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Introduction

In 1980, I read a truly inspiring and life-changing book. I don’t mean Norman Vincent Peale’s How To Win Friends And Influence People; nor Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingstone Seagull; nor even Barbara Windsor’s Book Of Boobs (that was in 1979). The book I’m referring to is Turn Right At Land’s End, written by John Merrill, and it describes his successful completion, in 1978, of a walk round the entire coastline of Great Britain. It is a tremendous story of human endeavour combined with a wonderfully succinct description of our 7,000 miles of shores. Although John Merrill was the first to complete the walk round the entire coast, others have followed, including Richard and Shally Hunt whose excellent account of their adventure is described in The Sea On Our Left (also published by Summersdale, incidentally). But although their achievements have been both amazing and enviable, most of us would have to accept that it’s not going to be practically possible to emulate them.

However, a walk along the entire length of the south (English Channel) coast of Great Britain is certainly much more of a possibility for those who relish both a challenge and the opportunity to get better acquainted with our coastlines. A challenge it certainly is – from end to end, including the Isle of Portland, the Isle of Wight and Hayling Island, it measures over 725 miles – and, if you will forgive a line or two of management-speak, meets the SMART objectives of being specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timeable. It will also be a hugely enjoyable experience, as you get to discover a phenomenal variety of landscapes, from spectacular cliff scenery fashioned by nature over millions of years to vast expanses of beach and shingle, from cosy and picturesque villages to cities of immense historical and cultural significance, from yachting centres populated by millionaires to cheerful resorts, from creeks beloved of smugglers to naval bases of massive strategic importance, from nature reserves to power stations and state-of-the-art lighthouses. You may decide to undertake the challenge for a number of reasons: perhaps as a retirement project, a source of fund-raising, a sabbatical from work, a wish to lose a few pounds (you’ll certainly have lost a lot of both types by the time you’re done), or exasperation at the quality of daytime TV. You may decide to try and do the whole thing at once, or to do it in bits, as I did – it’s your decision.

The purpose of this book is to provide a concise and easy-to-follow guide for those who are contemplating a walk along all, or indeed any, of the south coast of England, from its start at Land’s End in Cornwall to its finish at South Foreland just east of Dover in Kent. (The described route actually goes on to the next village of St Margaret’s Bay, but the south-facing coast ends at South Foreland.) It will meet the needs of the end-to-end traveller, and many ‘asides’ throughout the book are directed at those who are seeking to undertake the complete task in one go, but is equally useful for those deciding to walk it in sections, or for visitors to a particular part of the south coast who fancy walking a small piece or pieces of coastline but aren’t sure where, or indeed whether, to start. And for those who aren’t able to walk, it provides the perfect introduction to the south coast for the armchair traveller, developing on from the magnificent BBC Coast series which has captured the imagination of so many. It does not pretend to provide absolutely all the information you’ll need – you’ll have to check other sources for details of accommodation and public transport timetables – but it gives all necessary route information, descriptions of places of interest on the route, and an assessment of difficulty and quality of the respective day sections. A separate section at the end provides a range of important practical advice. You may choose to use the book as a manual, dipping into it as and when needed, or as a continuous narrative and an unfolding story of a pilgrimage from one corner of our fascinating and beautiful island to another.

No particular level of walking experience is assumed. I anticipate this book will be enjoyed not only by hardy trekkers who think nothing of 20 miles per day, but also more sedate ramblers who are content with barely a third as many and who have no aspirations towards the complete end-to-end walk. The day sections suggest roughly an average of 17 miles, but there are huge variations depending upon availability of public transport and accommodation, as I have tried to start and end each section with a place offering significant availability of both. For those who want to plan shorter walks, cumulative mileages for the individual sections are given in brackets within each section. (Note: the three islands of Portland, Wight and Hayling are all included in the cumulative figures for completeness, but of course it’s for you to decide whether to walk them. If you have the opportunity, you should, because they provide long sections of proper coastal walking that you will otherwise miss.) The sections do vary hugely in terms of difficulty: some are extremely easy, and even the most inexperienced walkers will have little problem in reeling off quite a high mileage in the course of them without great effort, but others are very testing indeed and in bad weather even the best equipped walker might hesitate before setting out to tackle them at all. (I say a little more about equipment below.) For this reason, it’s very hard to tell how long the walk will take you from end to end, although I would suggest that you should expect to set aside between six and seven weeks in total. I have divided the route into 47 day sections, including a few light days here and there for hopefully obvious reasons.

What is described is, as far as possible, a true coastal walk from west to east, taking advantage of assistance of the prevailing wind. On a number of occasions you will meet river crossings which to walk around would require substantial forays inland, and where ferries are available, they are incorporated into the route description. John Merrill eschewed all mechanical aid, but he was a man of extraordinary physical fitness and had many months at his disposal. The South West Coast Path national trail, with which my described route coincides almost exactly from Land’s End to the Sandbanks ferry just south-west of Poole, does make use of a number of ferries, and you shouldn’t feel any compunction about doing so too. It is important to note that many ferries are seasonal and I strongly advise you to time your walk along the relevant sections to coincide with times when the necessary ferries are operational (see appropriate sections of text). Sometimes it is physically impossible to stick to the coast itself because certain areas are in private ownership, or have fallen victim to erosion which sadly is an ongoing problem. In such cases, I have endeavoured to offer a route as close to the sea as possible, always using designated rights of way, often overlapping with other named long-distance routes, not just the South West Coast Path. Please note, however, that there are occasional logistical problems along the way that are quite separate from the river obstructions. Some sections are owned by the Army, and if they choose to be firing on the day you were hoping to walk them, you may have to detour some way inland. Some sections are dependent on the tides being favourable, and for those sections it’s not always practicable or possible to remain on the foreshore when the tides are high. A separate section at the end of this book provides a list of contact numbers which should help you plan for all contingencies, and high tide alternative routes are included in the relevant text, but even the best laid plans can sometimes go awry through no fault of yours. Local tourist information offices should be able to provide tide tables and advise you of any particular difficulties that you may encounter when tackling a particular section; for example, extreme weather conditions or coastal erosion may cause rights of way to be closed at very short notice.

A word about the day section headings. I begin with the mileage for each, based on the recommended route set out in the text that follows, and then in brackets the cumulative mileage for the whole route is shown. After the mileage I give a difficulty grading of easy, moderate or strenuous. An easy walk may still be a long one but will generally involve straightforward terrain which casual walkers and ramblers can cope with easily. At the other extreme, a strenuous walk may involve a good number of hard climbs and descents, and, especially in bad weather, may prove beyond the capability of those with inadequate levels of fitness and equipment. There then follows a one to four grading based on my personal opinion of how good a walk the day section is, grade one equating to largely unrewarding and disappointing terrain and surroundings, and at the other extreme, grade four equating to a really good walk packed with fine scenery and/or interesting features along the way. Lastly are listed what I consider to be the three ‘highlights’ of the day section in question. This information should assist all users of this book, from the endto-end walkers to holidaymakers wishing to sample the odd piece of south coastal walking but not quite knowing which are best suited to their needs and capabilities. The numbers in brackets after place-names in the text state the number of miles to that point from the start of the day section. This will help you to plan shorter walks along the south coast.

