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Pomp, ceremony and hats  
are just as important as  

the horse racing at Ascot

Historic Thames 
barges on the 

estuary in the Essex 
village of Maldon

Pomp, ceremony and hats  
are just as important as  

the horse racing at Ascot

EXPAND YOUR 
HORIZONS

From cathedral-like caves and wild, quarried hillsides to the “Woodstock of the mind”, 
the Brecon Beacons is filled with awe-inspiring destinations, as Jenny Rowe discovers

Perched on a 
limestone crag, 
Carreg Cennan 

Castle dominates 
the skyline for 
miles around
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THE BRECON BEACONS
In 2013, the Brecon Beacons in South Wales became the 
world’s fifth International Dark Sky Reserve, reinforcing its 
status as one of Britain’s most expansive, unspoilt areas of 
countryside. Yet, if you can pull your gaze earthwards, away 
from one of the clearest night’s sky in the world, you will find 
a landscape pockmarked by 8,000 years of history.

Iron Age settlements, Norman castles and countless disused 
quarries are scattered throughout the hills and valleys, the 
latter a reminder that Wales was not only an integral cog in 
the wheel of the Industrial Revolution in Britain, but also the 
world. Limestone, silica sand, coal and iron ore were quarried 
from the National Park and transported via horse-drawn 
canal boats and steam trains to the furnaces in surrounding 
valleys. On 21 February 1804, Merthyr Tydfil, a town to the 
south of the National Park, witnessed the first steam-powered 
locomotive, engineered by Richard Trevithick, on its maiden 
adventure along the tramway of the Penydarren Ironworks.

In a narrow sense, The Brecon Beacons refers to a mountain 
range comprised of six peaks, including South Wales’ highest, 
Pen y Fan. More broadly, the name takes in this “Central 
Brecons” area, alongside the Fforest Fawr massif, The Black 
Mountains to the east, and the separate, yet similarly named, 
Black Mountain range to the west. Taken as a whole and 
extending further to its surrounding towns, the Brecon 
Beacons is an area of great natural beauty and a living 
memorial to the Industrial Revolution.
www.breconbeacons.org

HAY-ON-WYE 
Before Hay-on-Wye was known for books, 
it was just a bustling market town, and had 
been for over 700 years. On Thursdays, its 
Memorial Square, Cheese Market, Butter 
Market and the area around the Clock Tower 
are teeming with locals and tourists alike, 
jostling for a bargain at more than 40 stalls.

Until the 20th century, Hay-on-Wye was 
known for little more than this, and the fact 
that Francis Kilvert, the Victorian diarist, 

lived nearby. Then there was also a 
local solicitor who purportedly got 

rid of his wife in the early 20th 
century by putting weedkiller  
in her breakfast. Yet Hay-on-
Wye gained real popularity 

when a local man called Richard 
Booth set out for America on  

a mission to boost the prospects  
of his hometown. Noticing libraries there  
were closing, he shipped back containers  
full of second-hand books and opened a 
bookshop in 1961. Others followed suit and 
an emboldened Booth even declared the town 
an independent state and himself, king, as part 
of an April Fool’s Day publicity stunt in 1977. 
Eleven years later, Hay Literary Festival was 
launched, bringing thousands of visitors to a 
town that had such humble beginnings.

www.hay-on-wye.co.uk

Hay Festival 
21-31 May 2020
Bill Clinton called this literature festival 
the “Woodstock of the mind” and 
speakers come from all walks of life.
www.hayfestival.com

Brecon Jazz Festival
7-9 August 2020
Around 25 concerts, workshops and 
events feature in the festival’s 37th year.
www.breconjazzfestival.co.uk

Talgarth Festival  
of the Black Mountains
August bank holiday 2020 (tbc)
A free summer festival celebrating the 
ancient town’s food, music and nature.
www.talgarthfestival.org.uk

DATES FOR 
YOUR DIARY
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THE MONMOUTHSHIRE & BRECON CANAL 
Following the line of the Usk Valley is the peaceful waterway of the Monmouthshire & Brecon 
Canal. About 35 miles long and spanning from Brecon through Crickhowell to Pontymoile,  
its flat, straightforward towpaths make for a stress-free day of exploration, on foot or by bike. 

Holiday boating is also an option. Float past the old lime kilns or through the Cefn Flight of 
fourteen locks (a feat of engineering that raises the water level 160 feet in less than half a mile), 
which has now been recognised as being of international significance.

Life here has not always been so sedentary and serene. The Monmouthshire & Brecon Canal 
was once two canals that were linked at Pontymoile. Both were supported by horse-drawn 
tramroads and used to bring containers of raw materials from the hillside to the ironworks  
and forges. Though originally constructed to transport coal, lime and agricultural products, the 
canal was used extensively by ironmasters and industrialists as their main transport network.

The canal also passes through Blaenavon, a World Heritage Site due to its landscape, which 
was entirely altered by industry. It incorporates The Big Pit National Coal Museum (see page 
73), many limestone quarries and Blaenovan Ironworks. 

www.canalrivertrust.org.uk

MERTHYR TYDFIL 
An intriguingly-named town, this one at 
least has a good story to go with it. Lying 
just to the south of the Brecon Beacons 
National Park boundary, Merthyr Tydfil 
is named after Tydful, the daughter of 
Brychan, Prince of Brycheiniog, who 
was killed by Picts in the 5th century on 
the spot where the Parish Church now 
stands. Declared a saint and known as 
Martyr Tudfyl, the name was born.

