, but always follow the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and

check local restrictions before relying on a specific pitch. Inside Loch Lomond and The Trossachs

National Park, camping rules can vary by area and season; this should be checked before travelling.

If walking fast or section-hiking

Fast walkers and section hikers still need hill kit. The route is only 92 km, but the constant change of

surface, boggy ground, steep forest climbs and exposed high section make it easy to underestimate.

For a light day pack, prioritise waterproofs, insulation, navigation, phone power, emergency food,

headtorch and a small first aid kit. Lightweight trail shoes are reasonable only if the forecast is settled

and the walker is confident on wet, uneven ground.

If combining stages into longer days, carry more food and water than a village-to-village itinerary

suggests. The official sections are six, but many itineraries compress the walk into fewer days, which

leaves less margin for weather, diversions or slow going underfoot.
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Budget and Costs

Costs on the Cowal Way vary mainly with accommodation style, itinerary length and how much private

transport is needed. Budget in GBP (£), and check current prices before booking, especially for

accommodation, ferries, buses and any taxi transfers.

Main cost factors

Accommodation is the biggest variable. Beds are limited between Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur,

Lochgoilhead and Arrochar, so the cheapest room is not always available on the stage where it is

needed. Booking late can force a more expensive stop or a taxi link to off-route accommodation.

Food costs are moderate if carrying lunches and snacks between villages, but do not assume there will

be frequent shops or cafés on the longer middle stages. Plan to buy supplies where services are

available, and carry enough for the next day before leaving each overnight stop.

Transport costs are more involved than on a route with railway stations at both ends. Reaching

Portavadie normally means combining train, ferry and bus, while leaving Inveruglas involves the A82 bus

corridor or travelling via Arrochar and the West Highland Line.

Budget approaches

Style Best for Cost profile Planning notes

Camping / low-

cost

Walkers carrying full kit and

keeping paid

accommodation to a

minimum

Lowest Campsites and some wild-camping ground exist, but

overnight options are not evenly spread. This should

be checked before travelling.

B&B /

guesthouse

Most independent walkers Moderate The most practical approach for a 5- or 6-stage walk,

but beds are sparse on the long middle days. Book

well ahead.

Hotels / self-

catering / private

transfers

Walkers wanting more

comfort or shorter carrying

days

Higher May require more careful stage planning, especially

around Glendaruel, Strachur and Lochgoilhead. Taxi

links can raise the total cost quickly.

Self-guided

walking package

Walkers wanting

accommodation arranged

for them

Highest, but

simplest

Walking-holiday operators commonly build the route

around a 5-walking-day itinerary. Check what is

included: accommodation, baggage transfer, route

notes, emergency support and transfers.

Accommodation

Expect accommodation to dominate the budget unless camping. The route has a mixed but limited

accommodation base: hotels, guesthouses, B&Bs, self-catering, campsites and some wild-camping

ground, concentrated in the villages.

The key overnight places are Portavadie, Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and

Arrochar. Availability is thinner than on Scotland’s busier long-distance trails, particularly on the long
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middle sections, so price is often less important than securing a workable bed in the right place.

A shorter 3- or 4-day itinerary can reduce the number of paid nights, but it makes the walking days much

tougher. A 5- or 6-stage itinerary usually costs more in accommodation but gives more realistic daily

distances for most walkers.

Food and supplies

Food costs depend on how much is bought in pubs, hotels and cafés versus carried from village shops.

The route passes through small settlements rather than large towns, so choice can be limited and

opening hours matter.

Carry breakfast supplies, lunches and hill snacks for the quieter stages rather than relying on finding

food during the day. This is particularly important before the longer Glendaruel–Strachur day and the

hillier sections towards Lochgoilhead and Arrochar.

Transport to and from the trail

There is no railway station at Portavadie. A typical public-transport approach from Glasgow is train to

Gourock, ferry across the Clyde to Dunoon, then bus 478 to Portavadie. Portavadie also has a CalMac

ferry link to Tarbert on Kintyre.

At the northern end, Inveruglas is on the A82 Scottish Citylink bus corridor between Glasgow and Fort

William. Arrochar & Tarbet station, on the West Highland Line, is useful for access near the final section.

