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Having a great

time whitewater
rafting and whis
tasting in Wales

BY STEPHEN WHITE

Mikels instructions were precise: 6l
want you to climb the wall, crawl
under the waterfall until you reach
the platform then jump into the
river<7

Without further ado he completed
his own challenge with a leap Tom
Daley would have been proud of,
entered the deep pool with a huge
splash and swam to the bank flashing
a huge grin.

The sixof us leftondry land ranged
from a bright and breezy Becky, a
confident 14-year-old, and her actress
mum Maggie from London, to Brian,
a 57-year-old printer from Yorkshire
who admits to a fear of heights.

Within moments we were doing
exactly as we were told.

The climb was pretty straightfor-
ward, the crawl . noisy, cold and
extremely wet . was slow but good
fun. The jump was the tricky bit<< it3s
the stepping off thatls the problem .
but after a moment or two of hesita-
tion we all ended up in the drink.

We were coming to the end of a
three-hour gorge walking trip spent
splashing about in the October cold,
rushing waters on Forestry Commis-
sion land near the village of Pont-
neddfechan in South Walesls Neath
Valley.

Suitably Kkitted out in wetsuits,
buoyancy vests and helmets, we had
swum in rivers, climbed across walls
and rock formations, explored an
abandoned and partially flooded salt-
petre mine (gunpowder was once
made locally); crawled through and
under waterfalls, and scrambled up
through narrow gaps in rocks then
squeezed our way back down.

Our day was capped with what
Mike Smith, our instructor from
Black Mountain Activities, described
as Loonies Leap . an 18ft jump into a
65ft deep pool. But by then, this sort of
mad behaviour seemed quite normal
. even for Brian.

We had been muddy, wet and cold.
But every one of us loved the basic,
sheer fun of the experience. It was a
great way of connecting with the
natural beauty of the area and, the
highlight of our weekend in the beau-
tiful Brecon Beacons National Park.

Black Mountain Activities, based
in the Welsh town of Three Cocks,
between Hay-on-Wye and Brecon,
offers a range of outdoor pursuits,
including rock climbing, abseiling,
whitewater rafting, kayaking, raft
building and land karting.

Mike, Black Mountainds manager,
has worked as an outdoor activities
instructor in various countries for 13
years and has collected an impressive
collection of qualifications along the
way.

His calm, reassuring manner went
a long way towards our group achiev-
ing what it did and, importantly, en-
joying the experience so much.

After a quick change into dry,
warm clothes, and with daylight
fading rapidly, we made the short trip
to the small village of Penderyn.

Here, we visited the only whisky
distillery in Wales . well, after all that
exercise we reckoned we deserved a
drink. After an interesting tour of the
award-winning distillery . opened in
2000 . we were invited to sample a
selection of drinks: a range of
whiskies, a gin, a vodka and a cream
liqueur. Experts rave about the qual-
ity of the whisky produced here.

Penderynis website describes the
single malt as having: 6an exception-
ally balanced taste with an aroma of
cream toffee and fleetingly of fresh
new leather. Then, as the initial sensa-
tions fade, the finishing notes of trop-
ical fruits, raisins and vanilla emerge
strongly and are long lasting.7

Prices range from 36 for the Single
Malt Welsh Whisky Madeira finished
to 290 a bottle for the Port Wood
Single Cask Limited Edition.

Our weekend had started on Friday

2Meadow Cottage is in the
most idyllic setting,
enjoying views down a
beautiful valley and across
to the Black Mountains3

evening when we arrived in darkness
at our Blue Chip Holidays five-star,
three bedroom Meadow Cottage on
the 104-acre Bwlich Tre Banua Estate,
ashortdrive from the ancient market
town of Llandovery.

We were up and about early on
Saturday morning . Wales were up
against France in the semi-final of
the Rugby World Cup and we felt
obliged to witness their big day.

