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ingal is an old Belgian barge 
originally built in 1929, but has 
now been restored and converted 
into a holiday barge, off ering 
various themed trips and sporting 
activities along the length of the 

Caledonian Canal. It traverses the north of 
Scotland from coast to coast between Inverness 
and Corpach near Fort William, following the 
ancient geological fault. Apart from the themed 
holidays along the Caledonian Canal, there is 
also a wildlife trip which includes going out to 
sea for a couple of days to see the dolphins and 
seals - sometimes Osprey and Golden Eagles are 
to be seen so keeping a sharp eye out is always a 
good idea. Don’t get too glued to your book, 
you may miss something spectacular!

The idea of the hotel, to include outdoor 

If you’ve ever thought about cruising the Great Glen in Scotland but wanted 
something a little out of the ordinary, check out Fingal of Caledonia as Sue Ballard 

did on a recent trip on the Caledonian Canal. All photography by Gemma Rose

sporting activities, was the brainchild of Martin 
Balcombe, when the rather rusty old barge was 
discovered in the Corpach boatyard, near Fort 
William. ‘If we don’t do something with it soon, 
I’m going to fi ll it with concrete and turn it into a 
pier’ - that statement was enough to start Martin 
off  on what was to become a passion, which re-
ally took over his life and with the help of family, 
friends, cooks, ex-girlfriends, boatyard workers 
and their wives and children all giving a major 
helping hand over an 18-month period, they 
converted the barge into a 12-berth hotel, off er-
ing sporting activities whilst cruising the canal. 
A photo album available on board shows the 
barge in its original condition, along the period 
of conversion, to how it looks now, a fascinating 
look at a fantastic feat of hard work and a true 
labour of love.

Specifi cations
For those who like the technical side of things, 
the barge is 39 metres long, has a beam of 5.05 

◆ Fingal’s dining room - very spacious!

◆ Davey, Andy and Alfi e getting the sailing dinghy ready on Loch Oich.
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◆ Fingal moors for the lock at the entrance to Loch Lochy.
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metres and weighs 190 tonnes. It has a cruising 
speed of 6 knots and runs on a Gardner 6LXB 
160hp engine. The accommodation comprises 
of 6 twin berth cabins, all en-suite, each with 
two bunk-beds, storage space, small hanging 
locker and sink in the main area, with an en-suite 
superior quality toilet and shower. The cabins 
are carpeted and fully curtained with opening 
windows and an opening porthole in the show-
er. The showers are fantastic – lovely hot water 
in plentiful supply. Hair dryers are available in all 
cabins and all electrical gadgets can be charged 
during the day whilst the generator is on.

Sue Glover, a passenger on-board during 
this particular Classic Cruise in June 2012, was a 
guest on the fi rst-ever cruise in 1995 and this is 
in fact her sixth cruise, a fantastic recommenda-
tion in itself. There are a huge percentage of 
re-bookings and a waiting list of 18-months for 
some specifi c trips. In view of this Martin has 
commissioned a second barge, which will begin 
its travels in 2013, but more on that later. A read 
through the Guest Book reveals hundreds of 
very happy customers indeed. 

The interior of this 39-metre long barge has 
been fi tted out with soft furnishings for the 
comfort of the guests in the spacious lounge 
area, and a lovely huge pine Captain’s table 
around which everyone sits, guests and crew 
alike, for each of the three meals a day. A dry 
room is situated at the rear in which you can 
wash and dry your clothes if necessary. Two 
extra toilets are situated in the aisle for every-
one’s use.

Top quality food
You will not be disappointed with the food, 
beautifully cooked by Tree on this particular hol-
iday. Tree is an absolutely fabulous cook, mostly 

◆ View of Loch Ness from the 12 Crosses walk.

◆ Loch Lochy, looking towards the lock.

◆ Ascending the staircase locks at Fort Augustus.
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using her own recipes, from traditional to 
variations of continental recipes which she 
has encountered around the world. Every 
day for the fi rst course at lunchtime we 
were served fresh home cooked soup with 
freshly cooked hot bread rolls – the soups 
were absolutely scrumptious. No one can 
possibly go hungry. All dietary requirements 
are catered for along with ample portions, 
from baby bear to daddy bear sizes, to suit 
everyone’s appetite, with suffi  cient portions 
of vegetables to feed many more than the 
total of 16 people on-board (12 guests and 
4 crew). A selection of wines and local beers 
are available to purchase on board.

Free tea, coff ee and hot chocolate are 
available all day, along with a bowl of fresh 
fruit in the comfy saloon area. If you look 
closely you might fi nd the biscuit tin as well! 
If you want to go out on one of the long 
walks or cycle rides, taking you out past 
lunchtime, you will be supplied with a lovely 
packed lunch to sustain you along the route.