If you are contemplating the complete end-to-end walk, or indeed substantial numbers of day sections in one hit, it should go without saying that you must be physically extremely fit and properly equipped, with decent properly broken-in boots, waterproof clothing (it WILL rain at some stage on your end-to-end walk, whatever the time of year), ample supplies of food and drink, and emergency equipment including mobile phone, first-aid kit (including blister treatment) and access to funds at short notice. It is recommended that you equip yourself with an Ordnance Survey map of the area you’re walking: the Explorer maps are the best. Accommodation and other amenities are plentiful throughout, and virtually all the day sections have plenty of accommodation and food opportunities en route as well as at the start and end. However, the scale of the task should not be underestimated. It is a mammoth undertaking, well over three-quarters of the length of the complete walk from Land’s End to John o’Groats, and you should not attempt the whole thing – or even several day sections – over successive days unless you have previous experience of a significant number of consecutive days’ walking without discomfort. You should certainly read this book carefully and see for yourself just how tough a lot of the walking is, especially if the weather is bad. By contrast, if you have in mind discrete day trips on sections shown as easy in the text, the amount of equipment you need, especially if the weather forecast is good, will be negligible, and light-fitting clothing, trainers and a day-pack may be all that’s needed. However long or short your proposed walk, one thing is still the same – ALWAYS HAVE A SUPPLY OF WATER WITH YOU, AND DRINK PLENTY OF IT. Thirst – or dehydration, which is the same thing – is one of the most demoralising conditions a walker can experience, but even on the hottest days you can avoid it completely by drinking water at frequent and regular intervals throughout your walk, and not waiting till you’re thirsty before doing so (it’s too late then). The other thing to avoid is hunger, and you should always have an emergency supply of high-energy food with you – bananas and dried fruit are particularly suitable – because you can’t always guarantee when the next cafe or shop will be available. On sunny summer days, you should also guard against sunburn, and either apply sun cream or wear light long-sleeved tops and trousers rather than T-shirts and shorts. And be sensible in your planning, bearing in mind the vagaries of public transport and the need to modify your itinerary if the weather turns bad. Sometimes it’s best to swallow your pride and accept the need for an unexpected rest day rather than battle through pouring rain with negligible reward.

But to end this introduction on a positive note, providing you get the planning right and have the necessary levels of physical fitness, you will enjoy a truly stunning experience. The south coast offers walking that is of a very high quality indeed, with some truly wonderful and diverse coastal scenery. Standing on a clear day on the Lizard, Golden Cap, the Needles or the Seven Sisters, when the views stretch seemingly for ever, gazing up at the stupendous Spinnaker Tower as your ferry glides across the harbour waters of Portsmouth, spreading clotted cream on freshly-made scones in the delectable old village of Portloe, standing on the Cobb at Lyme Regis with angry storm clouds rolling in from the south-west and the sea smashing against its walls... there are times when you will not want to do anything else but continue with this amazing walk, packed with variety and interest from beginning to end, and completing it, whether all at once or in stages, will rank as a significant and worthy life achievement. If you’re wavering, my advice is – get out and do it. You’ll love it.
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Day 1
Land’s End to Penzance 16 miles (16 miles)

Difficulty rating: Strenuous

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Land’s End, Porthcurno, Mousehole

So, the big day has come. You’ve made it to Land’s End and, unless you happen to live in the locality already, even getting that far by means of wheeled transport may be regarded as something of an achievement. It’s a big challenge, and perhaps it’s best not to think too hard about just how many miles there are to do: on the South West Coast Path alone, which you’ll follow as far as Poole in Dorset, you will reel off a little matter of 380 miles, and that is not much more than half the task. How you choose to mark your stepping out towards St Margaret’s Bay, on the other side of Dover in Kent, is a matter for you. If you have spiritual leanings, you may offer a prayer. If you’re practically minded, you’ll take a swig from your water bottle, reminding yourself of that sensible advice that drinking water when you’re not thirsty will help you avoid dehydration. If you’re anxious to emulate Wainwright at the start of the Coast to Coast, you’ll want to dip your toe into the sea, although as it’s 60 feet below you, that may not strike you as either practicable or sensible. Whatever you choose, this is it. You’ve been photographed with ‘the’ signpost, the developed article providing a lasting reminder that at this point you were 257 miles from your local branch of Asda; you can reassure yourself you’ve not got as long a journey as those starting the walk to John o’Groats (although there’s not as much in it as those superior beings might have you believe); you can gaze into the teeth of a severe westerly gale and smugly reflect that this will push you effortlessly eastwards, and as the bus or car that brought you here recedes into the distance, your mind is concentrated and focussed by the fact that nothing but your own efforts are now going to get you to the next Cornish clotted cream tea or family-size pasty.

Land’s End is certainly a distinctive and romantic place to begin any walk. If you look out to sea from the 60-foot-high granite cliffs, you may be treated to a range of sea life you will be unlikely to witness anywhere else on your walk, with dolphins, porpoises, basking sharks and occasionally seals being sighted on the currents off the headland, and gazing up into the sky you can watch for fulmars and herring gulls. The romance of the place, enhanced by the intriguingly shaped rocks with equally intriguing names like Carn Bras and Kettle’s Bottom, is only partially spoilt by the infamous theme park and amusement complex, which in any case is not the only great headland on your journey to have this treatment. From the famous signpost you walk downhill to cross a footbridge, round Pordenack Point then round the next headland as far as Mill Bay. You descend again to a footbridge, ascend and take the second path on the right, proceed to Carn Les Boel and go forward to Gwennap Head – just before which is the fine headland of Tol-Pedn-Penwith – then descend to a road at Porthgwarra. This village boasts a snug cove with a beach of sand and bladderwrack flanked by sheer cliffs of granite rock; look out for the narrow cleft in the cliffs, just one example of the grotesque rock formations which make this early part of the coastal walk so fascinating. You continue along a track off the road end as far as a junction of paths, then bear left. Now there’s a climb, a descent to St Levan’s Holy Well, and another ascent to the headland of Pednmen-an-mere, from which it’s a short walk to the open-air Minack Theatre, just inland of which is Porthcurno (5). The Minack Theatre, with its Greek-inspired design and with the sea forming a dramatic backdrop, has to be one of the most spectacularly-sited theatres in the country; holding its first production in 1932, it has seating for 750, and continues to be a major attraction for summer theatregoers today. Don’t be tempted down onto the beach, but stay on the cliffs, where you will see a white pyramid marking the spot where an undersea cable was landed in 1870, effectively the terminus of a worldwide network of cables, and there is in fact a Telegraph Museum nearby. And talking of diversions, there’s also soon the option of a detour to Logan Rock, a granite block estimated to weigh about 65 tons but which ‘logs’ or rocks at the slightest touch. In 1824 it was pushed over the cliff by some sailors, an action which caused such a kerfuffle that the ringleader had to reposition it at his own expense.