The match didnit go as hoped
(France won 9-8), but at least the
weather was good . blue sky and
unseasonably warm sunshine . so we
headed outdoors to explore.

We drove about 15 miles south west
towards the pretty town of Llandeilo,
stopping off on the way at the tiny
village of Bethlehem to post a letter
for a friend, hoping he would notice
the postmark.

A few miles on we also paused to
admire the magnificent Carreg
Cennen Castle which dominates the
surrounding countryside from the
top of a craggy, steep hill.

The castle is believed to have been
built in the 13th century but prehis-
toric and Roman remains found there

Exhilaration at the end of a three-hour gorge walking trip in South Wales3s Neath Valley

The spacious living area inside Meadow Cottage, and right, some incredible views

indicate a much older heritage. Take
atorch to explore the caves . and take
time to visit the cafe and shop.

We arrived at the colourful, his-
toric town of Llandeilo, on the north
bank of the River Towy, about 2pm.

Here we wandered along the high
street (Rhosmaen Street) in the sun-
shine, enjoying the eclectic mix of
independent shops, boutiques, delis
and pubs.

Towards the bottom of the street we
came across the White Horse pub,
run by one Evan Evans.

As we passed we heard a bunch of
customers belting out the familiar
words of Tom Jonesis Green, Green
Grass Of Home.

A sign saying: 6Wales v France,
open from 7.45am, tickets 5 each
including a large cooked breakfast7
told its own story.

On the way back to the cottage we
made a short stop in Llandovery,
which also sits on the Towy.

Here therels a castle, built in 1110,
which was used by King Henry IV
while on a sortie into Wales. While he
was there he executed Welsh hero
Llywelyn ap Gruffydd Fychan in the
marketplace.

A 16-foot high stainless steel statue
to the murdered warrior was un-
veiled in 2001 on the north side of

Llandovery Castle, overlooking the
place of his execution 600 years
earlier.

It was still beautifully sunny when
we arrived at the cottage so we settled
for an hour or so on the patio, marvel-
ling at the view, watching the magni-
ficent red Kites and buzzards wheel
overhead in their incessant cruise for
prey.

Meadow Cottage, along with its
sister properties Wheatsheaf Cottage
and Barley Cottage, were built in the
most idyllic setting, enjoying views
across landscaped gardens, ponds
and farmland down a beautiful valley
and across to the Black Mountains.

The estatels two friendly dogs will
often call by to check you out, you can
feed the geese and chickens (the
owners leave you half a dozen eggs as
a welcome gift) and admire the hand-
some resident cockerel as he struts
his stuff (and hear him announce his
presence just before sunrise every
morning).

The Ilandscaped property has
number of ponds, a vegetable garden
and a lovely orangery, home to citrus
fruit and other exotic plants.

The orangery has a first floor deck,
furnished with comfortable arm-
chairs, which presents a perfect spot
to sit and doze or read a book.

We enjoyed every last minute of the
sun from the patio . only retiring
reluctantly indoors when it disap-
peared behind a hill.

Meadow Cottage is nothing short of
luxurious. A former stables and byre,
its conversion has been done with
great thought and care.

High quality wood is everywhere .
the floors, the huge dining table and
chairs, and local oak has been used
for the doors.

A huge lounge has recently been
added to the property. It has comfort-
able settees, a52in wall mounted TV, a
lovely wood burning stove, clocks,
lamps and a nice selection of books
and dvds.

The fully equipped kitchen has a
dishwasher and huge fridge-freezer.
Theresls also a washing machine and
dryer.

The two master bedrooms have
beautifully comfortable king size
beds dressed in good quality bedding,
and en suite bathrooms.

The third bedroom has two single
beds. The main bathroom has a
marble walk-in power shower and
two wash basins.

All bedrooms and the dining room
have TVs.

In fact, Meadow Cottage has it all.

Just bring some food, perhaps a

bottle or two, and relax. And if you
fancy a getaway-from-it-all break in
beautiful Wales, | can think of no
better place.

