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NAVIGATING SCOTLAND’S GREAT
TRAIL: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO

THE MAP OF THE WEST
HIGHLAND WAY

There is something profoundly stirring
about setting out on a long-distance
footpath, where each step carries you
deeper into a landscape of raw beauty
and ancient lore. The West Highland
Way, Scotland’s premier long-distance
walking route, offers exactly that—a 96-
mile journey from the outskirts of
Glasgow to the foot of Ben Neuvis.
However, even the most seasoned hiker
knows that a successful expedition
begins long before the first bootlace is
tied. It begins with a map.
Understanding the map of the West
Highland Way is not merely about
knowing where north lies; it is about
grasping the rhythm of the trail,
anticipating its challenges, and
unlocking the stories hidden in its glens
and moors. This guide will take you
through every essential aspect of the
route map, helping you prepare for an
unforgettable adventure through the
Scottish Highlands.

WHY A MAP REMAINS ESSENTIAL
FOR THE WEST HIGHLAND WAY

In an age of GPS devices and
smartphone apps, it might be tempting
to rely entirely on digital navigation. Yet
the map of the West Highland Way holds
irreplaceable value. Paper maps do not

run out of battery, they do not lose
signal in a remote glen, and they offer a
bird’s-eye view of the terrain that a
screen simply cannot replicate. A good
topographical map reveals the
undulating contours of the land, the
position of bothies and water sources,
and the subtle nuances of the path
ahead. For a route that traverses loch
shores, climbs over bleak moorland, and
winds through ancient forests, having a
physical map is a mark of preparedness
and respect for the environment.
Moreover, studying the West Highland
Way route map before you depart allows
you to visualise the entire journey,
breaking it down into manageable daily
sections and helping you plan where to
rest, resupply, or seek shelter if the
weather turns.

UNDERSTANDING THE ROUTE: A
BIRD’S-EYE VIEW OF THE WEST
HIGHLAND WAY

From Milngavie
to Fort William:

The Overall
Trajectory

The West Highland Way stretches from
Milngavie, a suburban town just north of
Glasgow, to Fort William, the outdoor
capital of the UK, nestled at the southern
edge of the Great Glen. On a standard
map of the West Highland Way, you will
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see the trail meandering in a roughly
north-westerly direction, passing through
a remarkable diversity of landscapes.
The official route is well waymarked with
a distinctive thistle symbol, but a map
remains your best companion for
understanding what lies beyond the
immediate path. The total distance is
officially 154 kilometres, or 96 miles, and
most walkers complete it in six to eight
days.

The Five Distinct
Sections of the
Trall

A good map of the West Highland Way
will clearly delineate the five major
geographic sections of the walk. Each
segment has its own character, its own
demands, and its own rewards. Let us
walk through them in order, as they
appear on the map from south to north.

Section 1: Milngavie to Drymen

This opening leg covers approximately
12 miles and offers a gentle introduction.
The map shows a route that leaves the
urban fringe and quickly enters the
rolling countryside of Mugdock Country
Park and Carbeth Loch. The terrain is
mostly lowland, with well-maintained
paths and only modest inclines. For
those new to long-distance walking, this
section builds confidence. The map of
the West Highland Way here is relatively
simple, as the path is clear and the
surrounding farmland is open.

Section 2: Drymen to Rowardennan

As you consult your map for this 14-mile
stretch, you will notice the trail skirts the
southern edge of the beautiful Loch
Lomond. This is where the landscape

begins to take on a more dramatic
character. The path undulates through
oak and birch woodlands, offering
stunning views across the loch to the
hills beyond. The map reveals a series of
small bays and headlands that the trail
follows, and it is wise to note the
locations of the few available campsites
and the youth hostel at Rowardennan.
The terrain becomes more rugged here,
with some rocky sections that require
careful footing.

Section 3: Rowardennan to

Inverarnan

Many experienced walkers describe this
16-mile section as the most challenging
on the entire West Highland Way. Your
map of the West Highland Way will show
a path that clings to the eastern shore of
Loch Lomond, with very limited road
access. The trail here is narrow, rocky,
and frequently runs close to the water’s
edge. The map is essential for
identifying the few escape points and for
understanding the elevation gains that
punctuate the day. After passing the
hamlet of Inversnaid, the route climbs
over a rugged headland before
descending towards the lush green glen
that leads to Inverarnan. This section
demands good map-reading skills,
especially in poor visibility.

Section 4: Inverarnan to Tyndrum

The character of the walk changes
dramatically after Inverarnan. Your map
will show the trail leaving the lowland
loch shore and heading north into the
vast, open moorland of Strathfillan. This
12-mile section is exposed and can feel
remote. The path follows the old military
road built by General Wade in the 18th
century, climbing gently over the bleak
but beautiful Crianlarich hills. The map of
the West Highland Way here is your best
tool for understanding the subtle dips
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and rises, as well as for locating the
important waypoint of Tyndrum, where
you will find shops, accommodation, and
the only train station directly on the
route.