Back on the coast path, proceed through the gorse to and around Cribba Head, descending to Penberth. Penberth Cove is described by the National Trust as the most perfect of Cornish fishing coves, with its rose-covered cottages, scattering of stone houses and handful of fishing vessels. Beyond Penberth there’s a climb, and you need to look out for a signed right turn and an ensuing zigzag descent to Porthguarnon, followed inevitably by a steep climb, helped by steps, up the other side. Keep going on a good path, watching carefully for and taking the signed right-hand turn for Lamorna, and descending to St Loy; there’s another important right turn here, just beyond a house and garden, with a descent to a crossing track beyond which you reach the shore of St Loy’s Cove, in a beautiful wooded setting. Beyond the cove, look out for a path taking you back up on to the cliffs; there’s a descent to Boscawen Point followed by some up and down work culminating in a good track which takes you forward to the Tater Du lighthouse. It’s rocky going now as you continue on to Lamorna Cove, dropping down to the houses at Lamorna where in the nineteenth century ships loaded granite that had been gathered from the nearby quarries. Squeezed between granite headlands, the village – a popular base for divers exploring the local reefs and wrecks – boasts a pub called the Lamorna Wink, its name signifying in the days of smuggling that contraband spirits were available here. Beyond Lamorna you rise again to the Carn Du headland, then descend once more before ascending through the charming woodland of the Kemyel Crease Nature Reserve; there’s more up and down work past Penzer Point before the path arrives at a road onto which you turn right, passing the Wild Bird Hospital. Just beyond Lowenna turn right and then bear left to reach the centre of Mousehole (12.5).

Pronounced ‘Mowzel’, this is a pretty fishing village, once in fact the centre of Cornwall’s pilchard fishing industry, with a fascinating maze of grey granite houses, many boasting tiny courtyards and semi-tropical gardens beside a little harbour; the oldest house in Mousehole, Keigwin House, dates back as far as the fourteenth century, and was the only house in the village to survive when the village was burned by the Spaniards in the 1590s. The village made tragic headlines in December 1981, when the wreck of the local Penlee lifeboat in treacherous seas claimed many lives. On a happier theme it is also famed for its brilliant Christmas decorations which might include dancing reindeer and multicoloured serpents. Just before Christmas fishermen gather annually to eat Stargazy Pie in commemoration of a local fisherman whose catch once supposedly saved the village from starvation; it is made with whole fish whose heads poke out through the crust. Perhaps the thought of deep-fried hake and chips wrapped in yesterday’s Daily Star isn’t so bad after all.

Now it’s very easy going, as from the Old Coastguard Hotel you simply follow the road signposted Newlyn and Penzance, a path running parallel with it as far as Newlyn. Although the maps might suggest that Newlyn is simply a suburb of Penzance, it does in fact have a character of its own, with a large fishing port – the largest in Cornwall in fact – and an annual, very popular, fish fair; its cobbled streets and profusion of flowers and palms have traditionally attracted many artists, some of the most prominent of whom formed the famous Newlyn School. Beyond Newlyn there’s a good promenade waterside path all the way to Penzance (16).

Penzance will seem positively metropolitan compared with what you’ve seen thus far, and, with its excellent public transport options, it’s the first realistic opportunity for you to decide that the whole thing was a bad idea and that the line-up of contestants on I’m A Celebrity Get Me Out Of Here will in fact provide a more alluring form of entertainment over the coming weeks. A town did exist here in medieval times, Edward III granting Penzance a weekly market in 1332 and Henry VIII giving Penzance a charter in 1512 which allowed it ship dues on condition that the town maintained the quays in repair. However, all traces of the medieval town were obliterated by the Spaniards in 1595, and what you see now – or could see, were you not so anxious to get your first night’s accommodation sorted – is mainly Regency and Victorian. Formerly important in the tin trade, Penzance developed with the growth of tourism from the early nineteenth century, and further expansion followed the arrival of the railway in the 1850s. Among buildings of interest are the pillared and domed Market House, the museum of the Royal Geological Society of Cornwall, the flamboyant Egyptian House in Chapel Street, opposite which is the seventeenth-century Union Hotel, and some fine galleries including the Penlee House Gallery in Morrab Road which houses the country’s largest collection of works of the Newlyn School. The most westerly town in England and boasting a ferry link with the Scilly Isles, it has a mild climate in which palm trees flourish, and subtropical plants are grown in Morrab Gardens. Arguably Penzance’s most famous resident was Humphrey Davy, inventor of the miner’s safety lamp, and a statue of him, dating back to 1836, stands outside the Market House. Amateur operatic buffs, meanwhile, will doubtless be reminded of Gilbert & Sullivan’s perennially popular work The Pirates Of Penzance, the opera perhaps partially inspired by the fact that pirate raids were occasionally experienced by Penzance in the seventeenth century.





Day 2
Penzance to Porthleven 13.5 miles (29.5 miles)

Difficulty rating: Moderate

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: St Michael’s Mount, Rinsey Head, Wheal Prosper

From Penzance to Marazion the going is very straightforward, initially using a cycleway between the railway and the sea wall; beyond a car park on the far side of the level crossing and Station Restaurant, you walk beside the coast road to Marazion, with a parallel path on the shore-side available a little further on. Marazion is an attractive but unremarkable village, burnt by the French in 1549, and until the nineteenth century, tin and copper was exported from here. Of far greater interest to the visitor is St Michael’s Mount and its chiefly fifteenth-century castle, accessible from Marazion on foot at low tide; according to Celtic legend, the mount was built by a giant who supposedly forced his wife to carry heavy granite boulders to the site. A Celtic monastery was in fact said to have existed here from the eighth to eleventh century, and subsequently a Benedictine monastery was built here between 1135 and 1150, the community being suppressed in the early fifteenth century. The present buildings, owned by the National Trust, include a gallery with a wealth of weaponry and trophies, a restored buttery and, at the top, a battlemented chapel, while sub-tropical planting was added in the nineteenth century.

You leave Marazion by way of Fore Street and Turnpike Hill, then beyond the Mount Haven Hotel you turn right down the lane giving access to Chymorvah East. Before reaching Chymorvah East, bear left, descending to a field and then to a shore, bearing left here and climbing onto a low cliff to round Trenow Cove. There’s a slight (signed) diversion inland here, but then a swift return to the coast and a walk past Boat Cove on to Perranuthnoe. You cross the road linking the village and beach, then proceed along a low cliff path followed by field paths past Acton Castle, an eighteenth-century castellated mansion, and on to the headland of Cudden Point, the rocks off which have claimed many ships. Here you swing from southwards to eastwards, passing two tiny coves and reaching the village of Prussia Cove (7), named after the local inn The King of Prussia; this in turn got its name from the eighteenth-century landlord of the pub, John Carter, who used the cove for smuggling activities and modelled himself on Frederick the Great of Prussia. The remote Cornish coves were indeed perfect spots to land contraband goods.