Plenty to do
On this particular holiday there is plenty to 
do, as much or as little as you like, the choice 
is entirely up to you. Walking, cycling, canoe-
ing and sailing are all available. The canoes, 
sailing boat and mountain bikes are all kept 
on board with cycle helmets and safety 
jackets. The safety jackets are not worn on 
board the barge, just when out on the rib, 
sailing or canoeing). Occasionally the barge 
moors in the middle of a loch so you are 
ferried to and fro in the RIB. One of the more 
spectacular walks, usually accompanied by 
a crew member, in this case Andy the Bosun, 

◆ Skipper Davey at the helm of Fingal.

◆ The wide open expanse of Loch Ness.

◆ Sailing on Loch Oich.
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takes you up to the beautiful Foyles Waterfall 
where you can experience the ‘Foyles E� ect’ 
- a fascinating trick of the eye, which was 
experienced by everyone in our group, bar 
one. The area is so outstandingly beautiful 
you will be enthralled all the way along and I 
would highly recommend this walk. But this 
is just one of many beautiful walks you can 
undertake if you wish – the scenery is stun-
ning, as you should be able to see from the 
accompanying photographs.

If you prefer, you can sit back and enjoy 
the fabulous scenery from the deck of the 
barge – or relax in the cosy saloon with 
your feet up. Known by the crew as Laggan 
Avenue, there is a stretch of canal approxi-
mately 1.5 miles long that joins Loch Oich to 
Loch Lochy, which is particularly stunning. 
This stretch was excavated and built into 
a canal by 500 hundred men over a 7-year 
period, helping to create the Caledonian 
Canal under Thomas Telford. The manpower 
used to construct the wonderful canals 
within our inland waterways network is truly 
staggering.

There are no televisions on board, only 
very occasional wi-fi  connections and erratic 
mobile phone signals, therefore making this 
a perfect opportunity to get away from the 
world for six days; leave it all behind, relax 
and enjoy the  scenery. After the evening 
meal the skipper brings out the huge map 
of the canal and goes over what is planned 

◆ The view towards Corpach.

◆ Stunning scenery on the 12 Crosses walk. ◆ The engine room.

◆ Aboard Fingal’s RIB.
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I would recommend you have a look on-line at www.fi ngal-crusing.co.uk and check out the availability for 2013. Some of the cruises, 
especially for the new barge Ros Crana of Caledonia are already full. They can also be contacted via email info@fi ngal-cruising.co.uk or 
telephone number 01397 772167. Go for it!

CRUISING - scotland

for the following day, with the various options 
available regarding activities and this often 
includes local historical information. Our skip-
per Davey, living locally, was able to enthral us 
with local stories and legends – all in all every 
evening was highly entertaining with chat and 
banter between the guests and crew alike – 
especially if something ‘funny’ happened during 
the day! This was usually followed by a good 
night’s sleep after all the fresh air, action packed 
days and glorious food.

The Music Week, in which a local musician 
comes on board for the week, is always the most 
popular week booked, closely followed by the 
Wildlife Week. You also have the choice of Walk 
the Great Glen and the Classic Cruise.

On this cruise, the barge moors up at anchor 
in the middle of two lochs, Loch Oich and Loch 
Lochy, which is in the shadow of Ben Nevis, (still 
with snow on the top even in June). There are 
several opportunities to sail and canoe during 
the trip, with expert tuition on board, (I don’t 
think anyone’s gone overboard yet!) Should any-
one decide to go for a swim in one of the lochs, 
wet suits are available (and recommended) on 
board – the lochs are never warm!

Second boat for 2013
For the 2013 season, Martin will be introducing 
Ros Crana of Caledonia, (in John Macpherson’s 
Tales of Ossian, Ros Crana was the wife of Fingal 
and the mother of Ossian). Ros Crana will be a 
double deck, 44 metre long barge for a further 
12 guests. Hopefully this will shorten the waiting 
time and allow more holidaymakers to enjoy 
these fabulous holidays.

From an idea in 1993 to a second barge in 
2013, Martin appears to have hit on a winning 
formula, and I can see why. The crew have a 
fabulous attitude to their guests - nothing is too 
much trouble for them. They are exceptionally 
friendly and helpful and do their utmost to make 
the holiday a truly enjoyable experience for 
everyone, no matter what your fi tness levels are. 
The next day’s menu is pinned up in the evening 
and your requirements noted – (every day we 
had fresh home cooked soup, the likes of which 
I have never tasted anywhere else, truly scrump-
tious). I suspect the crew look upon every trip 
the same way – treat the guests as they would 
like to be treated if they were guests themselves. 
Of course, the crew changes now and again but 
from reading the on-board visitors book, their 
philosophy is always the same – make sure the 
guests enjoy themselves and go away happy! 
Everyone in our group most certainly did, that’s 
for sure! It was a real pleasure and I would not 
hesitate to go again.

The crew are exceptionally friendly and helpful 
and do their utmost to make the holiday a truly 

enjoyable experience for everyone, no matter 
what your fi tness levels are...

◆ Wonderful Laggan Avenue.