A seasonal ferry also crosses Loch Lomond from Inveruglas to Inversnaid for walkers linking with the

West Highland Way.

Ferry, train and bus fares change, and connections can be seasonal or infrequent. Confirm current prices

and timetables before booking accommodation around fixed travel days.

Taxis and transfers

Local taxis can be useful if accommodation is unavailable exactly on route, but they should be treated as

a contingency cost rather than assumed to be cheap or always available. The Cowal peninsula has

scattered settlements and some long, quiet sections, so pre-booking is sensible where a taxi is essential

to the itinerary.

Private transfers can also add significantly to the cost if used to shorten stages or reach off-route

accommodation. This should be checked before travelling.

Luggage transfer and packages

The Cowal Way is suitable for independent walkers carrying their own kit, but luggage transfer can make

the hillier and rougher sections more comfortable. Availability, coverage and prices should be checked

before booking, as services may depend on the exact overnight stops.

Self-guided packages are relevant on this trail because walking-holiday operators commonly arrange it

over 5 walking days. These packages usually cost more than booking everything independently, but they

can solve the main logistical problem: matching limited accommodation to a workable stage plan.
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Luggage Transfer, Guided Tours and Support Services

The Cowal Way is short enough to walk independently, but its point-to-point layout, sparse

accommodation and involved access make support services worth considering. The most useful support

is usually a self-guided walking package or pre-arranged baggage movement between village stops,

rather than a fully guided trip.

Luggage transfer

Do not assume that baggage transfer on the Cowal Way works like it does on busier UK National Trails.

Beds and services are limited between Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar,

so luggage movement should be arranged before accommodation is fixed.

The simplest option is to book a self-guided walking holiday that includes baggage transfer between

overnight stops. This suits walkers who want to carry only a daypack but do not want to spend time

coordinating multiple rural transfers.

Independent walkers may be able to arrange ad-hoc bag movement through local taxi operators or

accommodation providers, especially between the main overnight villages. This should be checked

before travelling, and it should be agreed in writing with pick-up and drop-off addresses, contact

numbers and timing.

Baggage support is most useful on the longer middle sections, particularly Tighnabruaich to Glendaruel

and Glendaruel to Strachur, where the walking day is longer and accommodation options are fewer. It is

less necessary for fit walkers carrying lightweight kit over a 3- or 4-day itinerary, provided

accommodation is already secured.

Self-guided walking holidays

Walking-holiday operators commonly package the Cowal Way over 5 walking days, usually by combining

the final Arrochar to Inveruglas section with the preceding Lochgoilhead to Arrochar day or by arranging

the itinerary around available accommodation. Packages typically include accommodation booking,

baggage transfer, route notes and logistical support.

This is the best-supported way to walk the route if travelling from outside the area, using public

transport, or walking in the busier spring-to-autumn season when village accommodation can fill quickly.

It also reduces the risk of being left with an awkward gap in the middle of the route, where there are

fewer places to stay.

Check exactly what is included before booking. Key points are whether transfers to Portavadie or from

Inveruglas are included, whether evening meals are available at each overnight stop, and how the

operator handles any forestry or path diversions current at the time of travel.

Guided walking options

Fully guided Cowal Way departures are not the default way most people walk this trail. The route is

waymarked in both directions and has no technical ground, so reasonably fit and well-prepared walkers

usually choose either an independent trip or a self-guided package.
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A guide may still be useful for groups that want navigation support on the open northern hill section

near Beinn Bheula, or for walkers who prefer not to manage route-finding, transport and rural logistics

themselves. Availability, dates and group sizes vary, so current guided options should be checked before

travelling.

Taxi and local transfer support

Taxis can be useful for filling gaps in the Cowal Way logistics, but they should be treated as a pre-booked

support option rather than something to find at short notice. This is especially important around the

quieter overnight stops and for early-morning or evening movements.

Typical uses include reaching accommodation slightly off the line, moving between a village and a

booked bed, or shortening a day if weather or injury makes a full stage impractical. They can also help

section-walkers return to a public-transport point, particularly around Arrochar, Inveruglas or the A82

corridor.