You turn right onto a track, right again and downhill to a ford, then climb again to round Kenneggy Sands, crossing a stream and going forward onto Hoe Point; there is hereabouts plenty of evidence of previous tin and copper mining activity, in the form of dumps of the now disused mine. Continue through extensive vegetation to reach Praa Sands (9), descending to the beach. You ascend steps and bear right over Praa Green, then left and right through scrubland and forward to a road; turn right to walk through the private Sea Meads estate, then beyond the estate bear right to where the road ends, and ascend to Rinsey Head, looking out for Wheal Prosper, a restored nineteenth-century engine house of another disused tin and copper mine. Rinsey Head is a splendid spot with waves pounding the granite cliffs and fulmars nesting on the rock face. At the fork of paths bear right; there’s a descent followed by a climb, the path rounding Trewavas Head, and then there’s a left fork to pass old mine buildings, a descent and yet another climb, passing the Megliggar Rocks. In due course you descend to the sprawling village of Porthleven (13.5), bearing right when you reach the road and proceeding round the harbour. Porthleven used to be the outlet for tin that was mined in the locality, and has traditionally been a busy fishing port; it certainly boasts some quite impressive constructions, including the eighteenth-century Harbour House and the nineteenth-century West Wharf. But with 13 miles of golden walking ahead of you, and – according to one quick glance at the map – downhill all the way, you can be forgiven for pulling your boots back on and pulling away as quickly as you can. That said, it does enjoy a great selection of pubs and places to eat.





Day 3
Porthleven to Lizard 13.5 miles (43 miles)

Difficulty rating: Strenuous

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Mullion Cove, Kynance, Lizard

You exit Porthleven by passing the clock tower at the pier at the south-eastern end of the harbour, walking up Cliff Road and then proceeding along Mount’s Road as far as the car park at the end. Bear left here along a coast path which proceeds on to Loe Bar, a sandspit with its white cross erected in memory of over one hundred lives that were lost in 1807 when a frigate, HMS Anson, was driven onto the shore and pounded to pieces. This is quite a tough walk, more demanding in some ways than cliff-top walking! Bear right at the next path junction to pass Gunwalloe Fishing Cove, then beyond the cove continue along the obvious cliff path past the magnificent Halzephron Cliff. You have to descend to Gunwalloe Church Cove, the ‘church’ part of its name deriving from the fifteenth-century church of St Winwalow, whose detached bell tower, actually the tower of an earlier church, is built right into a nearby rock. It certainly is worth leaving the coast path to see it; having done so, and crossed the stream either by footbridge or beach, continue past the car park along the road to the sandy Poldhu Cove. Don’t pass the cafe but bear right up onto the headland, passing a rest home (once the Poldhu Hotel) and bear right again onto a cliff path passing the Marconi monument that was erected in 1937 to mark the spot where the first transatlantic radio transmission was made by Marconi in 1901. A radio station remained here till 1922 and it was utilised as a vital link between Britain and the United States during World War Two.

Descend to a footbridge and make your way on to Polurrian Cove, a popular surfing beach, passing below the Polurrian Hotel, bearing right onto a rough road and then bearing right again, rising to a cliff path. This leads shortly to a descent into the village of Mullion Cove (7); join the road past the Mullion Cove Hotel then descend by steps to enjoy a wonderful walk round Mullion Cove and its harbour. Also known as Porthmellin, Mullion Cove is justly famous for its amazing outcrops of giant greenstone rocks, and Mullion Island offshore is a nesting site for guillemots and kittiwakes. Now you really can start to enjoy some of the finest cliff scenery of the south coast, as you leave Mullion Cove by following the road from the cafe, bearing right onto the signed Coast Path and continuing uphill along the superb Mullion and Predannack Cliffs, past Predannack Head. The coast path is undulating but magnificent. There’s the option of a detour to Vellan Head, but the South West Coast Path cuts across the headland to pass Soap Rock and then go on to the quite delectable Kynance Cove, descending to the little cluster of cottages. Although it’s irksome to have to lose so much height which you know you’re going to have to regain, this is a place of stunning beauty. The rock formations are quite astonishing; caves nearby include the Devil’s Bellows, transformed into a spectacular blowhole by the surging sea, and other caves here have weird and wonderful names including Ladies’ Bathing Pool and Devil’s Letter Box. There’s an island off the cove, accessible at low tide, called Asparagus Island as that vegetable grows in abundance upon it, and one of the giant mounds of rock is known as Albert Rock after the Prince Consort visited here in 1846. The sheer grey-black cliff faces at Kynance, 200 feet high in places, are streaked with olive-green, purple, red, yellow and white from the magnesium rich serpentine rock. It was at the Rill, just north-west of Kynance Cove, that the Spanish Armada was first sighted in 1588.

From Kynance Cove you then rise again, passing above Pentreath Beach and now heading resolutely southwards along the cliff-top, effectively the west side of the Lizard peninsula, to reach Lizard Point. There is just so much to marvel at as you walk; while to your right are the amazing cliffs, to your left is a quite remote and unspoilt wilderness of heather and grass, and the ground and cliffs around you are rich in plant life which includes bluebell, dropwort, harebell, bloody cranesbill, Cornish heath, spring squill, summer pinks and yellows of thrift and kidney vetch, prostrate juniper, and the so-called Hottentot Fig, a showy South African succulent fruit with white and pink flowers. Having reached Lizard Point and realised you can go no further south, you then turn sharply left along the cliff-top, passing the twin coves of Polpeor and Polbream and a road giving access to the nearby Lizard village (13.5).

Here is the gimmickry – the Most Southerly House and the Most Southerly Café – and the lighthouse, built in 1751, which really can claim to be the most southerly point on the whole south coast walk. Don’t think this is any cause for celebration, as you’re barely a quarter of the way through your first county! But, yes, there is real splendour here: as well as the cliffs of ‘lizardite’ – a mineral and basic silicate of magnesium which is a type of serpentine – there are rugged chasms and caves hollowed out by the sea, a host of sea life that includes grey seals, bottle-nose dolphins and basking sharks, and a huge variety of birds such as fulmar, kittiwake, Manx shearwater, gannet, shag, kestrel and great black-backed gull, and butterflies that include the grayling and pearl-bordered fritillary. The most spectacular feature of all – and one to watch for in every sense – is the Lion’s Den, a huge hole in the cliff-top near the lighthouse, created in the 1840s by the collapse of a sea cave. Very fortunately, the Lizard hasn’t suffered the same fate as Land’s End in terms of blatant commercialism, the Most Southerly Café being probably about as brash as it gets. So push the boat out, do, and be content to enjoy your most southerly bath, your most southerly full English breakfast, and your most southerly application of Mrs Bridges’ Fragrant Foot Embrocation Cream.





Day 4
Lizard to Helford 23 miles (66 miles)

Difficulty rating: Strenuous

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Cadgwith, Beagles Point, Dennis Head

From the lighthouse you turn left again in preparation to start heading up the east side of the Lizard peninsula. You descend steps to cross a footbridge and pass in front of Housel Bay Hotel, looking out onto Housel Bay, where there’s another Marconi connection, namely the fact that the great man had a bungalow by Housel Cove. You pass the Lizard Wireless Station, Lloyds Signal Station and National Coastwatch Station at Bass Point, your direction of travel just south of east – it is only beyond Bass Point that you really start to pull away in a more northerly direction – then after following a track beyond a house you bear right, passing a lifeboat station and chute at Kilcobben. You descend steps to reach the houses of another Church Cove, then bear left and shortly right uphill towards Cadgwith. You turn inland round an old quarry, pass some fields, then descend to walk through a valley of gorse, rising again but then continuing through a further valley and going forward past the Devil’s Frying Pan, a funnel-shaped depression leading to a remarkable rock arch between two cliffs. You bear left to pass through a gate then right to follow a lane that brings you into Cadgwith, using the obvious path to take you down to the harbour; Cadgwith is almost the definitive Cornish fishing village with its busy harbour of boats for lobster and crab fishing, and whitewashed thatched cottages. Join the road that takes you past the Cadgwith Cove Inn, turning right onto the signed coast path, proceeding in front of a row of cottages. Turn left at a little hut with a chimney, ascend and continue along the path past fields and areas of scrub, passing Kildown Point and Enys Head then descending to the cove at Poltesco, site of a former serpentine works. Then up you go again, passing Polbream Point and dropping again to follow a road to the very popular Kennack Sands, complete with rather unsightly caravan park. The coast path doesn’t go down onto the beach – although it may be worth it to attempt to get sightings of seals, sharks and dolphins that have been viewed here – but rather follows the path above it.

