
Touring the Scottish Highlands
A view from ‘the
top of the world’
Q: My husband and I

are going to Scotland in
the fall and plan to stay
in Evanton, a small vil-
lage in the north. We will
be visiting the Highlands
and would like to know if
you can give us sugges-
tions for sightseeing. —
A.M., South Suburbs

A: You’re going to an
area that I
visited a
few years
ago — a
wonderful
spot for
day trips. I
assume
you’re
going to
have a car,
for, with-
out one,
getting
around

would be quite difficult.
For starters, there are

three tourist information
centers a short distance
from Evanton: North
Kessock, Dornich and
Wick. These centers have a
brochure titled, “Follow the
A9 Trail,” which will direct
you to the highlights in
the area. A map and
mileage chart are included.

There are two day trips
we made that aren’t men-

tioned in the brochure and
you might want to consid-
er them.

First, take one of the
two-lane roads along Loch
Ness (watch for the mon-
ster) and head west
through the northwest
Highlands. It’s deserted
with no towns along the
way, so make sure the gas
tank is full. The scenery is
breathtaking, with lochs,
craggy mountain tops,
wildlife and an occasional
farm. You won’t know
where to look first; you’ll
feel as if you’re on top of
the world.

As you head west, you’ll
come to Ullapool, a
charming seaside fishing
village that is great for a
walk. You can visit the
island of Skye while you’re
in the neighborhood, but
be sure to head back
before dark because there
are no lights along the
way.

Another interesting place
to visit is Croick Church,
20 miles from Evanton —
my second recommenda-
tion. It’s a few miles off
the main road, down what
seems to be no more than
a cowpath through
unfenced pastures.

Croick Church played a
role in the infamous High-
land Clearances in the
1800s, when landlords who
could not rely on rents due

to hard times realized that
grazing sheep on the land
would be more profitable.
Tenant farmers were driv-
en from the land and, with
nowhere to go, gathered in
the Croick churchyard
where the pastor allowed
them to erect makeshift
shelters. Some scratched
short, pathetic messages on
the diamond-shaped panes
of the east window. The
visitor can still read the
words: “John Ross, shep-
herd, parish of Ardgay;”
“Ann McClister;” and “Glen
Calvig people was in the
churchyard here May 24th
1845.” A platform con-
structed outside the win-
dow allows visitors a close
look at the messages of
those huddled in the
churchyard. A pamphlet
available at the church
tells the story in depth.

Scotland’s website,
www.visitscotland.com, is
loaded with information
and you can download
“Essence of Scotland,”
guides to all regions,
including the Highlands.

Madelyn Merwin is a
Manteno-based travel
writer. Mail her your ques-
tions: Madelyn Merwin, c/o
The Daily Journal, 8 Dear-
born Square, Kankakee, IL
60901 or e-mail dpmer-
win@sbcglobal.net.

By Kath Usitalo

Small Newspaper Group 

Silver Lake Sand Dunes is
wedged between Lake Michigan
and Silver Lake near the town of
Mears on Michigan’s western
shore. It is north of Muskegon,
but south of Ludington. As a
local would say, “It’s halfway up
the mitten side.”

At three-plus miles long and a
mile and a half wide, the dunes
at Silver Lake are the largest liv-
ing dunes in the chain of rolling
sand hills that cover much of
Michigan’s western coastline.

Back in the day
In 1910, when Malcolm “Mac”

Wood left his home in Decatur,
he wasn’t seeking shifting sands
or scenery. The 17-year-old want-
ed to try his hand at farming
and believed Michigan would be
a good place to start. But the 20
acres he secured were less than
ideal for crops.  So, he worked
the land in another way —
tourism. By 1913, he’d established
the first vacation resort on Silver
Lake and named it Flora-Dale
after his mother, Flora. 