Section 5: Tyndrum to Fort William

The final leg is a marathon 34-mile push,
typically split over two or three days.
Your map of the West Highland Way will
guide you through three distinct sub-
sections: from Tyndrum to Glencoe ski
centre, then to Kinlochleven, and finally
to Fort William. The first part crosses the
desolate Rannoch Moor, a vast expanse
of bog, lochan, and granite outcrops.
This is perhaps the most iconic
landscape on the trail, and your map is
indispensable for staying on course
when the path disappears into the peat
hags. The descent into Glencoe is
dramatic, and the final push over the
Devil’s Staircase—a steep, rocky
ascent—leads to Kinlochleven. A short
but sharp climb out of Kinlochleven
brings you to the final stretch, a forestry
track that descends gently into Fort
William, where the West Highland Way
ends at the statue of a kilted Highlander.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT MAP OF
THE WEST HIGHLAND WAY

Not all maps are created equal. For a
trek of this nature, you need a map that
balances detail with durability. The most
commonly recommended option is the
Ordnance Survey (0S) 1:25,000 scale
Explorer map, which covers the entire
route on two sheets: sheet 347 (Loch
Lomond & Inverarnan) and sheet 384
(Glencoe & Rannoch Moor). A 1:25,000
scale map shows every field boundary,
crag, and stream, making it ideal for
navigation on foot. Alternatively, the OS
1:50,000 scale Landranger maps cover
the route on three sheets and are easier

to fold, but they offer less detail. Many
walkers also choose a specialised West
Highland Way route map, which is often
a single waterproof sheet that shows the
entire trail with highlighted waypoints,
gradient profiles, and useful information
about accommodation and services.
Harvey Maps produces an excellent
waterproof version that is lightweight
and specifically designed for long-
distance walkers.

DIGITAL VS. PAPER: THE BEST OF
BOTH WORLDS

A thoughtful approach combines both
digital and paper maps. Downloading a
GPS-enabled version of the map of the
West Highland Way onto your
smartphone or handheld device gives
you real-time location tracking and the
ability to zoom in on specific features.
Apps like OS Maps, ViewRanger, or
AllTrails allow you to download the route
for offline use, which is essential
because much of the trail has no mobile
signal. However, a paper map remains
the core of your navigation kit. It does
not fail, it never needs recharging, and it
provides a broader context that helps
with decision-making. When the mist
descends on Rannoch Moor and the
digital screen is a wash of grey, a
laminated paper map tucked inside a
waterproof case will still guide you true.

KEY WAYPOINTS AND
LANDMARKS ON THE WEST
HIGHLAND WAY MAP

A detailed map of the West Highland
Way is dotted with places that have
become legendary among long-distance
walkers. Knowing them beforehand adds
a layer of richness to your journey.

e Conic Hill - A steep but short



READING CONBAWRIS: ANDoffers one
of the finest panoramic views of
Loch Lomond and its many islands.
The map shows a clear path to the
summit, which is a popular
diversion.

¢ Inversnaid Falls - A dramatic
waterfall visible from the trail,
marked clearly on the map. It is a
perfect spot for a short rest and a
photograph.

e Beinglas Farm - Located near
Inverarnan, this is a well-known
campsite and bothy that appears
on most maps of the West
Highland Way. It also has a famous
drop toilet with a view.

e Rannoch Moor - This vast,
treeless plateau is the most
remote section of the entire route.
Your map will show the path as a
thin line crossing a sea of peat
hags and small lochans. In poor
weather, this is where navigation
skills are truly tested.

e Devil’s Staircase - A steep,
zigzagging ascent that appears on
every map of the West Highland
Way as a series of tight
switchbacks. The climb is tough
but short, and the reward is a
spectacular view of the Mamores
and the Aonach Eagach ridge.

e Lairigmor - The long, glen
descent from the Devil’s Staircase
into Kinlochleven. The map shows
a gently sloping path that follows
the Allt @’ Mhuilinn stream for
several miles.

* Nevis Range - As you approach
Fort William, the map will show the
Nevis Range mountain gondola, a
clear landmark that signals your
journey is nearly complete.

UNDERSTANDING TERRAIN ON
YOUR MAP

One of the most valuable skills you can
develop before setting out is the ability
to read contour lines on a topographical
map of the West Highland Way. Contours
reveal the shape of the land. Tightly
packed lines indicate steep slopes, such
as the climb out of Glencoe or the Devil’s
Staircase. Widely spaced lines signal
gentle gradients, like the long approach
to Tyndrum from Crianlarich. By studying
the contour patterns on your map, you
can plan your daily mileage more
realistically. A day that features several
miles of closely spaced contours will
take longer and require more energy
than the same distance on flat ground.
This is especially important on the West
Highland Way, where the cumulative
elevation gain is significant—around
3,500 metres in total.

Your map will also use a variety of
symbols to denote different types of
terrain. Marsh and bog are shown with a
distinct blue stipple pattern, which is
extremely helpful when crossing
sections like the northern end of Loch
Lomond or the approach to Rannoch
Moor. Forestry plantation is indicated
with a green tint, and open moorland is
left white or pale green. Understanding
these symbols at a glance can help you
prepare for the ground underfoot before
you even arrive.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR USING
YOUR WEST HIGHLAND WAY MAP
ON THE TRAIL

Having a map is one thing; using it
effectively is another. Here are some
practical pointers to ensure your map of
the West Highland Way serves you well
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throughout your journey.

1. Keep it accessible. Store your
map in a waterproof map case
attached to your backpack
shoulder strap. This allows you to
glance at it without stopping or

unpacking.

. Orient your map. Whenever you

stop to check your position, turn
the map so that the direction you
are facing is aligned with the
features ahead. This makes it far