Beyond the sands the path goes forward to Eastern Cliff, heading uphill through heather and gorse, and proceeding now in a more easterly direction. Progress! Between Kennack Sands and Black Head, the next major headland, the going is magnificent but tough, with a succession of steep drops and climbs. You pass the Carrick Luz headland and drop particularly steeply to the mouth of Downas Valley – this is an especially gruelling descent, and the slippery serpentine stone makes it hard to maintain footholds – then regain the height you’ve lost with a climb to the delectable gorse-clad Beagles Point, with tremendous views all the way back down the east side of the Lizard Peninsula, and the Lizard lighthouse just visible in the distance. It’s then a fine cliff-top march past Treleaver Cliff to Black Head with its coastguard lookout and nearby trig point, 250 feet above the sea. At Black Head, where you say farewell to the Lizard lighthouse which is now lost to sight, you swing sharply north-eastwards, along the top of Chynhalls Cliff; you bear right, downhill, to Porthbeer Cove, then at the beach bear left and uphill again. You then reach the once-fortified headland of Chynhalls Point, which the South West Coast Path planners decree that walkers of the national trail should include on their journey, and woe betide walkers with a keen conscience for this sort of thing if they find, several miles further on, that they have missed it. Jutting headlands may indeed test the conscience of the south coast walker, but it is your decision and yours alone whether you feel obliged to follow slavishly round the very edge of each one, with the state of the weather, the condition of your blisters, and the number of miles from the nearest pub likely to be the deciding factors. From Chynhalls Point you continue northwards, going forward through what in spring is a magical tunnel of fragrant cow parsley and blackthorn, to a road that takes you to the village of Coverack (11) with another headland, Dolor Point, immediately to the east of it. Coverack is a pretty village of thatched and lime-washed granite cottages, with fishing for bass, crab, mullet, monkfish and pollack and sightings of dolphins in the waters hereabouts, and indeed it was once a busy pilchard port. Coverack is traditionally acknowledged as the halfway point on the South West Coast Path; in fact it isn’t, because since the addition of Portland to the official route the halfway point won’t come till Helford, some 11 miles further on. But you may see some walkers, complete with bulging rucksacks, performing a dance of delight round the village, and this might be the reason. Or of course they could just be very odd people.

Walk through the centre of Coverack along the harbourside road, then when the main road turns inland you continue along a minor, coastal road which duly peters out. At its end you join a track then bear right along a rougher and potentially very muddy path which becomes less well defined and muddier – there’s also a stream to cross using granite slabs – as you head towards and then round the aptly-named Lowland Point. It certainly won’t be the high point of your day’s march in any sense. You then come to Dean Quarries and you need to follow the footpath signposts carefully through the quarry and be aware of blasting which may take place at any time between 10 a.m. and 6.30 p.m.; the area has a long and proud heritage of traditional industry, with stone being shipped from the nearby shores until as recently as 1972. You drop down to Godrevy Cove, proceeding along part of the beach with views to the infamous Manacles Rocks which have seen many shipwrecks, then are forced inland, uphill, along paths through fields and woodland to arrive at the road at Rosenithon. Turn right onto the road, right at the next road junction then bear left as signed through a field, descending to another road which takes you through Porthoustock (14.5). You follow the road uphill out of the village then when it bends right, you go straight on along a track and then right along a path as signposted, uphill through fields, reaching another road which you follow to the hamlet of Trenance. Turn right at the road junction here, going forward to a further junction and straight on from here along a path; this goes forward to reach a road that brings you to a cider press barn and yet another junction. Turn right to proceed into Porthallow, a picturesque village with a small sandy beach and a cluster of cottages round a harbour. Now you can sigh with relief as the messiest and most uninteresting part of this section has been completed. Note that some guides may refer to the existence of a coast route between Porthoustock and Porthallow, past Pencra Head and Porthkerris Point, but although this is not the official South West Coast Path at present, you should watch for possible route alterations in future. The pub at Porthallow displays relics of a ship called the Bay Of Panama which was wrecked off the coast here in 1891.

Walk along the beach at Porthallow then follow an obvious coastal path through bushes and then bracken, passing Nare Head and continuing northwards to reach Nare Point, from which there are excellent views to Gillan Harbour which lies immediately before you, and, further north, Carrick Roads and Helford River. All three will present you with potential logistical challenges during the next day or two. Now you swing sharply west, crossing over a small wooded gorge and proceeding along Trewarnevas Cliff; you climb through woodland, then turn right down steps to reach the shores of Gillan Harbour at a little cove. You continue up a concrete ramp and proceed behind The Tower House, then follow a path through quite thick vegetation to arrive at Flushing Cove, and from there walk along another path through bushes to arrive at a junction of paths. The low tide route goes straight ahead via steps to the shore where stepping stones or the tidal ford (normally one hour either side of low tide) can be used to cross Gillan Creek to the village of St Anthony-in-Meneage. At high tide, there may be a ferry available, but in the absence of a ferry wading is out of the question and you will need to take an inland route which is as follows; turn south-westwards, up a concrete lane, then beyond the house called Dolton, turn right and follow field paths again in a south-westerly direction to a T-junction with a road. Follow the road to the head of Gillan Creek, just beyond which is a road junction; turn right here to follow the road to St Anthony-in-Meneage and be reunited with the low tide route.

St Anthony-in-Meneage is a pretty place in a pretty setting; the final syllable rhymes with ‘haig’ to make ‘menhaig’ if you’re lost and you need to ask your way to it without sounding too much like a visitor – or ‘emmet’, as locals are pleased to call them. The Norman church here is said to have been built in thanksgiving to a local saint for saving some seafarers from drowning. Follow the road through the village past the church, walking uphill, reaching an iron gate at the top and bearing right to join a path that strikes out onto Dennis Head, concluding your negotiation of Gillan Creek. There are superb views from Dennis Head northwards to Falmouth, St Mawes and St Anthony Head lighthouse; you can see how strategically important this headland could have been, and indeed it was fortified against Spanish attack in Elizabethan times. From Dennis Head you are almost immediately forced inland again, along the south bank of Helford River, the first of many big river obstacles you’ll be faced with on your walk. It is, however, straightforward and extremely attractive going, through predominantly wooded country with fine views to and across the river, and a couple of coves are thrown in for good measure. At length you reach Treath where an uphill climb to a road bend is followed by a descent; from here you bear left onto a path, passing a sailing club and joining a narrow road that takes you to the centre of Helford village (23). Helford was once a busy port from which tin was exported in the eighteenth century, but now is a classic tourist honeypot with its lovely whitewashed thatched cottages and exceedingly popular Shipwright’s Arms.

