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O
nce this was a river synonymous 

with proletarian struggle and a 

macho culture of shipbuilding, 

but now otters and salmon are 

making there way back to the Clyde. And 

so are the people. Luxury riverside flats 

are being snapped up as quickly as they’re 

built and the Clyde Walkway – the footpath 

which follows the river 41 miles upstream – is 

bringing people to its banks for recreation 

rather than hard labour.

The frenetic pace of building around Partick 

railway station at the start of the route meant 

that the way to the river was not obvious. 

Keeping our eyes fixed on the rigging and 

masts of the Glenlee, a tall ship berthed on 

the Clyde, we were able to negotiate the 

temporary walkways to the banks of the 

river and the walkway proper. We scanned 

the motionless waters for a leaping salmon 

while the sound of a single hammer striking 

metal reverberated from the sole remaining 

shipyard at Govan.

CuriOus industrial remnants
With the path ahead of us, level, broad and 

straight as a die, our first inclination was to 

step out. Our progress was slow as we stopped 

to take in the many evocative structures that 

have been carefully preserved among the 

orgy of new glass and steel development. 

Large wooden fenders rot slowly in the 

water and iron bollards, resembling headless 
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wOn it
The Clyde Walkway was hailed as Glasgow’s secret weapon in securing the 2014 
Commonwealth Games after visiting delegates were led along the riverside route and 
reportedly loved it. Journalist Paul Lamarra and photographer Allan Devlin went to 
discover its charms and see how its legacy could change the health of a nation.

torsos, line the quayside to record our 

progress and testify to busier times. A crane 

that loaded steam trains onto ships for India 

and Africa stands as solemn as any war 

memorial. The redeveloped port authority 

buildings, pump houses and customs house 

take care to advertise their former purpose. 

Every one of the 18 bridges we pass merits 

a stop to inspect their ostentatious touches: 

grand proclamations are carved in Greek into 

the piles of a disused railway bridges, and 

Corinthian columns adorn a mere footbridge. 

There was a sense of the city growing 

busier as we made our way east. The walkway 

is less than 200 yards from Argyle Street, one 

of Glasgow’s main shopping thoroughfares, 

but the atmosphere remained relatively 

peaceful and otherworldly. The culmination of 

this fascinating urban section of the walk is 

Glasgow Green park. Here the Winter Garden 

and People’s Palace museum are outdone by 

the former Templeton carpet factory, which 

was built to resemble the Doje’s Palace in 

Venice. 

Beyond the green, the pedestrian traffic 

thins out to a trickle and the only company 

we have is the rowing teams training on the 

Clyde with their vocal coxes. Vegetation now 

replaces the white railing and although the 

city remains close, it is hidden from view. 

Shags fly low upstream and ducks enjoy a free 

ride downstream on the fast moving current. 

Healthy ambitions
The abundance of wildlife would suggest a river 

in rude health but the people of Glasgow most 

definitely are not. The highest levels of heart 

disease, alcohol and smoking related-illnesses 

in the developed world mean that a man living 

in the east end of the city can expect to die 14 

years earlier than the average UK citizen. Lack 

of exercise is a major factor.

It is a big problem that has resisted big health 

initiatives. But the Commonwealth Games are 

coming to Glasgow in 2014 and many hope that 

the games will provide the catalyst that will 

change attitudes and behaviour for subsequent 

generations. George Redmond, a councillor for 

the Dalmarnock area of the east end, believes 

that the Clyde Walkway was an important 

element in the successful bid.

“The delegates who came to inspect 

Glasgow’s bid just loved the walkway,” says 

Redmond. “They loved the fact that it was green 

and lush and teeming with wildlife yet so close 

to the city and people’s homes. At the moment 

it is a well kept secret but I have no regrets 

about blowing it, as the walkway can only be 

enhanced by more visitors.”

Billed as the “car-free games”, the walkway 

will allow athletes to stroll from the purpose-

built athletes’ village to the indoor sports 

arena and velodrome to be constructed further 

upstream. The village itself will revitalise 

derelict land but Dave Morris, director of 

Ramblers Scotland, believes it’s the walkway 

that will have the biggest and most sustainable 

impact on health.