For the start and finish logistics, check current transport before relying on it: bus 478 to Portavadie,

ferries serving Gourock-Dunoon and Portavadie-Tarbert, West Highland Line trains at Arrochar & Tarbet,

Scottish Citylink services on the A82, and the seasonal Inveruglas-Inversnaid Loch Lomond ferry.

When support is unnecessary

Support services are optional rather than essential. Strong walkers with a light pack, booked

accommodation and good navigation can complete the Cowal Way without baggage transfer or guiding.

However, unsupported does not mean unplanned. Accommodation should be booked well ahead,

especially in the smaller stops, and walkers should carry suitable kit for wet, exposed ground on the

higher northern section as well as the rougher shore, forest and open-hill terrain elsewhere.

What to book ahead

Before committing to dates, arrange the following in this order:

Overnight accommodation in Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar as

needed for the chosen itinerary.

Baggage transfer or a self-guided package, if walking with a daypack only.

Any taxi transfers between accommodation and the trail.

Public-transport connections to Portavadie and away from Inveruglas or Arrochar.

Current ferry, bus and train times before travelling.

Any live route diversions, especially where forestry work may affect the trail.

Prices for packages, taxis and baggage movement vary by season, party size and itinerary. Confirm

current prices and what is included before booking.

Cowal Way hikelist.com · 47

https://hikelist.com/


Shorter Hikes and Best Sections

The Cowal Way divides well into village-to-village sections, but not every village has simple onward

transport. For any shortened itinerary, plan the exit before booking accommodation; Tighnabruaich,

Glendaruel, Strachur and Lochgoilhead are useful walking stops, but current public transport and taxi

options should be checked before travelling.

Because the route is waymarked in both directions, these sections can also be walked north-to-south if

that makes trains, buses or lifts easier.

Best for Section
Approx

distance
Why choose it Transport notes

Best short day

walk

Arrochar to

Inveruglas

8 km The easiest bite-sized finish, with

Loch Lomond at the end and the

route passing below The Cobbler

near Arrochar.

Arrochar is served by

Arrochar & Tarbet station on

the West Highland Line;

Inveruglas is on the A82

Scottish Citylink bus corridor.

Check current times before

travelling.

Best scenic day Lochgoilhead

to Arrochar

14.5 km The strongest single-day sample of

the northern hills, with Loch Goil,

open high ground near Beinn

Bheula and views towards the

Arrochar Alps in clear weather.

Finish logistics are good at

Arrochar; access to

Lochgoilhead should be

arranged in advance. This

should be checked before

travelling.

Best beginner

section

Portavadie to

Tighnabruaich

10.5 km The shortest official stage, starting

on Loch Fyne and finishing near

the Kyles of Bute, without

committing to the rougher and

hillier middle stages.

Portavadie has no railway.

Usual access is via Gourock,

ferry to Dunoon or Hunters

Quay, then bus 478 to

Portavadie, or by the

Portavadie–Tarbert ferry.

Ferry and bus times should

be checked before travelling.

Best weekend

section

Strachur to

Arrochar via

Lochgoilhead

29 km Two balanced 14.5 km days, taking

in Sruth Ban Falls, Loch Goil, the

high northern section and the

approach to the Arrochar Alps.

Overnight at Lochgoilhead if

using village

accommodation. Arrochar

has rail access; getting to

Strachur needs advance

planning. This should be

checked before travelling.
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Best for Section
Approx

distance
Why choose it Transport notes

Best 3–5 day

section

Glendaruel to

Inveruglas

62.5 km The best condensed version of the

inland and northern half: Kilmodan

Church, the Allt Robuic gorge,

Strachur, Loch Goil, Beinn Bheula’s

high ground, Arrochar and the

Loch Lomond finish.

This normally uses the

official stops at Strachur,

Lochgoilhead and Arrochar.

Accommodation is limited,

especially around the middle

of the route, so book ahead.

Start transport to Glendaruel

should be checked before

travelling.

Best for public

transport

Arrochar to

Inveruglas

8 km The most straightforward point-to-

point section without needing to

reach the more remote Cowal

villages.

Start from Arrochar, served

by Arrochar & Tarbet station;

finish at Inveruglas on the

A82 bus corridor. The

seasonal Inveruglas–

Inversnaid ferry can also link

across Loch Lomond when

operating.

