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Author’s Note

Place Names
This book is written in English and therefore uses the English names or spellings of Welsh place names (where there is one), as used by the Ordnance Survey. For example, ‘Hay-on-Wye’ rather than Y Gelli Gandryll and ‘River Dovey’ rather than Afon Dyfi, but ‘Caernarfon’, as the former English ‘Carnarvon’ is no longer used. Any inconsistencies, for example in the hyphenation of place names, follow those used by the OS at the time of the ride.

Personal Names and Hotel Names
To save their blushes and my skin, some of the personal names used in this book are not their real ones. With one obvious exception, any names mentioned for accommodation and eateries, however, are the real ones.





The Four Compass-point Extremities of Wales

The four compass-point extremities of Wales, accessible without the use of a boat, are:


NORTH: near Llanlleiana Head, Anglesey

SOUTH: Rhoose Point, Vale of Glamorgan

EAST: near Biblins Bridge, Monmouthshire

WEST: Pen Dal-aderyn, Pembrokeshire



The east point is accessible by bicycle. The others are accessible only on foot.





Route Around Wales
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Day 1
Keeping it Simple: East Point to Monmouth

Most cross it by car. Some by bus or train. Nineteenth-century linguist and walker George Borrow stepped down from his train to cross it on foot. I was about to cross it by bicycle.

For much of its length, the route of the English/Welsh border defies logic. Here in Monmouthshire it obediently follows the River Monnow en route to its confluence with the Wye until suddenly losing concentration, heading east, hitting the Wye at the wrong point, panicking, turning upstream instead of down, realising its mistake and then petulantly ploughing south again to disappear into the woods.

It was at this point of petulance on the left bank of the River Wye that I rested Tetley, my two-wheeled steed, against a newly erected signpost before crossing into Wales. On the riverbank a solitary robin danced among the bare branches, while the grey water below rearranged itself into a steady flow after its bristling encounter with the shallows upstream. The bank itself showed signs of recent winter floods – dark-brown mud deposits, dirty, straggled weeds, once-white plastic bags – while up beyond the path, early daffodils made hesitant yellow splashes amongst the dark greens of the wooded hillside. Above it all a bird of prey carved lazy patterns against the steel-grey sky.

Apart from the track, the bike and me, the signpost represented the only obvious intrusion by mankind. It said ‘Symonds Yat 1½ miles’ (behind me) and ‘Monmouth 4 miles’ (ahead). Nothing to indicate the border and nothing to reveal that this lonely spot is the easternmost point of Wales. Since I’d just spent half a day getting here, I found this a little strange and immediately wondered if the nation’s other three extremities would likewise go unremarked.

Cycling to the four corners – the east-, north-, west- and southernmost spots – of Wales was my aim, and, if this anonymous start was anything to go by, perhaps I was the first to attempt it. At that moment I felt obliged to remind myself why. Pulling a Marmite sandwich out of the big, blue bike bag, I sat with my back against the spokes and peered along the invisible border.

Although some nights I’ve fallen asleep wishing I were Welsh, I wake up every morning to find that, inexplicably, I’m still English. Or, as the Welsh would call me, a Saeson – a Saxon. I tend to think of it as a strange land: tantalisingly familiar but inescapably strange. And yet is it that strange in reality? I can’t count the number of times I’ve visited the country, stayed there – hell, I even lived there for three years – but maybe I’m out of date. Maybe twenty-first-century Wales has given up the struggle and, like so many other places, finally been swallowed up by the globalism of the times.

To find out if it really is such a strange land, I felt that I couldn’t just retrace the traditional east–west forays so typical of the English. Nor should I simply follow the Welsh coastline, fabulous though it is: with its tourists, holiday homes and caravan sites, it can’t be typical – and anyway, such a tour has been done before. I’d always felt that the real Wales was lying there waiting to be discovered, just off the main road, behind the tea rooms, down the track, up over the hill. And that another version of it lay somewhere in the urban and industrial fingers of the south. What I needed was a route that gave me a glimpse of all these faces of Wales: a customised Cambrian cocktail. It was with this in mind that I’d laid a map of the principality across the kitchen table and, with the help of my best high-tech gadgets – a wooden ruler, some string and four jam jars – identified the four extremities at the four compass points and connected them in a way that I hoped would take me on a satisfyingly serendipitous tour.

