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Context  

At 453 km2 this is the largest of the 11 island Wild Land Areas (WLA), one of two on the Isles of Lewis and 
Harris.  It forms a T shape, with the short side running between Ùig in the north and Loch a Siar in the 
south, and the longer branch extending to Acha Mòr in the east. It also includes the island of Scarp and 
its surrounding islets off the west coast.  One of 12 WLAs defined in part by the coast, to the west, roads 
otherwise flank its edge, including the main island spinal route to its east. 

The WLA comprises an impressive range of many different landscape elements at a variety of scales, 
elevation and pattern.  These include: open peatland; high rocky mountain ranges; isolated lone peaks; 
rocky cnocan; deeply carved fjords; open sea; islands; sea cliffs; lochs and lochans; and rivers and 
waterfalls.  These represent the underlying geologyi as well as subsequent erosion, with the peatlands 
extending over ice-scoured metamorphic Lewisian gneiss, and some of the higher hills corresponding to 
intruded igneous rocks.  The superlative qualities of these elements are emphasised by their contrast 
and juxtaposition, for example seeing a curtain of high, steep rocky hills beyond a wide expanse of 
peatland.   

Land within the WLA is used mainly for deer stalking, fishing, grazing, nature conservation and 
recreation.  Within part of the WLA, this is influenced by the community ownership of The North Harris 
Trust, whose objectives include: ‘To keep North Harris wild and beautiful by safeguarding and enhancing 
the environment and managing this in ways that benefit the local community and the general public’ii.  

The WLA is largely uninhabited, apart from a few isolated lodges and cottages.  Nonetheless it 
contributes significantly to the visual backcloth of crofting settlements located just beyond its edge in 
the north, east and south, as well as a number of main and minor roads.  The area is valued for 
recreation and attracts many visitors, with the Harris hills (one Corbett and three Grahams) and Ùig area 
being particularly popular for hillwalking, bird watching and fishing via a number of paths and tracks that 
enter the WLA.  In contrast, the peatlands in the centre and east of the area are visited infrequently and 
are much more difficult to access, with a lack of paths and a dense distribution of waterbodies.   

The landscape and scenic qualities of the western half of the WLA are recognised by its inclusion within 
the South Lewis, Harris and North Uist National Scenic Area.  Its descriptioniii highlights ‘…the general 
absence of development lends a wild and remote character to this whole region of rocky hills, precipitous 
glens, remote lochs and rushing rivers’. 

The sea has a strong influence in every direction, with open sea and bays to the south, west and north, 
and some long, deep sea lochs in both the west and east.  The mountains of the Eishken WLA (31) also 
contribute to the hill backcloth to the east of Loch Sìophort, albeit divided by the intervening A859 road 
corridor and loch-side settlements.   
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Key attributes and qualities of the wild land area  
 

 A rugged west coast with awe-inspiring landform features, that combine with the sea 
to increase remoteness and the perceived naturalness and extent of the area  

The sea has an influence across all of the WLA, as it is never far away and contributes to the sense of 
naturalness and perceived extent of the area.  However the west coast has particular wild land qualities 
due to its dramatic coastal features, remoteness, and steep, arresting slopes. 

The west coast possesses a complex combination of features at various scales.  Of particular prominence 
is the arresting juxtaposition of a steep, rocky and rugged landform cut by three long and deep sea lochs 
- Loch Tamnabhaigh, Tealasbhaigh and Rèasort.  There is also an array of islands, bays and the golden 
sand beach and machair at Rubh’ an Tighe, as well as distant views through to the open sea.  The rugged 
and rocky mass of the island of Scarp forms a feature in views from the west, whilst itself extending the 
remote character of this WLA further into the sea. In combination with the dynamic character of the sea, 
exposure, and views of changing weather conditions, these all emphasise the sense of naturalness.   The 
height and steepness of the shore also means that access is limited and has associated risk – both from 
land and sea. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The coastal cnocan and higher hills offer open, elevated and panoramic views, with an overriding sense 
of exposure.  Promontories such as Gob na h-Àirde Mòire reach out like fingers into the sea and their 
tips seem isolated and precipitous with arresting cliffs dropping below. 

In contrast to the prevalent irregularity of the landform, a number of linear glens and lochs cut through 
the landscape.  These appear arresting in their form and highlight a strong geological influence that 
amplifies the sense of naturalness.  They include three fjords that penetrate the interior, as well as Loch 
a’ Ghlinne running between the towering slopes of Huiseabhal Mòr and Sgianait, and a long narrow glen 
passing between Loch Tamnabhaigh and Ùig.  These glens and the bays at their head provide some 
shelter, whilst their limited outward views contribute to a sense of sanctuary.  The Tamnabhaigh glen 
contrasts to the others by containing a very prominent estate track - the only one to access the west 
coast of the WLA.  This appears as an obvious human artefact, whilst the activity and noise of vehicles 
also interrupt temporarily the sense of sanctuary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Where glens meet the coast, for example at Crabhadail, access may be easier and there is often 
evidence of past settlement and crofting, such as old buildings and lazy beds.  These historic features 
appear as human artefacts, but their isolation, small scale and discrete siting and character mean their 
effects tend to be localised.   
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 Awe-inspiring, towering, irregular, rocky mountains that adjoin low-lying peatland or 
the sea, offering panoramic views and possessing a strong sense of naturalness 

The WLA contains in the west and south clusters of high, rugged mountains – their steep slopes and 
rocky peaks appearing awe-inspiring in contrast to the surrounding peatland and sea, whilst their 
irregular shapes, exposure and predominance of rock amplifies perceived naturalness.  This is also 
affected by the mountains revealing a strong influence of geology and erosion that has created different 
rock features, such as U-shaped glens, crags, cliffs, scree, moraine and boulder strewn slopes.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
Although the mountains are not extremely high for Scotland (An Cliseam, the highest at 799m AOD), 
they nonetheless appear very high and arresting in relation to their low-lying surroundings.   
They are also physically challenging and provide a sense of risk 
when ascending due to being steep and rugged.   

