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ST. DAVIDS — From my perch overlooking the
ocean, on a path no wider than my hiking boots, I
could see sheer cliffs of volcanic rock running for
miles in either direction, sea stacks dotting the
shore, and long rocky peninsulas jutting out into
the sea. Pastoral fields with grazing sheep ran from
the path inland, across a gentle, treeless landscape
broken here and there by stone walls, hedges, and
farmsteads.

A passing hiker stopped to point out a seal and
her pups on a rock hundreds of feet below us, and I
felt a tinge of fear and a touch of vertigo as I peered
over the edge.

“We try to keep people as close to the edge as
possible because that’s where they want to walk,”
Ian Meopham, a park warden in southwest Wales,
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National path takes walkers close
to the edge where adventurous
‘coasteerers’ face their fears
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later told me.

Organizers designed the path to hug the coast
and give walkers some of the best views along the
way. If I followed this trail in either direction for
just over 1,000 miles, I would end up right back in
this same spot, thanks to the new Wales Coast
Path, an 870-mile national footpath that opened
last year. The path runs from the city of Chester in
the north to Chepstow in the southeast. At these
two spots, it connects to the Offa’s Dyke Path Na-
tional Trail, a footpath that loosely follows the
country’s eastern border with England, creating a
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One way to traverse the coastline at St. Davids
is to jump in and scramble along the rocks.
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Movie set
put ‘Safe
Haven’ on
tourist map

By Diane Daniel
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

SOUTHPORT — With maps
in hand, Nina Walsh and Mary
Koehler gazed up at Moore
Street Market, a popular cafe
housed in a historic wood-frame
building in this picture-perfect
town on the mouth of the Cape
Fear River.

“When we saw the movie,
there it was, and I thought, hey, I
ate lunch at that store,” Koehler
said. The friends, who live in
nearby Leland, had made a re-
turn trip to Southport after see-
ing the romantic thriller “Safe
Haven,” based on the novel of the
same name by Nicholas Sparks.

“They told us about this tour
in the visitors center,” said
Walsh, waving a “Safe Haven
Filming Locations” pamphlet.
“Everyone walking in the door
was asking about the movie.”
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Because nearby Wilmington
houses the largest film produc-
tion facility east of Los Angeles,
Hollywood is old hat in these
parts. Southport’s credits include
the 1986 film “Crimes of the
Heart,” the TV series “Matlock,’
and the just-out HBO movie
“Mary and Martha.” The highest-
profile show to be filmed here is
still in production — the Stephen
King science-fiction series “Un-
der the Dome,” set to premiere
on CBS June 24.

But “Safe Haven,” released
last week on DVD, stands out be-
cause the town itself plays a lead-
ing role. If you’ve seen the film,
in which Katie (Julianne Hough)
winds up on the Carolina coast
after fleeing a dangerous Boston
police officer and then falls for
local shop owner Alex (Josh Du-
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1,030-mile loop that makes
Wales the only country in the
world that can be circumnavi-
gated on a continuous path.

The coastal route cuts
through small villages with tea
houses and outdoor cafes,
across sandy beaches with wide
bays that attract dolphins and
surfers, through wind-scoured
areas where prickly gorse en-
gulfs the hillsides, and past
cliffs where daring folks scram-
ble around in wetsuits and
sneakers and leap into the
ocean for fun. It also passes by a
cathedral that was home to the
country’s patron saint, St. Da-
vid, and traverses a significant
amount of private property and
farmland.

“There was an awful lot of
negotiating and horse-trading
to work it out,” said Meopham,
referring to the creation of the
Wales Coast Path. “We’re still
sort of fiddling with it.”

The distance between trail-
heads averages less than 10
miles, and some stretches are
just a few miles apart, making
the path accessible to hikers of
various abilities.

“You can walk in sandals
with a handkerchief on your
head and a sandwich in your
back pocket, or with big boots
and a pack, and tackle long 30-
mile days,” said Meopham.

I traveled to Wales last fall to
hike a few sections of the trail
in the Pembrokeshire and Cere-
digion counties along the west
and southwest coasts. Since I
was traveling with my friend
Julie and my 15-month-old son,
Sam, we rented a place in Pem-
brokeshire to call home for a
few days: Ty To, a historic
thatched house in the village of
Tretio that had been beautifully
and authentically restored,
complete with whitewashed
walls and a new thatched roof
that took 3 miles of rope to re-
construct. It offered plenty of
space, a big country kitchen,
and great access to the path.

Julie, not a hiker, took Sam
to local playgrounds, on tidal
pool adventures, and to St. Da-
vids Cathedral where they ex-
plored the 12th-century cathe-
dral and an enticing footbridge
over a stream. They also took a
short walk along the path to an
old slate quarry in the hamlet of
Abereiddi, which had recently
drawn retired Olympian Greg
Louganis and other divers for
the cliff-diving world champi-
onships.