I’d take them in an anti-clockwise route, heading from here across country to the northernmost point at the tip of Anglesey; from there mostly along the beautiful coast of Cardigan Bay to Wales’s westernmost point, which I’d assessed to be not quite St David’s Head; and finally across the industrial heartland of the principality to Rhoose Point in the far south. It looked like nearly 600 miles, which, at my stately pace, meant around three weeks – surely enough to see if my view of Wales as a ‘strange land’ was still valid… if it ever was.

Having thus reminded myself of the answer to the ‘Why am I doing this?’ question, I saddled up, pointed myself at Anglesey and crunched across the border. Two days later I was to wonder if I’d phrased the question correctly.

The trail I was following was upgraded in 2007 and now forms the Peregrine Path, a route for walkers and cyclists along this stretch of the beautiful Wye Valley. It follows the trackbed of the old Ross and Monmouth Railway, opened in 1873, swallowed up by the Great Western and eventually closed in 1959 – even before the Beeching Axe could fall on it. Cycleways along disused railways always rate among my favourites – not just because of historical connections but due to the fact that cyclists of a certain age share with railway locomotives a significant preference: we don’t care much for gradients.

The first feature on my ride was as sudden as it was unexpected: a heftily engineered pedestrian river crossing. Biblins Bridge is a narrow suspension bridge, fixed firmly to the banks by sturdy cables that easily coped with the weight of the three people walking carefully across it towards me. They’d clearly read the notice that warned ‘running, bouncing and swaying could damage the bridge’; the bridge user too, I would guess. It led, they told me, to Biblins Holiday Camp, hidden in the trees on the Herefordshire bank.

A little further on, beyond a ruined cottage abandoned so long ago that the forest had almost swallowed it up, the river gorge opened out into a wide expanse of meadows, with sheep munching away in the foreground and, in the background, the A40 dual carriageway roaring the once-peaceful scene into immediate submission. From magic to tragic in fifty metres.

My map revealed that, just before the national boundary leapt out of the river and into the hills beyond the far bank, it made a tentative landing to capture a small white cottage for the Welsh, while leaving the grander house behind for the English. This seemed a suitably oddball introduction to Monmouthshire, historically an oddball county in itself.

Like that of any nation, the history of Wales can at first seem rather confusing and, to help me – while not, I hope, hindering you – here is a brazenly brief overview. (Historians, look away now.)


An Absurdly Simple History of Wales
(all dates approximate)

Phase 1: 250,000 BC to 600 BC. Someone lives here, but we’re not sure who.

Phase 2: 600 BC onwards. Celts arrive from Central Europe, bringing their gods, druids and language. They never really leave.

Phase 3: 55 BC to AD 410. Romans come, see… and sort of conquer. Well, VII out of X for effort anyway.

Phase 4: 410 to 1066. Small, squabbling kingdoms. Award for Best Attempt at Unity goes to Gruffudd ap Llywelyn: whole country, six years. Runner up: Rhodri Mawr (Big Rod): most of the country, seven years – including defeat of Viking invaders.

Phase 5: 1066 to 1400s. English Normans try what they’re best at: suppression. First attempt: virtually autonomous Marcher lordships in south and east, to keep unruly Welsh at bay in north and west. This shrunken Wales conquered from Gwynedd by Llywelyn ap Gruffudd (not to be confused with Gruffudd ap Llywelyn). Second attempt: Edward I of England eventually declares war on Wales, creating the western counties and going castle-mad. Meanwhile, in the non-violent world, Welsh literature flourishes.

Phase 6: 1400s. Owain Glynd r’s rebellion against the English, including a temporary Welsh parliament. Military defeat.

Phase 7: 1500s. Political union with England. Eastern counties created.

Phase 8: 1800s. English go all romantic about Wales, while Welsh go all literary again – when they’re not down new mines or in new factories.

Phase 9: 1900s. Industry declines while nationalist culture rises. Westminster governments fiddle with the counties. Welsh ask for their own assembly and get it.

Phase 10: 2000 to the present day. Welsh go back and ask for some powers for the assembly too. Welsh celebrity glut.