Best for villages

and

accommodation

Strachur to

Arrochar

29 km Links three of the more useful

service points on the route:

Strachur, Lochgoilhead and

Arrochar. It is a practical choice if

beds are available and the full trail

is too long.

Book Strachur, Lochgoilhead

and Arrochar

accommodation well ahead.

Transport to Strachur should

be checked before travelling;

Arrochar is the easier rail

exit.

Best for

camping-style

itineraries

Lochgoilhead

to Inveruglas

via Arrochar

22.5 km A short two-day northern section

with village-based

camping/accommodation

possibilities and a strong finish on

Loch Lomond.

Campsites and suitable wild-

camping ground are limited

and not evenly spaced.

Current availability, local

restrictions and any booking

requirements should be

checked before travelling.

Best short day walk: Arrochar to Inveruglas

At about 8 km, Arrochar to Inveruglas is the cleanest way to experience the Cowal Way as a short point-

to-point walk. It works particularly well for walkers relying on public transport, as Arrochar has access to

the West Highland Line at Arrochar & Tarbet station and Inveruglas sits on the A82 bus corridor.

This section gives a satisfying finish on the west bank of Loch Lomond without the commitment of the

longer forest and open-hill stages. It is also a useful final-day option if poor weather or tired legs make a

longer northern itinerary unattractive.

Best scenic day: Lochgoilhead to Arrochar

Lochgoilhead to Arrochar is the best single section for a full taste of the Cowal Way’s hillier side. The

route leaves the head of Loch Goil, climbs into more open country near Beinn Bheula and approaches

Arrochar below the jagged outline of The Cobbler.
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This is a stronger day than the distance alone suggests, with exposed upland ground and changeable

surfaces. Treat it as a proper hill day: carry waterproofs, warm layers, food, map or GPS backup, and

allow for poor visibility even though the trail is waymarked.

Transport is the main complication. Arrochar is the easier end thanks to the railway, but reaching

Lochgoilhead for a one-day walk requires advance planning; this should be checked before travelling.

Best beginner section: Portavadie to Tighnabruaich

Portavadie to Tighnabruaich is the shortest official stage at about 10.5 km, making it the most

manageable first sample of the route. It starts beside Loch Fyne and finishes around Tighnabruaich,

close to the Kyles of Bute section of the trail.

It is a better beginner choice than the next stage north, which includes a roughly 1 km stony beach and a

steep forest climb between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel. Even on this shorter section, wear proper

walking footwear and carry weatherproof layers; west-coast conditions can change quickly.

Portavadie is not rail-served. Access normally involves train to Gourock, ferry to Dunoon or Hunters

Quay, then bus 478 to Portavadie, or the CalMac ferry from Tarbert across Loch Fyne. Timetables should

be checked before travelling, especially if walking this as a day trip.

Best weekend section: Strachur to Arrochar via Lochgoilhead

For a two-day trip, Strachur to Arrochar is one of the neatest sections: about 14.5 km from Strachur to

Lochgoilhead, then another 14.5 km from Lochgoilhead to Arrochar. It avoids an awkward very short

final day while still covering some of the route’s strongest terrain.

The first day includes Sruth Ban Falls and the approach to Loch Goil. The second day is more

mountainous in feel, crossing the high northern section near Beinn Bheula before descending towards

Arrochar and The Cobbler.

This weekend works best if accommodation is secured at Lochgoilhead and onward travel is planned

from Arrochar. Public transport or taxi access to Strachur should be checked before travelling.

Best 3–5 day section: Glendaruel to Inveruglas

Glendaruel to Inveruglas, at about 62.5 km, is the best shortened multi-day version for walkers who want

the route’s inland glens, waterfalls, hill country and Loch Lomond finish. It uses four official stages:

Glendaruel to Strachur, Strachur to Lochgoilhead, Lochgoilhead to Arrochar, and Arrochar to Inveruglas.

The opening day to Strachur is the longest at about 25.5 km, so this option still suits reasonably fit

walkers rather than casual strollers. It includes Kilmodan Church and its carved stones near Glendaruel,

the Allt Robuic gorge, Sruth Ban Falls, Loch Goil, the high ground near Beinn Bheula, Arrochar and the

final approach to Inveruglas.