Clear signposting takes you to the ferry point and your first ferry crossing of the journey; it is not cheating but very much a part of the South West Coast Path and, believe me, you will not want to make the detour on foot. The ferry, across to Helford Passage on the north side of the river, only runs from April to October and if it isn’t running your best bet is to take the bus round to Helford Passage. The ferry crossing is great fun, in a small boat and across surprisingly choppy waters; when I crossed, the boatman said that if conditions demanded, he discouraged older people from making the trip, so if you want to make progress a certain lying about your age is to be recommended. But however old you are, make sure you follow the instructions to alert the ferry, displaying a brightly-coloured disc (mine was orange) to indicate your wish to utilise it.





Day 5
Helford to Falmouth 10 miles (76 miles)

Difficulty rating: Moderate

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Rosemullion Head, Pendennis Castle, Falmouth

From Helford Passage you bear right onto the riverside path heading eastwards, through fields and further woodland; it’s easy, gentle walking, quite a contrast to the tough Kennack–Coverack section of the day or two days before. Just before the village of Durgan – more famous for the magnificent Glendurgan Gardens than anything in the village itself – you arrive at a road which you follow through the village, avoiding the beach, then look out for a right turn up the hill as the road turns away from the river. This right turn is onto a path which now proceeds past fields and pines and across a small beach past a boathouse, heading south-eastwards to the mini-riverside headland of Toll Point. Beyond Toll Point you swing north-eastwards past the village of Mawnan with its fifteenth-century church that stands in the lovely National Trust owned Mawnan Glebe, then proceed through woodland and scrubland to arrive at Rosemullion Head, at the northern mouth of Helford River. This is the best bit of your walk from Helford Passage to Falmouth, with extensive views to Falmouth itself, its bay and what is a fascinating array of headlands and inlets; the headland on which you’re standing provides a dazzling display of wild flowers in spring. Beyond Rosemullion Head you swing north-westwards then northwards past further woodland and Bream Cove, going forward through a landscape of scrub and bush to reach a road that brings you to the little village of Maenporth.

Follow the back of the beach past the village, then regain the coast path, passing behind the Beach Café and going uphill, heading north-eastwards along a path enclosed by hedges and then bushes as far as Pennance Point, keeping a golf course to your left. You swing left, descending through woodland to arrive at a road, turning right onto this road to reach Swanpool, at the southern edge of Falmouth. Beyond Swanpool continue along a tarmac path past Gyllyngvase Beach, going forward to Cliff Road onto which you turn right. Now it is easy and obvious going along tarmac to reach Pendennis Point, and of course the famous Pendennis Castle, indisputably Falmouth’s most romantic and historic building in a magnificent setting. It was built between 1544 and 1546 and boasts a number of very interesting features including a very Italian outer gateway, a drawbridge, a portcullis, walls that are 16 feet thick in places, and a circular keep which holds a collection of cannons. The gun deck regularly sees battles being re-enacted, so hope that one of these doesn’t coincide with what you have planned to be an early and slumberous night. At the headland enjoy the fantastic views, then swing north-westwards along the road, now heading directly for the centre of Falmouth (10). You reach a roundabout immediately south of a railway bridge; turn right at the roundabout under the bridge and almost immediately bear left to follow a road that leads through the town centre to reach Custom House Quay.

Falmouth was no more than a fishing village until the construction of Pendennis Castle, but its prosperity was assured when it became the chief base of the fast Falmouth packets in 1688/9, speeding mail and bullion to the Mediterranean and the Americas; it was the anchorage of the Cutty Sark, the last surviving tea clipper, until as comparatively recently as 1938. In fact the town’s economy was so buoyant that at one time it was nicknamed ‘Pennycomequick’. Falmouth developed as a resort after the arrival of the railway in 1863, and during the twentieth century it became effectively a full-time tourist resort, with a major branch of the National Maritime Museum, including a Flotilla Gallery, opening here in 2002. Other attractions in and around the town include an excellent art gallery, a set of 111 steps known as Jacob’s Ladder which lead to a fine view of the surrounding coastline, Arwenack House which is of Tudor origin, and a number of seventeenth-century buildings including the church of King Charles the Martyr. The town is a lovely place to linger and enjoy not only these delights but also the waterside walks, the restaurants and cosy cafes; in fact you may have a better opportunity to sample them than you expected, for if you arrive on a winter Sunday you’ll find there is no scheduled Sunday ferry service available to St Mawes across Carrick Roads (although please see below regarding the possibility of a water taxi service). To attempt to walk round will involve a 32-mile walk, taking you well inland, and well outside the scope of this book, so calm your conscience, relax and enjoy a well-earned day off. You’re now over halfway through your first county, and that must be worth celebrating… mustn’t it?





Day 6
Falmouth to Gorran Haven 21.5 miles (97.5 miles)

Difficulty rating: Strenuous

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Nare Head, Portloe, Dodman Point

The ferry to St Mawes may run from either the Custom House Quay or Prince of Wales Pier, but having located it and successfully completed the crossing, you’re immediately confronted with another river obstacle; the Percuil River, which separates you from Place where the South West Coast Path walk officially resumes. There is a ferry but only from April to October and if you arrive at St Mawes outside that time you need to consider alternatives. One possibility is a relatively new venture, a water taxi service linking Falmouth with Place, and contact details are included in the Useful Information section at the end of the book, but this can’t be guaranteed; it will depend on weather conditions and availability and willingness of the operator. Going round by road is certainly possible, yes, by following the A3078 out of St Mawes north-eastwards via St Just-in-Roseland, crossing the river at Trethern Mill and then turning right along a minor road to Tregassa, turning right again here onto a minor road via Gerrans and Bohortha to reach Place. But it’s 6 extra miles and a taxi may be preferred, perhaps after a potter round the castle which, like Pendennis, was built on the orders of Henry VIII between 1539 and 1543 and has some of the best examples of decorative stonework of all his fortified works.

From the ferry landing stage at Place you walk inland along a road signed for St Anthony’s Church then turn right along a path past the church; it’s actually a lovely church, dating back to the twelfth century, and worth a quick browse if you’ve time in your schedule. You arrive at a track and turn right to follow it, then left along a further track and a field path towards a lighthouse, but before getting to it, you turn left up a metalled path then bear second right up another metalled path and then steps to arrive at a narrow road. You turn right here to arrive at St Anthony Head, bearing left to follow the cliffs round to Zone Point where you can look with satisfaction back to Pendennis Point and return to some walking beside the open sea, swinging resolutely north-eastwards.