FACTFILE

m Stephen White stayed three nights
at Blue Chip Holidays3 three-bedroom
Meadow Cottage on the 104-acre
private Bwlch Tre Banua Estate, near
Llandovery. Meadow Cottage
(www.bluechipholidays.net/meadow)
can be booked for seven nights from
489 in low season, rising to 943 in
high season. Three nights can be
booked from 381.
m Blue Chip Holidays manages more
than 900 high end properties across
the Westcountry, Wales and the Isle of
Wight, the majority of which are four
and five-star properties. (www.blue-
chipholidays.net, 0844 7044987)
m Each property has been chosen for
its stunning location, hi-spec in-
terior, amazing coastal or rural
views, and each are reviewed to
ensure they meet the high standard
set not only by Blue Chip Holidays,
but also by VisitEngland.
m Black Mountain
www.blackmountain.co.uk.
m Penderyn Distillery: www.pend-
eryn-distillery.co.uk.

Activities:

Five-star Meadow Cottage is on the 104-acre Bwich Tre Banua Estate, a short drive from the ancient town of Llandovery

Rural
Getaways

Therels still time to find genuine
peace and goodwill this Yuletide in
the Westcountry. Cartwheel
Holidays have a few places available
for a festive getaway in the
countryside. Expect decorated
Christmas trees, cosy cottages, log
fires, delicious local food and the
warmest of welcomes will help you
relax, recharge and enjoy this
special time of year. For more Xmas
last minute deals visit
www.cartwheelholidays.co.uk
Wringworthy Farm Cottages
Festive four-star cottage set in 70
acres of countryside near Looe,
Cornwall. Take a dip in the sea on
Christmas morning. Carols with the
donkeys, chickens and other
animals on Christmas Eve. A
welcome hamper of local and home
made Christmas goodies. Magic
Reindeer food for your little ones to
sprinkle outside your cottage so that
Santa remembers to call. 85 per
person for a four-night stay.
Trevalgan Farm
Escape to the country . and unwind.
Trevalgan Farm has four-star
cottages set in an area of
outstanding natural beauty on the
doorstep of St Ives. Kitchens are
well equipped for Christmas lunch
(or therels a good pub nearby!). Pets
welcome. Prices from 395pw.
Glynn Barton Cottages
Family-friendly, full of character, 18
century, four-star cottages set in 13
acres near Bodmin Cornwall
available for Christmas and New
Year. Indoor swimming pool, play
areas and tennis court. Shop on site
selling delicious locally made meals,
snacks and organic baby food. Close
to Eden Project. Sleeps three to
seven people. From 579- 1,285pw.
The Olde House
Traditional farm cottages on 500-
acre working farm situated in the
small, picturesque village of Chapel
Amble on the North Cornish Coast.
On Christmas Eve enjoy wine,
mince pies and carols nearby with
locally renowned St Breward Band.
On Christmas Day take a family
walk along spectacular coastlines
and sandy beaches then relax in
cosy cottage. Cottages 80 pn.
Bovisand Lodge Estate
Festively decorated, luxury, four-star
apartments for couples, near
Plymouth, Devon. Mulled wine,
mince pies and Devonshire clotted
cream on arrival. Indoor heated pool
open every day for warm relaxing
dip after bracing country walk.
South West Coast Path on doorstep
for winter walks along the cliffs
with spectacular views of Plymouth
Sound and the Cornish coast.
Couples only. Price from 580 pw.
Lower Hearson Farm
Friendly four-star country cottages
set on small working farm in
Barnstable, North Devon. Hamper of
food and goodies on arrival for
specific accommodation. Christmas
decorations throughout each
cottage. Enjoy a tasty meal with
meat ordered from the local butcher
accompanied with a glass of
complimentary wine. Cottages sleep
four to six. Prices from 515 pw.
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