Accommodation should be booked around Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar before committing to

dates. Start transport to Glendaruel is the weak point and should be checked before travelling; the finish

at Inveruglas is simpler because of the A82 bus corridor.
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Best for public transport: Arrochar to Inveruglas

If transport simplicity matters more than distance, Arrochar to Inveruglas is the clear choice. It links the

West Highland Line at Arrochar & Tarbet with the A82 bus corridor at Inveruglas, avoiding the harder-to-

reach Cowal villages.

This section can be walked in either direction, depending on the day’s train and bus timings. The

seasonal Inveruglas–Inversnaid ferry can also create a link across Loch Lomond when operating, but this

should be checked before travelling.

Best for villages and accommodation: Strachur to Arrochar

Strachur to Arrochar is the most practical short section for walkers who want village stops rather than a

self-sufficient backpacking trip. It links Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar, three of the route’s

important accommodation points.

Do not assume spare beds will be available at short notice. Accommodation on the Cowal Way is limited

and unevenly spaced, so book ahead and build the itinerary around confirmed overnight stops.

Best for camping-style itineraries

Camping can work on the Cowal Way, but it needs more planning than on routes with frequent large

campsites. Campsites and some wild-camping ground exist, but they are limited and concentrated

around the main settlements rather than evenly spaced along every stage.

The most practical short camping-style section is Lochgoilhead to Inveruglas via Arrochar, about 22.5 km

over two days. It keeps the mileage modest, gives access to the high northern section and ends at a

straightforward transport point on Loch Lomond.

Current campsite availability, local restrictions and any booking requirements should be checked before

travelling. Avoid relying on an unplanned wild camp as the only overnight option, especially in poor

weather or late in the day.
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Highlights and Points of Interest

The Cowal Way is strongest as a varied loch-and-glen route rather than a trail built around a single

famous summit. Its best moments come from the changes in landscape: sea-loch shoreline at Loch Fyne,

the Kyles of Bute, wooded glens, waterfalls, high open hill near Beinn Bheula, the Arrochar Alps and the

finish on Loch Lomond.

Portavadie and Loch Fyne

The route starts at Portavadie, beside the marina and ferry slip on the shore of Loch Fyne. This is a quiet,

practical place to begin rather than a large trail town, but it gives the walk an immediate west-coast

setting.

Loch Fyne is Scotland’s longest sea loch, and the opening section is worth allowing time for if arriving by

ferry from Tarbert. Walkers starting late in the day should still avoid rushing the first stretch, as the

shoreline setting is one of the route’s defining features.

Tighnabruaich and the Kyles of Bute

Around Tighnabruaich the route follows the coast above the Kyles of Bute, the narrow sea passage

between the Cowal mainland and the Isle of Bute. This is one of the most attractive low-level sections of

the trail, with a strong maritime feel and open views over sheltered sailing waters.

The Kyles are also a good place to slow down and look for wildlife. Seals and porpoises are among the

species associated with these waters, though sightings are never guaranteed.

Tighnabruaich is one of the better places on the route to build in extra time, especially for walkers who

prefer a gentler first day or want to enjoy the coastal section before the rougher inland stages begin.

Glendaruel and Kilmodan Church

Glendaruel marks a change from the coast to Cowal’s inland glens. It is also the place to look out for

Kilmodan Church, an 18th-century parish church built in 1783.

The church’s burial aisle and graveyard contain a notable group of medieval West Highland carved grave

slabs dating from the 14th and 15th centuries. This is one of the main historical points of interest on the

Cowal Way and is worth allowing time for rather than treating Glendaruel purely as a stopover.

Allt Robuic gorge and Sruth Ban Falls

The central stages include two of the route’s most memorable water features. The Allt Robuic gorge lies

on the Glendaruel-to-Strachur leg, while Sruth Ban Falls is encountered on the Strachur-to-Lochgoilhead

leg.

These are natural stopping points on otherwise practical walking days, particularly when the route is

moving through glen and forestry terrain. After rain, waterfalls and burns may be more impressive, but

the surrounding paths can also be wetter and rougher underfoot.
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Strachur to Lochgoilhead: hills, forest and Loch Goil

The section from Strachur towards Lochgoilhead includes one of the route’s steeper hill passages. It is

not technically difficult, but it is a stage where the Cowal Way can feel more strenuous than its overall

distance suggests.

