
Happy return to
land of castles
and mountains

Travel Tim Davey heads for Abergavenny, where you can live the high life in more
ways than one – in a top hotel or atop a mountain!

A bergavenny has changed a lot from
the time, far too many years ago,
that we spent our honeymoon
there.

Back then, on a somewhat meagre wedding
budget, we did a cottage swap. Friends, who
worked in the Monmouthshire town, stayed in
our house while we headed to their farmyard
cottage nestling beneath the imposing Sugar
Loaf mountain, not far from Abergavenny. So
the place has always held a special affection for
us.

We were also treated to a honeymoon dinner
at the nearest restaurant, the Walnut Tree, as
famous then as it still is now. And, by co-
incidence, the Walnut Tree would crop up in
our conversation again when we headed across
the first Severn Crossing for a recent weekend
stay at Abergavenny’s Angel Hotel.

This is an imposing Georgian edifice, dating
from 1829 and occupying a prime position on
the town’s main street. For the past 15 years it
has been in the ownership of the Griffiths’
family. It was named Hotel of the Year for Wales
2016/17 at the most recent AA Hospitality
Awards.

Step across the threshold and you can see
why. The Angel exudes an air that everything is
just right. It feels good. And, as we would
quickly discover, it is good. Very good.

We were shown to our room, housed in a
clever conversion at the rear of the main hotel
building. It was lovely; sizeable and extremely
comfy. We had our own private entrance lobby,
too, which made it feel even more special. Just
a few steps in one direction was the hotel car
park, in the other, the main body of the hotel,
with its bars, dining areas and lounges.

Afternoon tea is also rather special here as
the hotel is a member of the prestigious UK
Tea Guild, having previously held an Award of
Excellence since 2008. Only nine hotels out-
side of London have achieved this, and in 2011
the Angel Hotel received The Tea Guild’s top
national award, the Oscar of the tea world.

Christmas festivities were in full swing when
we stayed and, in a nod to the mountainous
Brecons looming behind the town, The Angel
had installed its own alpine “apres ski” bar in

the courtyard. It was here we quaffed some
mulled wine accompanied by delicious mince
pies, served, rather appropriately, by a member
of staff who came from Switzerland.

Before that food and drink diversion,
however, we’d unpacked and headed out into
the town, a place full of interesting buildings,
lots of fascinating independent shops and a
lovely covered market hall, which was thriving.
These days, Abergavenny really does have a
real buzz about it.

The sun was shining, though, so we headed
up the hill out back of The Angel to visit
Abergavenny’s ancient castle.

Much of this fortress is now in ruins, but its
history is explained by noticeboards as you
wander round this vantage point above the
town. At its heart is a grand-looking building, a
later addition, which houses the museum.

The castle’s ruined great hall is still in
evidence, though, and it was here that a
particularly bloody and murderous trick was
played many centuries ago.

This occurred in 1175 and is dubbed “The
Massacre of Abergavenny”. William de Braose,
Lord of Abergavenny, decided to avenge the
death of his uncle, Henry, who had been slain
by a Welsh prince called Seisyll ap Dyfnwal.
William invited the prince, his son Geoffrey
and a number of other local Welshmen from
Gwent to his castle. They thought it was an
attempt at reconciliation. They thought wrong.
Each and every one of them was murdered on
the spot and their lands seized.

What happened back then seemed hard to
imagine on a day when the sun shone in a
flawless blue sky. So, after a brief shudder at the
thought of it all, we took a footpath leading
down from the castle and out across the river
meadows below. This a glorious stroll, no
matter what the time of year.

More arduous walking is available, of course,
courtesy of the Brecon Beacons national park.
Just a very short drive away lie some impressive
high spots. Besides the Sugar Loaf, there’s
Skirrid Fawr, or Holy Mountain, which is on the
edge of the Black Mountains near Aber-
gavenny. The Angel reception has directions
for a walk on this peak and, of course, it is well
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worth checking out all the many walks available
in the area and selecting which ones fit your
personal exercise ability, as some are much
more strenuous than others.

If you want to keep your strolling on an even
keel, there’s also the Monmouthshire and
Brecon Canal path. Boats are available to hire,
too.

For inspiration about what to see and do in
this area the town also boasts a very good
tourist information centre housed in a 12th
century tithe barn in Monk Street. It’s open
Monday to Saturday, from 10am to 2pm.

Mind you, there’s enough to hold the
attention in the town itself. Abergavenny has all

the usual high street chains and also boasts a
good number of excellent independent shops,
some of them really nice and quirky.

Back at the hotel we had booked for dinner
and were treated to a quite superb meal, opting
for the £27 three-course menu.

The chef here in the Oak Room restaurant is
Wesley Hammond.

Our starter choices were a crab, avocado and
endive salad with pink grapefruit citrus dress-
ing, and a smoked haddock fishcake, poached
egg and mustard sauce. My main course was a
superb confit of goose, with spiced red cab-
bage, roast potatoes with rosemary, and red
wine jus.

And just when you thought it could not get
any better, we both finished with an
exceptional dessert. Café gourmand features a
cappuccino, espresso or latte plus three
delicious small desserts.

And that Walnut Tree connection? Well, the
restaurant, a ten-minute drive away, is one of
The Angel’s two “sister” properties. The other,
The Chapel, is a five-minute walk away and
offers a mainly vegetarian menu.

The next morning, after an excellent break-
fast, we still had time for some retail therapy
along Abergavenny’s shopping streets before
heading back home. It’s a relatively short but
lovely scenic drive to the old Severn Bridge.

FACTFILE
■ Tim Davey stayed at The Angel Hotel, 15 Cross
Street, Abergavenny (www.angelabergavenny.com
/ 01873 857121). Double rooms start from £85
per night (bed and breakfast).
■ The Sunday Slumber package is available until the
end of April (from £149): one night stay (based on
two guests sharing on a Sunday) inclusive of
overnight accommodation, three-course evening
meal in The Oak Room (choice from The Angel
£27 set menu), full English breakfast, compli-
mentary upgrade based upon availability.
■ Other useful websites are www.loveaber
gavenny.com and www.breconbeacons.org.
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