Meanwhile, I enjoyed a cou-
ple of day hikes. One of my fa-
vorites in Pembrokeshire took
me from the wild and wind-
swept coast near Strumble
Head Lighthouse south along
300-foot bluffs, occasionally
dropping down to pebbly
beaches and small bays that
were only accessible by foot.

The skinny dirt path wound
through fields with hay bales
and sheep on one side and
patches of gorse or heather on
the other, or else sheer drops to
rocky inlets where seagulls
scavenged for food. Other times
it turned from dirt to grass and
led to narrow outcroppings that
gave wonderful views of the
vertical striations in the nearby
cliffs and the many rock forma-
tions along shore. I walked
through a tunnel of vegetation
near one beach and by an Iron
Age fort and past millstones
near an abandoned corn mill.
Only about a dozen or so people
passed by me all day.

I ended the 14.1-mile hike in
Porthgain, a small village that
served as an important port for
exporting slate and brick from
the early 19th into the 20th
century. Visit the Sloop Inn, a
cozy pub dating to 1743 that
serves everything from sirloin
steaks to beer-battered cod with
mushy peas.

Several shuttles run along
the coast at regular intervals,
and owners of lodges like Yr
Hafen (meaning “home”) near
Porthgain will often provide
drop-off or pick-up service
along the path for their guests.
Julie dropped me at trailheads
and scooped me up after my
hikes, but we soon discovered
that the United Kingdom
phones we had purchased
didn’t work in remote coastal
areas. Instead we communicat-
ed by taping notes to signposts
at the trailheads.

The next day, I hiked with
Meopham around the tip of St.
Davids peninsula overlooking
Ramsay Island. The cliffs here
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Scoured by wind, water, and a taste of terror
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Dressed for the occasion in wetsuits and helmets, adventure-seekers on a coasteering excursion leap from the cliffs in St.

Davids, Wales, while their predecessors climb out of the water ready to scramble up the cliff.

Ranger Nigel Nicholas heads along the Wales Coast Path. Where it connects with the Offa’s
Dyke Path National Trail, it completes a 1,030-mile trail circling the entire country.

“Anyone who grows up on a rocky coastline knows the joys of jumping off a cliff into the
ocean,’ says Andy Middleton, who coined the term “coasteering” nearly 30 years ago.
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were much shorter than in
northern Pembrokeshire, yet
the landscape was just as dra-
matic. We passed caves and
stone arches carved out by the
sea, and had clear views of no-
toriously treacherous Ramsay

Sound and the area’s wonderful
bird and sea life.

“There’s a tide-ripped pre-
cipitous canyon here,” said
Meopham, pointing toward the
narrow channel between the
mainland and the island. “This

is like a conveyor belt for food,
so you get nutrients mixing up
from great depths. It draws
gannets, kittiwakes, guillemots,
razorbills, and puffins.

“There’s also a resident pod
of bottlenose dolphins here,” he
added. “If we just wander gen-
tly along, we might see them.”

Even in a driving rain, the
area held such beauty. The trail
passed the caves of an old cop-
per mine, fanned out in a boul-
der-strewn field, included a few
rocky scrambles, and crossed a
pebbly beach. Some sections of
the national path can accom-
modate cyclists, strollers,
wheelchairs, and horseback rid-
ers, but most of it is more suit-
able for those on foot.

“We’ve put in a lot of gates
[to replace stiles] so people
with duff hips can do it,” said
Meopham, as we headed
through Port Lysgi and south-
east toward our destination in
St. Brides Bay.

Julie, Sam, and I spent a day
visiting woolen mills and farm
shops, and driving along one-
lane roads lined with fiord-like
embankments called Pem-
brokeshire hedge banks, which
are made of turf and stone and

can stand 6 feet tall. We then
headed north to the Ceredigion
region, known for its rugged
coastline and its Blue Flag
beaches, a designation given to
exceptionally pristine beaches
in Europe. About 60 miles of
the national walkway runs
along the ocean here, overlap-
ping the well-established Cere-
digion Coast Path, and passing
through coves once favored by
smugglers and settlements dat-
ing to the 5th century.

Nigel Nicholas, a local rang-
er, hiked with me from the old
fishing village of Llangrannog
to New Quay, once a big ship-
building town that is now a
popular destination for beach-
goers, surfers, and vacationers.
We passed a flock of hearty
Welsh mountain sheep as we
headed past the Lochtyn Penin-
sula, where the rocks have mag-
nificent veins of quartz. In one
of my favorite spots, we hiked
into a cove that looked like a
natural amphitheater with its
steep, sloping walls.

Before descending to New
Quay, we had to cross a treach-
erously narrow section of trail
along a sheer cliff where one
misstep would have been our
last. Hikers can choose an alter-
nate route, but I opted for the
heart-pounder and crossed the
hundred-foot section without
any slips. That experience pre-
pared my nerves for a final ad-
venture along the coast path
back in Pembrokeshire: cliff
jumping.