I intended to use this framework to help me keep a cool historical head while cycling through the Welsh landscape. Its first test would be to unravel the reason why some used to think that Monmouthshire was neither England nor Wales. It turns out to be simple… simple arithmetic, that is.

Wales’s absorption into English control was a two-stage affair (Phases 5 and 7 above): eight counties in the thirteenth century and then five more in the sixteenth. Monmouthshire was one of the five counties created by Henry VIII from the problematic Marcher lordships, i.e. those along the border with England.

8 + 5 = 13

Thirteen was a tricky number for legal purposes, since English Common Law was to be administered by four ‘circuits’ that would each consist of three counties – no more, no less. (No, I don’t know why either.)

4 x 3 = 12

The odd one out was to be Monmouthshire. So, although it was politically and ecclesiastically part of Wales, legally it came under the jurisdiction of Westminster… and later, Oxford. This led to a tendency in some contexts to refer to ‘Wales and Monmouthshire’ as though they were somehow separate, which they weren’t. The myth that they were, however, was exploited by some English newcomers to the county in the nineteenth century, when a slight detachment from ‘Wales proper’ was thought to enhance one’s social status. A bit like living not in Brighton but in ‘Hove, actually’.

In the 1974 rationalisation, Monmouthshire became Gwent, the name of an ancient Welsh kingdom in Phase 4. Since the 1996 irrationalisation, Gwent has been split up into several authorities and the one of these that includes both my start point and the town of Monmouth is called… Monmouthshire.

My historical head was still cool.

Having passed the railway’s old Hadnock Halt, the Peregrine Path wandered between a few industrial units before suddenly throwing me onto a busy bridge across the Wye and straight into Monmouth, a very small, old county town but, as we’ll see later, by no means the smallest in Wales. Monmouth sits on a narrow peninsula between two rivers, but while the Wye dominates its eastern aspect, the town is named after the smaller Monnow which meanders in from the west. Monnow is an anglicisation of Mynwy, swift water; the town’s Welsh name being Trefynwy, Mynwytown. (Spelling of place names in this book follows those used by the Ordnance Survey, unless other information prompts a different spelling.)

As I pushed Tetley into the narrow streets, the modern noise of the A40 receded, to be replaced by the timeless noise of children bursting out of school. Two muddy, orange-jerseyed rugby players clattered along Glendower Street and through a red front door; a spindly, blue-topped girl asked, ‘Can we go round to Fiona’s, mummy?’ through the window of a badly parked Range Rover; a Welsh boy with a pink Mohican shared a lewd joke with his blackblazered mate; while an old man in cap and tweeds bent low to squint at the inscription beneath an ancient Indian Bean tree. Welcome to Wales.

I checked into my hotel on Agincourt Square, stored the bike, washed off the little dust that a four-mile spin had accumulated and set forth to investigate Mynwy-town. Agincourt Square is the sort of small-scale, intimate place you might expect to find in the middle of a small French town – Agincourt, for example – although this one is of course named after the battle won in 1415 by Henry V, who was born at Monmouth Castle and whose white statue adorns the façade of the square’s Market Hall. Of more interest to me, though, was the grey statue in front of it.

It celebrates a splendid chap named Charles who, though born in London in 1877, came from a local Monmouthshire family. His father being Baron Llangattock, Charles was educated at Eton and Cambridge. In 1895 he was the owner of the third car in all Wales; in 1903 he was the second Briton to be licensed to fly by the Royal Aero Club; was there a ‘first’ on the horizon for young Charles? Alas, there was. In 1910, at just 33, he became the first Briton to be killed in an air accident, while flying at Bournemouth. The reason he is commemorated so proudly that the statue of a mere king skulks in the background is that in 1906 Charles got together with his friend Henry to set up a rather successful vehicle manufacturing company that, nearly a hundred years after his death, is still a major force in aero engines and a byword for luxury not just in motor cars, but in anything. His friend was Henry Royce and this is a statue to the inimitable Charles Rolls, examining the model of an early biplane.

I wandered down to the local museum. Upstairs in a quiet corner was a splendid photograph in which even the Rolls’ vast family home, The Hendre, is dwarfed by a huge balloon, in whose basket Charles had just flown his mother the four miles from Monmouth. A knot of excited well-wishers and an attentive little dog surround the newfangled machine. Great days.

