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Enjoyment of Open-air Recreation 

Enjoyment of the outdoors is about people and the land, underpinned by a mix of 

individual preferences, experiences, and expectations. People can have different 

interests and different levels of commitment to what they enjoy in the outdoors. The 

main focus for open-air recreation at Coul is the beach and the frontal dune which 

serves many from the caravan site for walking and family play; many people in Embo 

walk on the beach or on the Links close to the village; and there is also some sea-

fishing by locals. So this is a place for a variety of pursuits, but it is also a place of 

contact with a more natural world, a place to engage with the beauty and tranquillity 

of this near-natural setting; a place to escape from the hustle of modern life; and a 

place for reflection, and to value. A local, with a commitment to enjoying the 

outdoors, has written for us an appreciation of what is best about Coul. 

CUIL 

Coul links has always been a cut-off corner, a natural place where thousands 
of feeding birds wheel and turn. People have never lived or grown crops 
here. Even it's Gaelic name cùil means 'a corner, recess, nook, niche or 
retired place'.  

Coul is one of the few special places in Scotland, where unexpected 
encounters with the wild are not only possible, they are likely. It lies at the 
boundary between our human world and the mystery of the wild - set apart 
from the human world, but nourishing it. 

WINTER  

Christmas Day morning and the sky is black. A western gale is blasting along 
Loch Fleet as we turn the corner at the north end of the beach, seeking 
shelter from the stinging sand. The tide is racing in with enormous power, 
and a few hundred metres from the shore the impact of wind and tide is 
creating a wall of water. In Shetland they call this 'da roost' and traditionally 
it's where the best fish are found. Despite the violence of the weather, 
hundreds of feeding birds are plunging into the foam and bobbing on the 
surface. Huge sprays of water are being thrust into the air, and dozens of 
transitory rainbows are lighting up the waves like fireworks. It's the most 
extraordinary and moving experience.  



SPRING 

I'm walking through the links with my mother, spotting spring flowers. She's 
finding the narrow sandy paths exhilarating and pleasantly challenging, and 
every so often we catch our breaths and enjoy the scene. The tide's pouring 
out at breakneck speed and ducks and seals are diving for fish. Suddenly a 
seal pops out of the water with a salmon in its mouth! It's caught the fish 
head first, and the salmon's long body and tail curve upwards like a horn. 
With prize held high, the seal swims with the speeding tide, trying to keep 
ahead of its brothers, unable to swallow the fish or put it down. We watch 
until it disappears into the waves. 

SUMMER 

It's one of those perfect summer days where everything in the world is 
aligned. In the dunes of Coul there are wildflowers everywhere. Orchids, big 
purple thistles just coming out, and yellow and purple vetches. Feeding on 
the flowers are insects: colourful beetles we don't recognise; dozens of 
spotted burnet moths, their brilliant red wings like rubies in the sun; and 
fritillary butterflies on nearly every thistle. In the air around us, tiny birds flit 
between the grasses, too fast to identify. 

We follow the dunes to Embo and, wanting to stay in the links until Dornoch, 
we take the only route through the golf course. The golf access track makes 
walking faster, but for the next two miles there's nothing to see or enjoy. No 
wildflowers, no butterflies, no birds. Without flowers to feed on, there are no 
insects, and without insects there are no birds. On this beautiful summer's 
day, Dornoch's links - once as free and thriving as Coul's - are empty of life.  

AUTUMN 

The beach is dressed in ermine today, the sands fringed with thick foamy 
waves and speckled with bundles of seaweed. After a week of spring tides, 
huge quantities of sand and kelp have been flung high into the dunes and 
the paths are littered with shellfish.  

A shoal of tiny dark birds is speeding along the beach, they turn together 
and land as one on wet sand. Slow-moving gulls labour against the wind 
while more gulls mob an osprey at the water's edge. From inland a group of 
greenish birds bob in butterfly fashion, going who knows where. Six birds 
streak at high speed across the breaking waves in perfect formation - jet 



fighters! - while coming the other way a cloud of tiny silver birds settle on the 
shore.  

I don't know the names of most of the birds, but I still feel renewed by their 
energy and life. I'm happy to be a stranger in their territory - this is their 
place, not ours. 

TODAY 
Over the last 30 years I’ve been incredibly lucky to walk, ski and paddle in 
many of Scotland’s inaccessible places. I’ve wandered island beaches and 
cliffs and disappeared into the mountains and hills but it is to Coul – right on 
my doorstep – that I turn when I need to lose myself and free my spirits. 

There are many like me in the area who enjoy feeling connected with the 
natural world and love Coul for its lack of human interference, and for the 
calmness it can bring to an unquiet mind. 

While this inquiry attempts to quantify how the links will change should the 
proposed golf course be built, maybe we should try to understand Coul in a 
different way. 

Coul's flying sand and prickly grass are best felt through the skin, and the ups 
and downs of the dunes through the soles of one's feet. It takes time and 
repeated visits to appreciate the hiss of the wind and the cries of Coul's 
birds. From the tiniest flowers to the huge views, Coul is a place to be felt 
with our senses and bodies, not analysed in spreadsheets.  

If we could step into a wild creature's mind, it might feel like Coul does 
today. This is a rare place, unpredictable and unknowable. In our human 
world of screens, machines and noise, our bewildered species needs Coul's 
mysterious naturalness more than ever. 