I'had heard about this Welsh
“sport” years ago and had al-
ways wanted to give it a try.
Coasteering, as it’s called, was
coined by St. Davids native An-
dy Middleton nearly 30 years
ago.

“Anyone who grows up on a
rocky coastline knows the joys
of jumping off a cliff into the
ocean,” said Middleton, who
runs TYF Adventure, a compa-
ny that offers climbing and wa-
ter-based adventures around
the region.

Coasteering involves leaping
into the ocean from cliffs and
rocky ledges and then scram-
bling along the rocks, exploring
seaside caves, bobbing in the
surf, and playing around.

“Ironically, it’s incredibly
safe, though it doesn’t seem like
it,” said Middleton.

I spent half a day with a
group of newbie coasteerers.
We geared up in wetsuits, neo-
prene socks, old shorts and
sneakers, helmets, and lifejack-
ets, and then walked 20 min-
utes (it is a carbon-neutral com-
pany) through a residential ar-
ea, past St. David’s birth site,
and along a small section of the
Wales Coast Path to reach the
cliffs — just enough time for the
nervous jitters to set in.

“This is quite intimidating,”
a fellow cliff-jumper said as we
stood on a ledge overlooking
the surging ocean.

From my perch 20 feet high
on a cliff, I could see dozens of
kittiwakes nesting on a nearby
rock, layers of pancake-like
rocks thrust up onto their sides,
and miles upon miles of clean,
frigid ocean water. Walkers am-
bled along the national foot-
path behind us.

Maybe hiking for 50 miles,
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If yougo...

How to get there

Fly direct from Boston to
Gatwick or Heathrow airports in
England and rent a car.

GPS devices don't always know
the location of small villages,
hamlets, and house names, so
plug in a larger nearby town,
leave plenty of time to make the
drive, and be ready to stop to
ask directions once you get clos-
er to your destination.

Getting around
Pembrokeshire: Hop on the
Puffin Shuttle, Poppit Rocket,
Strumble Shuttle, or Celtic
Coaster to get to trailheads. Find
timetables and more information
at www.traveline-cymru.info,
011-44-871-2002233,
www.pembrokeshire.gov.uk.
Ceredigion: The Cab a Bag
(Cardi Bach) bus service stops
at all the trailheads between
Cardigan and New Quay, and can
transport your luggage between
towns. 011-44-845-686-0242,
www.ceredigion.gov.uk.

Where to stay

Yr Hafen Bed and Breakfast
Park-Y-West

Llanrhian, Pembrokeshire
011-44-1348-837220
www.yrhafan.co.uk

Wonderful lodge offering private
rooms and a stand-alone cot-
tage. Ocean views, big Welsh
breakfasts, friendly owners, and
lifts to trailheads. Rates: $124-
$170, double occupancy.
Under the Thatch
011-44-8445-005101
www.underthethatch.co.uk
Offers holiday homes for rent
throughout Europe.

Ty To

Tretio

St. Davids, Pembrokeshire

From $400 per night, minimum
three nights, or $520 per week.
Where to eat

The Sloop Inn

Porthgain, Pembrokeshire
011-44-1348-831449
www.sloop.co.uk

Pub-style fare and hearty dishes,
weekly trivia game nights. Din-
ner entrees $9.25-$33.

Cwtch Restaurant

St. Davids
011-44-1437-720491
www.cwtchrestaurant.co.uk

A casual and trendy restaurant
with artfully prepared local cui-
sine. Too tight for a stroller, but
family friendly. Two courses
$37, three $47.

What to do

TYF Adventure

St. Davids
011-44-1437-721611
www.tyf.com

Runs 3%- and 8-hour coasteer-
ing adventures. Half-day rates:
$59-$65 ages 8-15;
$90-$96.50 age 16 and older.
Full-day rates: $117-$124 13-
15, $154-$163 16 and older.
Also runs kayaking, surfing, and
climbing adventures.

St. Davids Cathedral

St. Davids
011-44-1437-720202
www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk
Tour the cathedral and Holy
Trinity Chapel, St. David's burial
site. Fee: suggested donation;
$2.30 to take photos, $4.65
video. One-hour guided tours in
August.

Oriel Y Parc

St. Davids
011-44-1437-720392
www.orielyparc.co.uk

Serves as a tourist office and
national park visitors center,
with changing exhibits from the
National Museum Wales. Free.
Pick up a pamphlet listing mile-
age between trailheads along
the Pembrokeshire Coast Path.
Information

Pembrokeshire Coast

National Park
www.nt.pcnpa.org.uk
Ceredigion Coast Path
www.ceredigioncoastpath.org.uk
Wales Coast Path
www.walescoastpath.gov.uk

often along cliffs with spectacu-
lar drops, had softened my
fears. I looked out across the
water, spread my arms, and
took a flying leap.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be
reached at travelwriter @karib
.US.