The town’s Morlais Castle was built 
by the Normans in 1270, yet the Taff 
valley remained sparsely populated 
until the Industrial Revolution. In the 
25 years following 1760, four ironworks 
were established, birthing “industrial 
Merthyr” and, by the turn of the 
century, the largest town in Wales.

Today you can visit the world’s oldest 
cast-iron tramroad bridge and aqueduct, 
Pont y Cafnau, which supplied the 
Cyfarfthfa Ironworks with limestone 
and water. To see a powerhouse in 
action, visit the Brecon Mountain 
Railway. This heritage, narrow-gauge 
steam train runs from Pant, three miles 
north of Merthyr Tydfil, to Torpantau, 
following part of the route of the original 
Brecon & Merthyr Railway, which was 
built in 1859. It runs locomotives from 
all around of the world, because many 
of their rails would originally have 
been rolled at Merthyr Tydfil, once the 
greatest iron-making town on earth. 

Travel along the shores of the Taf 
Fechan reservoir and up to the original 
summit of the track, battling the steep 
gradients and rugged landscape of the 
National Park.

www.visitmerthyr.co.uk

NATIONAL SHOWCAVES CENTRE FOR WALES 
Deep under the National Park is another natural wonder, part of which was precariously 
discovered by two brothers, Tommy and Jeff Morgan, in 1912. With just candles, a coracle and 
some lengths of rope, they ventured for the first time through a cave system called Dan-yr-Ogof.

A small, tunnel-like cave above it had been known about for many years, but only in 1953 did 
the South Wales Caving Club squeeze through to find a colossal adjacent cave decorated with 
thousands of stalactites that became known as Cathedral Cave or “The Dome of St Paul’s”. 

The final cave that you can visit is Bone Cave, so called because 42 Bronze Age skeletons  
dating back 3,000 years were discovered in its chamber.

www.showcaves.co.uk

BIG PIT 
NATIONAL  
COAL MUSEUM 
One of Britain’s leading mining 
museums, it presents a great wet 
weather activity if the Beacons  
aren’t playing ball. Visitors can don 
hardhats and sink into the mineshaft 
to learn first-hand from a former 
collier what life was like on the 
coalface until the 1970s. The  
restored Pithead Baths, where men  
gathered between shifts, provide an 
immersive back-in-time experience.

www.museum.wales/bigpit

LLANGORSE LAKE    
The largest natural lake in Wales, 
Llangorse is both of historic interest  
and a Site of Special Scientific Interest, 
with restricted access to boaters in order 
to conserve the environment. 

Excavations 30 years ago revealed the 
only crannog (an ancient lake dwelling) 
known in the country, which served as 
a royal site under the ruler of the inland 
kingdom Brycheiniog in the late 9th and 
early 10th centuries. Discover more at 
the lake’s Crannog Centre. 

The water itself is surrounded by  
reeds, making it a haven for wildlife 
such as otters and water voles, as well  
as a renowned pike fishing spot.

www.llangorselake.co.uk
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CRICKHOWELL
This Georgian market town is renowned for its impressive  
17th-century bridge, which is made up of 13 arches. Even more 
prominent and located in the centre of the town is Crickhowell 
Castle. Though it began life as a motte-and-bailey construction with 
timber buildings, it was rebuilt by Sir Grimbald Pauncefote in 1272.

Reportedly, as the castle fell into decline, locals “borrowed” its 
stone to build their houses and today, only two substantial 
fragments survive. It is thought that the first settlers here arrived  
in the Iron Age, when the hill fort on Crug Hywel was built.  
Now, it is ambitiously known as “Table Mountain.”

www.visitcrickhowell.co.uk

DON’T 
MISSTRETOWER CASTLE

A few miles north of Crickhowell and more intact is Tretower 
Castle and Court, a two-in-one historical must-see made up of 
several buildings that illustrate its transition from a 12th-century 
fortress to a late medieval residential dwelling. Originally built by 
Roger Picard II, its four-storey, nine-foot thick walls earned it the 
name Tretower – or “place of the tower”.

Over two centuries, this was where the Picards transformed 
themselves from invading Norman adventurers to powerful Welsh 
lords. Later, the court became a hub for entertaining local poets, 
and a meticulous restoration will transport you back in time to  
the revelry of the Middle Ages.

cadw.gov.wales

LLANDEILO  
Nestled in the Towy Valley, Llandeilo was once an ancient capital of 
Wales – and deservedly so. It has the largest single-arch stone bridge in 
Wales, which is bordered by pastel-coloured cottages that sweep visitors 
up toward the heart of the town and St Teilo’s Church, where an intricately 
illuminated 8th-century manuscript can be viewed.

Take the opportunity to visit the romantic ruins of Carreg Cennan or 
Dinefwr Park and Castle, owned by the National Trust. Within its 800 
acres of wooded parkland is Newton House, used as a hospital during the 
Second World War. Gardeners and plant lovers shouldn’t miss the beautiful 
Aberglasney estate, which includes a unique Elizabethan cloister garden. n 

www.visitllandeilo.co.uk