Some of the Harris mountains attract many hillwalkers and 
climbers, often favoured for their proximity to the B887 or 
A859, for being Corbett or Grahams, and/ or for being 
accessible via some good footpaths.  In contrast, the remoter 
mountains to the north tend to be visited infrequently, 
resulting in a stronger sense of solitude. 

Visitor numbers have in some places resulted in path erosion and braiding that diminishes the sense of 
naturalness at a local level, whilst some stretches of constructed path are very prominent from the 
slopes above and appear as an obvious human artefact.  Nonetheless, there are other areas within the 
WLA where there are no paths and it is easy to ‘lose yourself’ within the irregular landform, with 
consequent high levels of perceived sanctuary, solitude and risk.      

The elevation of the mountains means their tops offer 
panoramic views over low-lying surroundings.  These reveal 
the complex pattern and shapes of the peatland waterbodies, 
coast and islands, which contribute to the sense of naturalness, 
but are difficult to appreciate from the ground due to local 
landform screening and visual foreshortening.  These elevated 
views also reveal the large extent of the WLA and are 
influenced by seeing beyond its edges to the sea and 
neighbouring hill areas, including the Eishken WLA (31). 

From the mountain tops, it is possible to appreciate the prevailing absence of human artefacts and 
contemporary land use across the WLA interior.  In contrast, these views also reveal human elements 
just outside the area, particularly prominent where they include lines or are of a colour that contrasts to 
the backdrop of vegetation or water.  These include main roads, the Gormul Màraig and Èitseal masts, 
wind farms to the distant north east and fish farms on Loch a Siar and Loch Sìophort. 

 Extensive peatland that is simple at a broad scale, but interwoven with a complex 
pattern of lochs, lochans, pools and bogs at the local level that highlight the rugged 
nature of the landform and limit access 

Most of the central and eastern part of this WLA comprises a wide expanse of peatland that is simple 
and open at a broad scale, but is undulating in landform at a local level with numerous waterbodies.  
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Within this composition, there is variation in the depth of the undulations and the proportion of rock 
cover, with the peatland tending to be more sweeping in slope in the west, and more deeply undulating 
cnocan and lochan in the east.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The broad scale horizontal expanse and ‘wide skies’ appear awe-inspiring; whilst, at a detailed level, the 
rugged landform undulations harbour a closely interwoven arrangement of lochs, lochans and pools.  
These waterbodies vary in scale, from very small pools to very large lochs that extend over a wide area 
with many projections, such as Loch Langabhat.  These waterbodies are irregular in shape and pattern 
which, in combination with the predominant rock cover in some areas, amplifies the sense of 
naturalness.  The horizontal waters also emphasise the rugged nature of the adjacent landform.   

The peatland interior is remote, with access routes limited to 
one path from Loch Morsgail in the north and a track to Loch 
Langabhat in the south.  Within the remaining area, access is 
off-path and physically challenging, influenced by the need to 
cross or avoid lochs, lochans, pools, bogs and watercourses.  
This challenge is increased by the undulating ground and visual 
foreshortening making it difficult to see far ahead to these 
obstacles, so movement is indirect and lengthy.   
These factors, in combination with very few visitors to the peatland interior, contribute to a strong sense 
of remoteness, naturalness, sanctuary, solitude and risk.   

A repetitive mosaic of landform, vegetation and water elements across the peatland contribute to its 
perceived simplicity and mean it can be difficult to perceive size and distance across the landscape, so 
that the area often appears more extensive than its actual size warrants.  
The difficulty of perceiving distance and in navigating also 
contributes to the physical challenge of moving through this 
landscape and the sense of risk.  There are, however, some 
isolated hills or hill clusters that act as local landmarks, such as 
Ròineabhal or the trio of Beinn Mothal, Beinn a’ Sgurain or 
Beinn a’ Chuailein.  These are not very high (for example 
Ròineabhal at 281m AOD), but are nonetheless prominent and 
their vertical shapes seem arresting in contrast to the low-lying 
peatland and waterbodies.   

There is a prevalent lack of human artefacts within the peatland interior and little evidence of 
contemporary land use.  There are, however, some shielings within the interior, including some 
distinctive ‘beehive huts’.  Whilst these features indicate human intervention, they typically appear very 
discrete and isolated.    

Around the margins of the area, views of human artefacts and contemporary land use are often 
screened locally by the peatland landform.  When walking into the WLA, this means that a sense of 
remoteness and sanctuary can often be gained after just a short distance and time in places that are not 
actually physically remote.   

Conversely, human artefacts, contemporary land use or human activity located outside the WLA are 
more prominent where these are tall or located upon elevated ground, leading to their effects 
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extending across the open WLA; for example vehicles along the A858, the forest plantation near Acha 
Mòr and the Èitseal mast. 
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