“We are working with the NHS and the 

Scottish government to make sure these games 

have a lasting legacy in terms of increasing the 

uptake of physical exercise,” says Morris. “This 

has been the aspiration of all the previous 

games but they’ve had mixed success. Walking 

is free, requires no specialist equipment and 

can easily be made part of your daily life. We 

can’t expect people to go from couch potato to 

athlete but I think this is a great opportunity to 

change behaviour in Glasgow and throughout 

Scotland.”

“Iron bollards resembling headless torsos line the 
quayside and testify to busier times. A crane that 
loaded steam trains onto ships for India and Africa 
stands as solemn as any war memorial.”

RiveR walk clyde walkway

Beyond Celtic Football Club’s giant stadium, 

the walkway was deserted and we set a fast 

pace as we passed through an unremarkable 

post-industrial landscape, counting the miles. 

The outside passed overhead as road and 

rail bridges and power lines, but the walkway 

meanders where the Clyde goes and while there 

are some low points, the high points more than 

make up for them.

woods, waterfalls and gorges
The next day brought a change of tone. Except 

for a brief tangle with the M74 motorway at 

Raith, we are by a wooded more natural Clyde. 

There is also interest once again. Bothwell 

castle, an impressive ruin overlooking the river, 

is an early highlight. The David Livingstone 

Centre, dedicated to the life of the famous 

missionary, is only yards from the walkway at 

Blantyre.
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South of Motherwell no attempts have 

been made to control the river and its regular 

flooding has created the perfect habitat for 

wading birds and wildfowl. Faster flowing and 

eating away at the soft alluvial banks, the 

Clyde takes on a more menacing character. 

The footpath all but disappears beside the 

constantly changing course.

At Garrion Bridge the plain is left behind for 

the increasingly steep-sided valley. This was the 

last section of the walkway to be opened up and 

its establishment has been the hardest won. 

Robert Southey, a Lakeland poet and laureate, 

wrote of this part of the Clyde: “No part of 

England, the Lakeland alone excepted, is more 

lovely than this.” The man who proposed the 

Clyde Walkway 35 years ago, Dr Norman Logan, 

agreed and argued that it was only on foot that 

“you can really get to know this neglected yet 

surpassingly beautiful district.”

Access however was not obtained without 

a fight. Unlike in Glasgow, the Clyde here was 

until recently the preserve of the well-to-do 

who jealously guarded their sanctuary. The 

almost fortified gatehouses that guard the 

bridges over the river are still testimony to 

that. For years the walkway was bogged down 

in legal argument and when the landowner 

in question lost out to the local authority he 

walk iT!
TIME/DISTANCE: 
Allow 2–3 days to 
walk all 41 miles from 
Glasgow’s Partick 
railway station to 
New Lanark.

MAPS: Landranger 65, 72; Explorer 342, 343, 335.

TRAVEL TO: Virgin Trains (( 08457 222 333; www.
virgintrains.co.uk) and National Express coaches 
(( 08717 818181; www.nationalexpress.com) run 
frequent services to Glasgow from many British 
cities. 

TRAVEL AROUND: The Argyle rail line from 
Glasgow to Lanark runs parallel to the walkway with 
numerous stations en route. Visit www.spt.co.uk or 
call Traveline Scotland ( 0871 200 22 33.

FURTHER INFO: Walking in Clydesdale by Paul 
Lamarra (currently out of print, being revised). 
www.outdoor-clydesdale.com

attempted to first bulldoze and then burn down 

the woodland through which the footpath 

would run.

His fears of being overrun with young 

hooligans have proved unfounded and what has 

been established instead is a sublimely relaxing 

and beautiful walk through natural woodland 

(recently declared a National Nature Reserve). 

We continue upstream, the Clyde roaring 

with power as it tumbles over the first of the 

four falls of Clyde at Stonebyres. Steep climbs 

and descents follow in quick succession as we 

near our destination. At the end of the final 

ascent we pause on a platform overhanging the 

river hundreds of feet below. And there before 

us is New Lanark – the perfectly preserved 

18th-century mill town that is now a UNESCO 

World Heritage site. Beyond it lies two more 

miles of dramatic waterfalls and a deep gorge 

on whose vertical walls, above a surging Clyde, 

nesting peregrines feel safe.

“South of Motherwell regular flooding has created the 
perfect habitat for wading birds and wildfowl. Faster 
flowing and eating away at the soft alluvial banks, the 
Clyde takes on a more menacing character.”
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