Lochgoilhead is set at the head of Loch Goil, a steep-sided sea loch enclosed by the hills of Argyll Forest

Park. This is one of the most satisfying overnight stops on the trail, combining village facilities with a

strong sense of being deep in the Argyll hills.

Beinn Bheula and the high northern section

North of Lochgoilhead, the route climbs into its highest and most exposed country, reaching around 500

m on open hill near Beinn Bheula. The waymarked trail does not summit Beinn Bheula itself, which is an

off-route Corbett, but it passes through the same broad upland landscape.

In clear weather this section gives wide views towards the Arrochar Alps, the Brack and the Luss Hills. It

is also the part of the Cowal Way where conditions can feel most remote, so it is a highlight best enjoyed

with proper clothing, navigation and realistic timing.

Arrochar and The Cobbler

Near Arrochar, the route passes below The Cobbler, also known as Ben Arthur. Its jagged outline is one

of the most recognisable mountain landmarks in the Arrochar Alps.

An ascent of The Cobbler is not part of the Cowal Way, but Arrochar is the obvious place to add an extra

day for walkers who want a separate mountain walk. That should be treated as an additional hill day, not

a casual extension to the waymarked route.

Inveruglas and Loch Lomond

The trail finishes at Inveruglas on the west bank of Loch Lomond, at the visitor centre and viewpoint on

the A82. The setting gives a strong final contrast to the quieter Cowal interior, with views across Loch

Lomond towards Ben Lomond.

Inveruglas is also a useful onward-link point rather than just an endpoint. It sits on the A82 bus corridor,

and a seasonal ferry crosses Loch Lomond from Inveruglas to Inversnaid, where walkers can link with

the West Highland Way. Ferry operation should be checked before travelling.
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Common Mistakes and Planning Tips

Mistake: treating the Cowal Way as an easy low-level trail

The distance looks modest at 92 km / 57 miles, but the route is more tiring than its length suggests.

Surfaces change constantly: shore, stony beach, forestry track, minor road, natural path, boggy open hill

and steep forest climbs.

Fix: plan for a genuinely moderate Scottish trail, not a fast lowland path. Allow extra time for the roughly

1 km stony beach between Tighnabruaich and Glendaruel, the steep forest sections, and the open

northern ground near Beinn Bheula.

Mistake: leaving accommodation too late

Accommodation is limited and concentrated in the main stops: Tighnabruaich, Glendaruel, Strachur,

Lochgoilhead and Arrochar. The long middle of the route has fewer easy fallback options, so a missed

booking can force awkward stage lengths or extra transport.

Fix: book beds before committing to travel dates, especially if walking in spring, summer or early

autumn. Build the itinerary around available accommodation rather than assuming each official stage

has plenty of choice.

Mistake: planning stages only from the headline distance

The official route is split into six sections, but many walkers complete it in five days by combining the

final Arrochar–Inveruglas section with the Lochgoilhead–Arrochar day. Fit walkers may manage 3–4 days,

but that makes the rougher and hillier sections much more demanding.

Fix: choose an itinerary that matches the terrain as well as the kilometres. The Glendaruel to Strachur

stage is about 25.5 km and is the longest official day, while the northern half includes more exposed hill

ground.

Mistake: assuming public transport is simple at both ends

Portavadie has no railway. Reaching the start from Glasgow normally involves a train to Gourock, a ferry

to Dunoon, then bus 478 to Portavadie; Portavadie also has a CalMac ferry connection to Tarbert on

Kintyre. At the other end, Inveruglas is on the A82 bus corridor, while Arrochar & Tarbet station is useful

for the Arrochar area rather than the actual finish.

Fix: plan the first and last day as transport days, not just walking days. Check current Gourock–Dunoon

ferry times, Portavadie–Tarbert ferry times, bus 478, Scottish Citylink A82 services, West Highland Line

trains at Arrochar & Tarbet, and the seasonal Inveruglas–Inversnaid ferry before travelling.

Mistake: relying only on waymarks

The Cowal Way is waymarked in both directions, but that does not remove the need for navigation.