Always looking to entertain his
guests, Mac hit the bonanza in
1927 when a legendary rain
packed the shifting sand dunes so
tightly he was able to drive his

Model A across the otherwise
uncooperative surface. For the first
time, folks didn’t have to hike the
dunes — they motored over the
great expanses and 150-foot-high
hills in the spectacular sandscape.

When the sands dried up, so
did Mother Nature’s thrill ride.
But Mac was inspired. By 1930,
he’d concocted a 10-wheel Model
A that could drive on dry sand
and was powerful enough to carry
four passengers up and down the
dunes like a natural roller coaster.

“He called it a ‘dune scooter,’
because they’d scoot across the
sand,” explains Shelby Olson,
granddaughter of Mac and Mable
Wood. She and her husband,
Chris, have gradually assumed the
family business from her mom,
Beverly, and dad, Pete Wood.

The dune scooters attracted
national media attention and vis-
itors flocked to “Scooterville” for
the thrill of “shooting the dunes,”
making hairpin turns and skim-
ming across the sands at break-
neck speeds. 

In his white sailor’s cap, Mac
Wood became known as “Mayor of
Scooterville,” where he presided over
the operation with a sense of
humor and a knack for promotion.
Generations return with kids in tow
to recreate staged photo ops and
hear corny jokes that are as much a
part of the tour drivers’ shtick as

the quick history and geography les-
sons delivered at a seven stops
along the seven-mile route.

And now 
With sunglasses in place to pro-

tect against wind-borne sand, and
a dose of anticipation in the air, 17
of us jockey for position. We are
vying for seats on benches aboard
a specially designed, open-air
truck that would take us where no
ordinary set of wheels could go.  

“The back is bouncier,” one
man announces as he guides his
companions toward the middle
section of Sand Drifter, one of
the cherry red custom vehicles in
the Mac Wood’s Dune Rides
fleet. With a click of our seat-
belts, we’re ready to tackle the
desert-like sand dunes on a 40-
minute thrill ride that has made
Michigan’s Silver Lake area a
tourist magnet for 80 years.

Our guide, Ron Edwards, who’s
been behind the wheel on the
dunes for six seasons, says all driv-
ers go through training to learn to
drive on the shifting sands. The
route covers about 600 acres at

speeds of 25 to 31
mph, and Edwards
says the most asked
question after
“Where did the
sand come from?”
is, “Can you go any
faster?” He dutiful-
ly answers both. 

Shelby Olson
admits that the
dune scooter rides
were more daring
in the early years,
before the state
acquired the land to create Silver
Lake State Park. Now Mac
Wood’s leases the state-owned
land and must adhere to regula-
tions that include staying on a
trail that is groomed each morn-
ing. Her husband tends to that
detail and to adjusting the route
to avoid vegetation or a piping
plover nest. He also builds the
modern-day dune scooters, trans-
forming a Ford F-250 truck into
a 20-seat, handicap-accessible
vehicle — with seatbelts.

If today’s ride is tamer, Cindy
Lou Massie, of Baraga, Mich.,

didn’t notice. She, her daughter
Jen Snow and granddaughter
Kenzie, of Orland Park, rate their
recent dune ride as “Oh-so much
fun. We all really liked going
down the big, steep hills and the
tummy ticklers,” says Massie. 

“Our driver, Deb, had great sto-
ries and history to go along with
the ride, like the cottages that
have been overtaken [by sand] or
moved because of encroaching
dunes. Not sure who enjoyed it
more, my daughter or my 2-year
old granddaughter,” she says.

“It’s a family scenic ride,” says
Olsen. “We take babies, we take
Grandma and Grandpa … The
state wants everyone to be able
to go see the dunes.”

Not to miss
• Climb the 139 steps to the top

of the 1874 Little Sable Point
Lighthouse for a view of Lake
Michigan, the dunes, or the beach. 

• Traditional beach town eats
at Whippy Dip, the Bubba Q, or
a full menu at — what else —
Sands Restaurant.