Out on the main street, the busy tea-time traffic seemed rather mundane, but it was a short enough walk down to the Monnow – indeed, every walk in this tiny town is a short one. Between Monmouth and its suburb of Over Monnow, the river is spanned by an impressive thirteenth-century bridge sporting an even more impressive defensive gate, the only one in Wales still in situ on a bridge. Above the archway can clearly be seen the openings through which the town’s guards would drop onto any would-be intruders a mixture of suitably dissuasive materials. This structure and many other historical artefacts are depicted beyond the bridge on a very original, circular information board – or rather sculpture – whose three-dimensional format had so far deterred any local graffiti vandal.

Maybe Monmouth is the only town in the country without such vandals. Certainly, I couldn’t imagine the pupils of its two most prestigious schools defacing their town. Strolling across a breezy riverside meadow, I re-emerged next to the impressive building out of which the boys had earlier been spilling: Monmouth School, founded, according to a handy plaque, by the Worshipful Company of Haberdashers. The girls had been escaping from the nearby Haberdashers’ Monmouth School for Girls. These haberdashers had evidently got the local education scene sewn up.

My circuit of the town had brought me back to Agincourt Square, where the gathering dusk allowed the lights from two inns to tempt the weary traveller. After just four miles in the saddle I hardly qualified, but still couldn’t resist. The first served up a pint of The Rev. James, quite strong and fruity, the second a rather more bland offering from the local Kingstone Brewery. The fact, however, that the latter was pulled by a young woman singing to herself convinced me to eat here, opting for the ‘Welsh Chilli’. I think it was the beef rather than the chilli beans that were locally sourced.

This pub was one of the splendid J. D. Wetherspoon chain and thus boasted a fine display of local old photographs, my favourite of which showed a 1922 sheep sale down by the Monnow Bridge, where everyone present wore an almost identical cloth cap – except some of the sheep, of course. A good number of Wetherspoon’s pubs also place well-stocked bookshelves behind the tables and in this case, as I sat down to my chilli, I was able to pull out a battered history book covering Europe from 1789 to 1939. I turned to the index in search of ‘Wales’. Nothing. In that turbulent period, apparently nothing at all happened here. Lucky old Wales.
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Day 2
The Valley of Death: Monmouth to Hay-on-Wye

It had rained overnight, but the puddles of Agincourt Square sparkled up at a blue sky as I walked across to the newsagent’s. Over a poached egg I compared the opinions of the national and local weather forecasters. They agreed: strong westerlies over Wales today. (If they printed the same every day of the year, they’d surely be right more than half the time.) My route being essentially northwards, this didn’t sound too bad.

Munching some buttered toast, I checked the rest of the Monmouthshire Beacon (established 1837) to see what hot topics currently gripped this eastern corner of the principality. A number of greater-crested newts had been transferred to a new pond in Usk (front-page headline); a Chepstow man had been arrested after forty-six cannabis plants were discovered in tents in his bedroom; and the annual Llangattock-Vibon-Avel hedging and wire-fencing match had seen the all-comers hedging title go to a stocky chap from Llanvihangel Crucorney, pictured gleaming with mud and pride. As evidence for the ‘still a strange land’ theory, the Monmouthshire Beacon was pocketed carefully in my big blue bag.

The morning’s route took me whizzing down to and over Monnow Bridge, where black-blazered schoolboys balanced recklessly on the parapet – an undisputable detention offence in my day, but perhaps nowadays the journey to school is out of the headmaster’s jurisdiction. On one particularly scorching afternoon in the early 1960s, a fellow Grammar School pupil of mine was put in detention simply for having been spotted capless while riding on a bus.

Metropolitan Monmouth soon gave way to a tight network of country lanes crawling over the low hills to the west of the Monnow. Heavy droplets from the night’s rain still glistened in the grass verges, while the frequent gaps in roadside hedgerows revealed deep-green meadows with corners of rather muddy sheep and the occasional tiny, pure-white lamb. Though never severe, the slopes of these first few miles rose and fell like the easy swell of a great green lake. As I slowly creaked along the B-road, a lady dog-walker held her charge close against the hedge to let me past, giving me the opportunity to try out three words of Welsh – about thirty per cent of my entire vocabulary.