Forestry work, poor visibility, rough hill ground and local diversions can all make a marked route less

obvious on the day.
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Fix: carry mapping and an offline route file as well as following the waymarks. Check the official trail

website for current forestry or path diversions before setting off, and keep a paper or offline backup for

the open moorland near Beinn Bheula.

Mistake: underestimating the weather on the high northern section

The route climbs to roughly 500 m on open hill near Beinn Bheula. This is not technical mountain

ground, but it can be wet, windy and exposed, especially when visibility drops.

Fix: carry waterproofs, warm layers, gloves or a hat outside high summer, and enough navigation

capacity to continue without visible waymarks. Check the mountain-style forecast for the higher ground

rather than relying only on village weather.

Mistake: confusing the route with nearby summits

The trail passes near well-known hills, but it does not summit them. Beinn Bheula itself is an off-route

Corbett, and The Cobbler (Ben Arthur) is an optional ascent from the Arrochar area, not part of the

Cowal Way.

Fix: treat any summit as an extra day or a separate detour, not something to add casually to a long

stage. If adding The Cobbler or Beinn Bheula, reassess daylight, weather, food, water and onward

accommodation.

Mistake: assuming food and services will appear when needed

This is a quiet rural route with services concentrated in the villages. Between stops, especially on the

longer middle stages, there may be limited opportunity to buy food or replace forgotten kit.

Fix: leave each overnight stop with enough food for the day and a margin for delays. Confirm opening

times for village services before relying on them, particularly outside peak season.

Mistake: using an old GPX without checking diversions

Forestry tracks and managed woodland sections can change. A route file that was accurate previously

may not match temporary diversions or local path changes.

Fix: download the latest available route information close to departure and check the official trail

updates before walking. If a signed diversion conflicts with an old file, follow the current local signage

unless there is a clear safety reason not to.

Mistake: finishing the walk without a clear exit plan

Inveruglas is a logical finish on Loch Lomond, but it is not a large service town. It sits on the A82, with

onward travel dependent on bus times or pre-arranged transport.

Fix: decide in advance whether to finish at Inveruglas, continue travel by A82 bus, use Arrochar & Tarbet

station via local arrangements, or link seasonally by ferry across Loch Lomond to Inversnaid. Timetables

and ferry operation should be checked before travelling.
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Final Advice

The Cowal Way is best for reasonably fit walkers who want a quiet Scottish long-distance route with real

variety: sea-loch shoreline, forestry tracks, glens, open hillside and a Loch Lomond finish. It is not

technically difficult, but it should not be treated as an easy lowland walk; the rougher shore, boggy hill

ground, steep forest climbs and exposed northern section make good footwear, waterproofs and

navigation essential.

The main planning issue is not the walking distance, but the logistics. Accommodation is limited between

the main village stops, especially through the middle of the route, so overnight plans should be fixed

before travel rather than improvised day by day. Transport also needs attention: access to Portavadie

involves ferry and bus connections, while onward travel from Inveruglas depends on A82 bus services or

links back via Arrochar & Tarbet. Ferry times, bus 478, West Highland Line trains and any seasonal Loch

Lomond ferry links should be checked before travelling.

The most rewarding section for many walkers is the northern half, where the route leaves the gentler

glens and climbs towards the open high ground near Beinn Bheula before dropping towards Arrochar

and Loch Lomond. In clear weather this gives the strongest sense of scale, with views towards the

Arrochar Alps, The Cobbler and the hills around Loch Lomond. It is also the part where poor weather,

wet ground and fatigue can matter most.

As a full thru-hike, the route works well over 5 days for most walkers, or 3–4 days for fit hikers

comfortable with longer stages. The official 6-section structure is better if accommodation, transport or

daylight makes shorter days more practical. Section-hiking is also viable, particularly around

Tighnabruaich, Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar, but public-transport links are not as simple as on

busier trails, so each section still needs a clear exit plan.

Before setting off, check the official trail website for any forestry or path diversions, book beds early, and

be realistic about the climbing. The headline ascent figure is modest for a Scottish trail, but the Cowal

Way often feels hillier and rougher than the numbers suggest. Walk it with proper hillwalking kit and a

flexible schedule, and it delivers a quiet, varied crossing of Cowal from Loch Fyne to Loch Lomond

without the crowds of better-known routes.
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