• Shop for locally grown goods
at Fox Farm Barn & Winery in
Mears and Cherry Point Market
in nearby Shelby, which hosts
weekend fish boils. 

Plus, tipping
hotel staff, more

By Lesley Carlin

TripAdvisor.com

Q: Could you please tell
people to quit letting
their little kids go in the
ocean naked? It’s just
gross.

A: I wholeheartedly
agree with you — as do 61
percent of respondents in a
recent TripAdvisor survey
about beach and pool
behavior. You have to be
considerate of other people
on the beach. If kids who
aren’t toilet-trained are in
any sort of water, they
need to be wearing swim
diapers. Period.

Q: My husband and I
are taking a pretty pricey
trip to Hawaii in Septem-
ber to celebrate our 25th
anniversary. I have some
friends who always ask
what things cost, and
they’re already starting
with questions like,
“Where are you staying?”
and “How much is that
per night?” What can I say
to make them back off? I
just don’t want to tell
them this sort of thing.

A: Just because someone

asks you a question doesn’t
mean you have to answer
it — especially if it’s a nosy
question like “How much
does that cost?” I’d say
something like, “Oh, Mar-
garet, it’s such a drag to
talk about money,” and
change the subject. Repeat
as needed. Eventually your
friends should get the hint.
But until they do, they
might not be the best peo-
ple to discuss your vaca-
tion plans with.

Q: I asked the
concierge at my hotel for
directions to the nearest
subway stop. He told me,
I thanked him and I went
on my way. You don’t
need to tip for stuff like
that, right? What about
for getting you theater
tickets?

A: If you merely ask the
concierge for directions,
you don’t need to tip. Any
hotel employee probably
could have answered your
question. Heck, you could

probably find out from a
random passer-by outside
the hotel!

Getting theater tickets
for you, however, does
merit a tip — the
concierge saved you the
hassle of calling the box
office or waiting in line. In
this case, I’d tip at least
$10. If he managed to get
you excellent seats for the
most popular show on
Broadway an hour before
curtain, though, I’d
increase that significantly.

Q: Are you really sup-
posed to take off all your
clothes to get a massage
in a spa? My hotel has a
nice spa and I’d like to
treat myself, but I’m not
sure I’d be comfortable
with that.

A: It’s entirely up to you.
If you’d prefer to be
clothed, that’s totally fine.
I’d just make sure you’re
wearing something that
will allow the therapist to
massage the areas you
want him or her to — a
bathing suit works, or even
a loose-fitting T-shirt and
shorts.

E-mail travel-etiquette
questions to Lesley Carlin
at deartripadvisor@tripad-
visor.com.
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Riders enjoy the thrill of dune shooting.
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Park particulars
Silver Lake State Park

includes day-use picnic area
and beach, 200-site modern
campground and 2,000 acres of
dunes divided into three sec-
tions: 450 acres at the north
end is reserved for off-road
vehicles; the center section is
for hikers only, and 800 acres
at the southern end are leased
to Mac Wood’s Dune Rides. A
day or annual vehicle permit is
required for park entry.

www.dnr.state.mi.us/parksandtrails/Details.aspx?id=493&type=S
PRK

Mac Wood’s Dune Rides celebrates its 80th anniversary August
29 with $8 rides. Rides operate seven days a week through
October 3. Reservations required for groups of 20 or more.
Handicapped accessible. Adults $16; children 11 and younger
$11; age 2 and under free. (231) 873-2817, www.macwoods-
dunerides.com

Want to tackle the dunes in your own vehicle? A state park per-
mit is required and your vehicle must qualify for a Michigan ORV
permit and sport a 10-foot orange safety flag, available at local
shops. Or rent a dune buggy or Jeep locally.
www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10365_15070-34760--
,00.html.
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Third-generation owner, Shelby Olson, stands

by an example of Mac Wood’s humor, a dune

scooter named for her mother, Beverly.
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Mac Wood’s Dune Rides follow

groomed trails through desert-

like dunes.
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