‘Bore da. Diolch.’ (Good morning. Thanks.)

‘S’alright.’

At least she understood.

Just short of the village of Rockfield, behind a sign warning of ‘Video Surveillance’, a cluster of buildings in the trees hid a surprising history. These were Rockfield Studios, the world’s first residential recording studio, that is to say one where the artists can stay overnight while recording… or rather, if I understand correctly the typical rock musician’s schedule, ‘overday’. It was here in 1975 that Queen laid down the track that was to spend fourteen weeks as the UK’s No.1: ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Any way the wind blew didn’t apparently matter to Freddie Mercury. If Freddie was a cyclist, he was a fitter one than me.

The freshening westerly didn’t matter too much as I dipped in and out of tiny valleys along ever narrower lanes until reaching the hamlet of Llangattock-Vibon-Avel, not only the venue for the previous week’s famous hedging championship but also, about a hundred years before, the last resting place for the Welsh half of Rolls-Royce. It was in search of this that I rattled down a steep muddy path and over a half-rotten cattle grid to the tiny parish church that lies a mile from the family home, now a golf clubhouse. The Rolls headstones were immediately obvious as the largest in the graveyard, standing in a neat row overlooked by a child’s home-made swing, which swayed in the wind from a sturdy branch in the garden next door. Charles Rolls lies between his parents and his elder brother, who died in World War One. It was difficult to imagine a greater contrast between the roar of the engines that he helped create and this peaceful scene in rural Wales.

‘Gattock’ is an anglicisation of Catwg, the local saint, making ‘Llangattock’ the sacred place of Catwg, but there the explanation ends: not even the Encyclopaedia of Wales seems to know what the ‘Vibon-Avel’ means.

My next objective lay about five miles due west and so the wind did now slow my progress as I pushed the bike up every up-slope and walked it down a good number of the down-slopes, whose muddy surfaces and sharp bends argued against saddling up. Walking pace had its compensation, though, as a tame blackbird bounced along beside me and below the bare hedgerows the late-winter trinity of snowdrops, primroses and daffodils, the latter waving wildly, competed for admiration.

The longest and toughest uphill push took me right to my target: White Castle. This part of the route passed through the heart of the Welsh Marches, the traditional border zone. As the Norman invasion of Britain proceeded westward in the eleventh and twelfth centuries (Phase 5 in the Simple History), the Marches were to prove a particular source of trouble. (Well, Norman, it’s you that started it.) So the invaders created a series of Marcher lordships, theoretically part of Wales but in practice partly independent of both Wales and England, having power to hold courts, build castles, wage war, etc. Oddly, a map of Wales in 1300 would show that the Marches actually occupied more land than the rest of Wales itself. The particular territory over which today’s route would pass formed at one time the lordships of Monmouth and Ewyas and at another included the lordship of the Three Castles. White Castle dates from the twelfth century or possibly earlier and, together with Grosmont and Skenfrith, formed a strategic triangle of castles controlling this part of the southern Marches. The Marcher lordships were abolished in 1536 as part of Wales’s union with (or annexation by) England – effectively uniting these eastern lands with the rest of Wales, from which they had been quite distinct.

White Castle was free to enter and completely deserted. Leaning the bike against an information board, I scrambled up one of the narrow spiral staircases, where my helmet provided protection against the rough-worn stonework. The name ‘White’ derives from the colour of the early rendering, now almost entirely worn off. From the panoramic view at the top, looking over the Trothy Valley to the west and towards the Monnow Valley in the east, it was easy to see how this fortification must have completely dominated the landscape for centuries. With its impressive moat, still partly filled, it was difficult to imagine how anyone could ever have taken it.

By the time I regained the entrance, two workers had come back from a break in their Cardiff-registered van and resumed their thorough painting of the site’s railings. Aware of the castle’s history, one of them offered me a 600-year guarantee on their work.

A welcome downhill spurt took me through my second Llangattock of the day, on to my first Llanfihangel and opened up views of the first Black Mountains of the trip.

Recently discovered documents include the minutes of the ancient Welsh Geographical Naming Committee, a translated extract from which reads…


Williams Chairman: ‘Right, boyos, we’ve got another mountain to name. Any suggestions?’