It’s very easy and straightforward walking now on an undulating low cliff path with no great drops or climbs, past Porthbeor Beach, Porthmellin Head (which will figure largely in views down this section of coast for much of your walk to the Dodman), then past Towan Beach and Greeb Point to the pleasant but unremarkable village of Portscatho (6). Unlike some coastal villages which are seen from far away and all but beckon the walker to come in and sample a freshly baked pasty or bowl of finest Cornish ice cream, the village isn’t seen till the last moment and, to quote my favourite phrase from the official South West Way guide, ‘always seems to take longer to reach it than one thinks it should’. To exit the village you follow North Parade which goes forward to become a path along the cliffs; you drop down to Porthcurnick Beach then walk up a concrete slipway and road, turning right at a gate to access the cliffs once more. You pass the coastguard station on Pednvadan Point then continue along the cliffs before descending a wooded slope to Porthbean Beach. You bear left and left again, but soon bear right along a path with thick vegetation beside you; you cross a footbridge and ascend awhile before dropping through more woodland at Treluggan Cliff. Again you are directed left, inland, at Pendower Court, then turn right to follow a road down to the Pendower Beach House Hotel and cross a stream by a footbridge. You continue across an area of Pendower Beach then leave the beach by means of stone steps, at the top of which you turn right onto a road then right again; however, soon you are directed left, round the inland side of the Nare Hotel to join a road onto which you turn right. As the road swings left to climb steeply, you turn right onto a field path which now proceeds south-eastwards to Nare Head. Although this looks straightforward enough on the map, this is the toughest walking you’ll have had since Falmouth, with a long climb through bracken, a huge descent to Paradoe Cove and then another climb to Nare Head; pause here to enjoy the superb view and train the binoculars on Gull Rock, to the south-east, as this is a nesting site for kittiwakes and guillemots. You round the headland, swinging north-eastwards on cliffs that are over 300 feet high. Staying at the head of the valley you proceed over Rosen Cliff, go round Kiberick Cove, then ascend to a smaller headland, the Blouth; there follows a really steep descent through woodland then you climb again, in zigzag fashion, over some footbridges and up steps between hedges, before descending to Portloe (13) and its little harbour.

Portloe is an absolute gem of a place with not only a tiny harbour but attractive whitewashed stone cottages, many with lovely gardens; at the time of writing there was a pub and cafe here as well. If you have time, you could detour a little inland here to visit Veryan, 2 miles to the west, with its most unusual thatched and whitewashed circular cottages which date back 200 years. Back on the coastal route, you walk up the road to exit Portloe by Fuglers, turn right down a road, bear right once more between an old boathouse and former chapel, then go left, right and left again up steps as indicated. You now follow the coast path to Tregenna, enjoying lovely views both eastwards and westwards, and descend through trees into a bracken-clad valley to go over two footbridges. You ascend and head away from the coast but soon bear right and go downhill through an area of gorse, the path steepening, then go forward to descend steps to the lovely little village of West Portholland and its footbridge; from here you proceed to its equally charming twin, East Portholland, either along the sea wall or the road. Leaving East Portholland you continue along a zigzag track, turning right and proceeding round fields to arrive at a road onto which you turn right and which you follow, with Porthluney Cove to the right and Caerhays Castle to the left. The castle, built in 1808, was the work of John Nash who was also responsible for Brighton Pavilion and Buckingham Palace; it enjoys a stunning woodland setting, boasting a world-famous collection of camellias, magnolias and rhododendrons.

A little further on along the road past Caerhays Castle the coast path leads off to the right. You ascend, aiming for the corner of a wood ahead, then bear right, proceed beside a fence and enter an area of woodland, ascending steps before descending through fields and down steps to Lambsowden Cove. Beyond the cove, past Greeb Point with its astonishing rock formations, you follow a rough path along slopes clad with bracken and outcrops of rock, then continue along the cliffs through fields before dropping to the lovely and totally unspoilt Hemmick Beach, and turning right onto a road. Very soon, however, you turn right again and now begin your final assault on gorse-covered Dodman Point, or the Dodman as it is known; this is an even more impressive headland than Nare Head west of Portloe, and one of the major headlands of south Cornwall. There is a strenuous climb followed by a descent past a cove, then another climb to the granite cross on top of the Dodman, nearly 400 feet above the sea. Believed to be the work of a giant, and the site of an Iron Age fort, this headland is a fantastic spot, with views which on a clear day will extend back as far as Nare Point south-west of Falmouth and possibly beyond that, and in a forward direction you will see ahead past St Austell Bay to Gribbin Head, which you will reach in another day or two, and beyond. The cross was erected in 1896 as a seamark to reduce the danger of shipwrecks, although two warships sank hereabouts only a year later.

Gorran Haven is your next objective and you may well have opted to stay in the village. Seeing it marked on the map as being just the other side of Dodman Point, you may think it’s just a simple stroll to reach it from the headland. Beware – it’s further than you think and may seem even more so at the end of a long day. As at Nare Head, you swing from south-eastwards to a more north-easterly direction, passing Penveor Point and Vault Beach then negotiating another headland, Maenease Point, before veering north-westwards to drop down to Gorran Haven (21.5) and its harbour. Gorran Haven was formerly a crab fishing village and known as Porthjust; it is a useful place to stop for rest and refreshment but is not the most picturesque village you will meet on your Cornish coastal walk.





Day 7
Gorran Haven to Fowey 20 miles (117.5 miles)

Difficulty rating: Strenuous

Terrain rating: [image: rating]

Highlights: Charlestown, Gribbin Head, Fowey

To leave Gorran Haven you walk up Church Street then bear right onto Cliff Road and right again following the sign for Portmellon, then enjoy a quite superb cliff walk, with beautiful views and a real sense of calm. Passing Penhaver House, you ascend then drop to a footbridge, rising again to the little headland of Pabyer Point before descending to Turbot Point and walking round the edge of Colona Beach. You cross a little road leading to Chapel Point, unavailable for public access, then swing north-westwards beyond the Point and continue close to the cliff-edge to arrive back at the same road. You turn right on to the road, descend, then bear right again to enter the village of Portmellon where, as a defence against the sea, houses are protected by stout shutters and fronted by concrete walls that are 3 feet thick. It is significant for you in one respect: you have now completed 100 miles since you started from Land’s End, and although there’s still a long way to go you can feel a little bit proud of yourself.

You continue along Portmellon Road, rising steeply and then dropping down into Mevagissey (4), making sure you take the road turning through the park in order to access the village. The well-known architectural historian Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, famous for his series of books, The Buildings of England, describes Mevagissey as a ‘little-spoilt fishing village’, which, alas, is not entirely accurate; it gets terribly crowded in the summer, and even back in 1968 my mother in her diary was moved to comment that it was ‘spoilt by too many gift shops!’ Until the nineteenth-century fast ships were constructed here, used for transporting fish but also contraband goods, but this village with its picturesque harbour and narrow alleys of fishermen’s cottages of traditional slate and cob is now primarily a tourist honeypot. Walk to the head of the harbour and, heading for the museum – a late eighteenth-century building which was once given over to the construction and repair of smugglers’ boats – look for a narrow signed path leading off to the left, above the harbour, and proceed up steps to the coastguard lookout. This is the start of a really tough section of the walk, one of the toughest so far, with a lot of stiff climbs. Now keeping the houses on the outskirts of Mevagissey to your left and the cliffs to your right, proceed a little west of north then veer more north-eastwards, descending to a valley and rising up steps. You round Penare Point then veer west of north again, descending and rising once more, passing the ruins of Portgiskey and arriving at a road. Turn right onto the road and follow a path parallel with it, soon reaching the village of Pentewan, regrettably more memorable for its huge caravan park than anything else, and turning right onto the village street. Although it’s hard to believe today, Pentewan once had its own harbour and a thriving port which in the eighteenth century exported local stone and was later used for shipping coal, timber and clay.