Williams Creative: ‘What about White Mountain?’

Williams Pedantic: ‘It’s not white.’

Williams Creative: ‘All right, Green Mountain then.’

Williams Queasy: ‘Green makes me sick.’

Williams Chairman: ‘There’s always Black Mountain.’

Williams Creative: ‘There are already twelve Black Mountains in Wales.’

Williams Chairman: ‘So?’ Silence.

Williams Chairman: ‘Black Mountain it is then. Now, what about these three new villages? Is Llanfihangel OK for all of them?’



Actually, according to the Ordnance Survey’s Gazetteer, Wales has about 220 Llan-somethings, including seventeen Llanfihangels or Llanvihangels, from the Welsh Mihangel (St Michael). At one point you clearly couldn’t move in Wales without stepping in someone’s sacred place. There are, in truth, only three Black Mountains.

Regretting my lack of training for this ride, at Llanvihangel Crucorney I pulled to a thankful halt at Wales’s oldest pub (it says outside): the Skirrid Mountain Inn. The amiable English landlord took one look at the pale, wind-blown cyclist and recommended a lunch of hot soup and coffee. Concurring, I slumped into a chair and reviewed the map. I’d done about eighteen miles, just over halfway through the day by distance, but the afternoon looked like it would be a bleak one.

To put this, and the route as a whole, into context, I needed a geographical equivalent to the Absurdly Simple History of Wales. (Geographers, look away now.)


An Absurdly Simple Geography of Wales

Wales is essentially a lump of hills, drained by rivers in all directions. The most extensive range is the Cambrian Mountains, creating a watershed aligned north–south, with Snowdonia appended to the north and a number of outliers to the south, including the Brecon Beacons, the Black Mountains and, er, Black Mountain. Those rivers that drain the eastern slopes have the longest journey to the sea – notably the Dee, Severn, Wye and Usk – some of which flow into England, while those draining the northern, western and southern slopes are shorter but often dramatic. Apart from the river valleys, the only other extensive lowlands lie near the coast, notably Anglesey, Pembrokeshire and the Vale of Glamorgan. The dominance of Wales’s highlands, typical of Britain’s western fringes, has acted both as a defence against outside influences and as a barrier to communications and development.



In aiming at three extreme coastal locations, my route would cross and re-cross these hills. I hoped machine and rider would both be up to the job. The afternoon’s task was to cross the Black Mountains via an unnumbered road that snakes north up the glaciated valley of the River Honddu, over Gospel Pass and down into Hay-on-Wye, where overnight accommodation was reserved and where the other half of the team should be waiting.

On a previous long-distance bike ride in Scotland (which you can read about in my first book, From the Mull to the Cape, Summersdale 2008) I’d discovered that my weak knees and my penchant for carrying too much equipment were incompatible. The solution hatched there was to be adopted here in Wales too: my infinitely patient and improbably talented partner Julie would form a one-woman support team and mobile equipment store. For most of the journey, while I pedalled at snail’s pace between overnight stops, Julie would apply her map-reading skills to zigzagging along a parallel route in the golden Toyota Yaris, apply her shopping skills to sniffing out local bargains and use her culinary experience to identify the best place to eat each evening. Our overnight stops would usually be booked a couple of nights in advance and, except for in Monmouth, which I did alone, another of Julie’s tasks would be to arrive there first and, if necessary, guide me to our accommodation by mobile phone. If only Livingstone had been lucky enough to have had this support. With such back-up, crossing the Black Mountains should be easy-peasy, shouldn’t it?

Duly souped up and cartographically informed, I was looking around at my fellow diners when a disagreement between two of them led to one standing up and asking us all:

‘Excuse me, does anyone know what day it is?’

One Monday and two Tuesdays were offered, leaving the aggregate score 2–3 until the landlord stated with a suitable air of authority:

‘It’s Tuesday.’

How far from civilisation had I already ventured? I paid up but, before I left the landlord invited me to take a look at his noose. And indeed, just a few steps behind the bar, hanging from an old beam in the well of the staircase was a sturdy rope ending in an ominous noose. It’s reputed that from around the year 1110 a court was held right here at the Skirrid Inn, a local
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