You ascend steeply from the village square, then turn hard right along The Terrace and pass the village church, then when you get to the end of the road you join a path and very shortly bear left up steps. Route-finding along the coastal path is now straightforward but the path itself is very tough, with some steep climbs and descents. You descend into a wooded valley and bear right to pass Hallane Mill, then continue along past the little peninsula of Drennick, past a rushing stream and waterfall which I witnessed in the middle of a drier than average summer, and even then it still looked spectacular. Just ahead of you is Black Head, a promontory which faces south and the circuit of which the South West Coast Path omits – a matter for your conscience and the condition of your blisters, perhaps – but the views from it, notably to Mevagissey Bay, are tremendous. Having headed mostly north-eastwards from Pentewan you now veer northwards and then north of west, proceeding along Ropehaven Cliffs then descending into woods before an ascent to reach a road just north of Trenarren. Turn right onto the road then right again onto a path which returns to the cliff-edge and negotiates a massive switchback descent and climb, then drops down to Porthpean. This marks the end of a very tough section and heralds much easier walking all the way to Polkerris beyond Par Sands.

You pass in front of the Porthpean Sailing Club then proceed down a slipway in the direction of the beach and walk along a concrete wall; from here you ascend steps and continue rising through woodland before dropping again, with the houses of Duporth to your left, and further woodland around you. It’s now a straightforward stroll into Charlestown (10), previously called Porthmear, which boasts a charming main street lined with beech trees and Georgian cottages. Charlestown is named after the entrepreneur Charles Rashleigh who in the early 1790s began work on a harbour here for the purpose of exporting the china clay deposits in the area. The harbour was actually planned by John Smeaton, after whom a tower on the Hoe at Plymouth, which you will encounter further on in your south coast journey, is named; it was duly completed in 1801 and right up to the 1990s it was used for shipping clay, but today its curiosity value is in the old-fashioned square-rigged sailing ship that can be seen in situ, and there is also a shipwreck and heritage centre. Walkers who are film or TV buffs may recall it being used in the films The Voyage of Charles Darwin and The Eagle Has Landed or the worthy BBC series Poldark and The Onedin Line. But if as you limp round Charlestown after the bruising walk from Mevagissey you’re unable to remember the village featuring in this way, you can simply plead fatigue as an excuse rather than being forced to admit you were watching On The Buses on the other channel!

Walk right round the harbour and at the far end turn left onto a metalled path. You proceed alongside fields then bear right to follow a cliff path overlooking what when I passed was the massive, and massively ugly, holiday complex of Carlyon Bay. The going remains straightforward but somewhat uninspiring as you continue beside a golf course and aim for the china clay works at Spit Point, turning left along a metalled path beside the perimeter fence of these works. Although it’s undoubtedly an eyesore, it remains a vital part of Cornwall’s economy, with a flourishing export market for the clay to Western Europe, especially Scandinavia; looking inland, you may observe the huge spoilheaps from the china clay works, known somewhat ironically as the Alps. Just before the railway you veer sharply right to proceed parallel with it, soon reaching a road onto which you turn right and which you follow under the railway to enter the village of Par (14). At the road junction of Par Inn a short way beyond the railway arch, you turn right over a level crossing, go under the railway again and follow the road straight ahead to the next road junction; it’s all quick, easy walking, but awfully disappointing after what you’ve been enjoying most of the way to this point. At the junction you bear sharply right, along a path that takes you to Par Sands (described pithily in Brewer’s Britain and Ireland as ‘somewhat clay-ey’), then proceed along a track behind the back of the beach, past another huge caravan park, to a car park at the south edge of the little village of Polmear. Passing the Ship Inn, you now take a sharp right (southwards), and proceed above the eastern fringes of Par Sands, ascending then dropping to the village of Polkerris and its harbour, walking all the way down to the beach. I have to say I found Polkerris one of the most overrated Cornish coastal villages, the view from the harbour really spoiled by the china clay works, and in summer, when the place is crowded and the queue for cheesy chips is six deep, your first thought will probably be to get away from it as rapidly as possible. You bear left, inland a little, then bear right and climb up steps and a zigzag path through woodland to return to cliff walking again, and straightforward and delightful it is too, taking you almost due south to Little Gribbin.

Beyond Little Gribbin you veer more south-eastwards, still on the cliffs, to reach Gribbin Head with its distinctive daymark, a red and white striped tower 84 feet high (effectively serving as a daytime lighthouse) offering magnificent views back to the Dodman round St Austell Bay; in fact on a clear day you can look back from the headland over much of the work you’ve done since you came off the Dodman. Saying a last farewell to St Austell Bay, which has been varied in character if nothing else, you now make your way round the headland. Veering north-eastwards, you drop to the beach overlooking the delectable cove at Polridmouth, bearing right as directed and, after passing another beach, a house and stream, bearing right again through trees. Not far north of Polridmouth is Menabilly, the home of the novelist Daphne du Maurier and the fictional Manderley in her most famous work, Rebecca, while Polridmouth itself was where the eponymous heroine of that work met her watery end. A superb walk along an undulating path now follows, including a descent to the beach at the rocky Coombe Hawne, and another climb and a wooded descent to the beach at Readymoney, the unusual name deriving perhaps from a complimentary comment on the quality of the land; it’s here that you come to a remnant of the sixteenth-century St Catherine’s Castle, yet another defensive creation of Henry VIII, and the mouth of the River Fowey.

At Readymoney you join Readymoney Road which takes you into the town of Fowey (20), your first town since Falmouth. During the fourteenth century, Fowey was Cornwall’s major south-coast port, and one of the busiest in England; as well as shipping large quantities of tin, the port fitted out ships for the Crusades and in the reign of Edward III, 47 vessels were equipped by the town for the siege of Calais. The town was burned by the French in 1457, but following the building of St Catherine’s Castle (see above) the town flourished once again and became the major port for the shipping of china clay. Indeed, china clay quarried around the town of St Austell is still shipped from Fowey today but, as in so many Cornish towns and villages, tourism is the prevalent industry, the river dotted with pleasure boats. Fowey is full of interesting features, including the splendid church of St Fimbarrus, the Ship Inn with its Elizabethan panelling, Place House largely rebuilt in the early nineteenth-century in Gothic style with high walls and battlements, the sixteenth-century Merchant House, and further sixteenth- and seventeenth-century houses in North Street, Union Place and Lostwithiel Street. The popular Cornish novelist Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch was town mayor here in 1937 and fictionalised Fowey as Troy Town; the astrophysicist and Nobel laureate Antony Hewish, who discovered pulsars, was born in the town; and the town hosts an annual Daphne du Maurier festival in honour of the authoress who, as we have seen, lived close by. The town, with its picturesque old streets and air of prosperity, is similar in character to Padstow on the north Cornwall coast, and the two places are linked by a 26-mile walk called the Saints Way, providing in fact a link with the North Cornwall section of the South West Coast Path. Just in case you fancied a quick early morning stroll before continuing your coastal walk.
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