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in his element at the Eden 
Project, whether it was per-
spiring in the humid Rainforest 
biome, or mooching about the 
more temperate  Mediterranean 
biome, which has a South Africa 
section full of plants my par-
ents kept informing me they 
have in their own back garden.

Eden is Disneyland for keen 
gardeners – in pleasingly hex-
agonal bubble-wrap – and with 
more than 8,000 species and 
cultivars, it is a superb educa-
tional resource. Rock stars and 
prime ministers have held 

court here, and they even do a 
fine Cornish pasty. 

Ah yes, food. In Cornwall, that 
generally means Rick Stein. 
Half an hour up the coast from 
Newquay, überchef Stein has 
built a gastro empire that 
dwarfs the tiny harbour town 
of Padstow.

His name adorns four restau-
rants, from fine dining to fish 
’n chips, not to mention a guest-
house, cookery school, deli, 
patisserie and gift shop.

And does he pack them in. I 
couldn’t get a booking for the 
night I wanted at The Seafood 
Restaurant, the most exclsuive 
of his establishments. So 
instead, I took  my dad in the 
morning for breakfast at Rick 
Stein’s Café. The three-course 
set menu is £21.75 (€26.50), but 
I stuck to spicy Mexican-style 
eggs for £5.40 (€6.50).

Then a brainwave: if I couldn’t 
get into Stein’s top-end restau-
rant, why couldn’t it come to 
me?

At Stein’s Deli, which sells 

Rick Stein bottle openers – 
because his are extra-special –
we bought Cornish crab and 
fillets of seabream, all straight 
off the boat that day. I picked 
up a bottle of Camel Valley 
‘Cornwall’ Brut for £23 (€28), 
an award-winning bubbly made 
just up the estuary, and I 
popped into the patisserie for 
chocolate confections. 

As Stein likes to remind us on 
his numerous TV shows, good  
quality, fresh fish doesn’t need 
much done to it, and that night 
we feasted like kings with my 
dad’s old friend, dining Rick 
Stein at a fraction of the price 
and with  better views. That 
said, Stein doesn’t have the mar-
ket completely cornered. Next 
door at Watergate Bay, Jamie 
Oliver has set up another branch 
of Fifteen, the ‘training’ restau-
rants that give disadvantaged 
youngsters a chance at a career 
in hospitality.

We arrived as the sunset took 
centre stage and bled scarlet 
across the horizon, which mer-

ern, Tolcarne and Lusty Glaze.

Add to the list Fis-
tral Beach – host 
of world-class 
surf competitions 
– Porth, Whip-
siderry and the 

craggy Bedruthan Steps, and 
Newquay has a string of beach-
es that rank among the best in 
the world.

The flipside, as my father 
listed them off, is the ice cream 
parlour is now a ‘niteclub’, a 
men’s clothing store is now a 
shop selling brand-your-own  T-
shirts, and, of course, all the 
surf shops, all-day breakfast 
cafés and gaming arcades.

It was probably a blessing 
that we were on a tight sched-
ule to see a 2pm showing of The 
Mikado at the spectacular 
Minack outdoor theatre at 
Porthcurno beach not far from 
Land’s End. 

Minack was built in the 1930s 
under the direction of drama 
lover Rowena Cade, who 
bequeathed the world a Greek-
style amphitheatre hewn from 
a granite cliff face – with a 
backdrop painted by God’s own 
hand. Stage left is Porthcurno 
beach, a brush stroke of pale 
gold in a scene-stealing azure 
bay and, stage right, endless 
sea and sky.

Students from Cambridge’s 
Gilbert & Sullivan society 
played Nanki-Poo, Ko-Ko and 
Yum Yum with engaging gusto. 
There was drama off-stage, too, 
as first aid staff attended to the 
more fragile aged who kept 
passing out in the heat. 

My father was happy as Larry, 
having spent those 50 years in 
the African sun. He was equally 

wall’s popularity has soared in recent 
years, and in high season it’s mobbed by a 
mix of well-to-do ‘staycationers’ and the 
equivalent of the Leaving Cert crowd. 

We were blessed with the weather, 
catching a late summer fling of sunshine 
which streamed into the apartment we 
had rented just a two-minute walk from 
the High Street. From the balcony, we 
could see across  Newquay Bay and evoc-
atively named beaches like Great West-

I didn’t think my father would know 
his way around town. Fifty years is a 
long time. Towns change – and few 
towns as much as Newquay. But an 
uptight satnav is no match for a man 
on a decades- overdue  pilgrimage to 

the place of his birth. 
‘Left here,’ he directed, at a laneway 

with no signs. 
‘Are you sure?’ my mother and I cho-

rused as I aimed the rented Focus at the 
rapidly narrowing track that seemed to 
end in bushes.

‘Yes, just follow it for a bit. I remember 
this – we used to ride here as kids.’ 

The road, if you could call it that, sud-
denly pitched into a dip – a little stream 
to ford – and then past an old tractor that 
had been commandeered by chickens. 

‘Just a little further,’ he pleaded, like a 
bloodhound on a scent it couldn’t quite 
identify. I was about to do a U-turn, when 
around the next corner appeared a 
wrought-iron gateway; the kind of gate 
that opens  fairytales.

‘Trerice Manor!’ he declared in triumph. 
‘Of course it’s still here.’

Of course it is – just as it has been for 
the past 500 years. We had taken the back 
way to an Elizabethan-era manor house 
in mint condition – and for my father, 
Gerald, I would suggest, more than that: 
a bulwark of certainty in a changing 
world. 

Generations of absentee landlords 
ensured that Trerice stayed pristine until 
it was taken over by the National Trust, 
so that today it offers a time-machine 
peek into Tudor life: tapestries, suits of 
armour and all. 

Sadly, it’s also one of the attractions of 
Newquay that has been sidelined by the 
town’s growing notoriety as the ‘Ibiza of 
England’. 

When my father called me from Johan-
nesburg to discuss a holiday to his moth-
erland, my first thought was to warn him. 
‘It’s changed, Dad. It’s full of hen and 
stag parties, teenagers on the tear and 
pot-smoking layabouts on the dole.’

Of course, that wasn’t going to stop him. 
So I planned the ultimate Cornwall adven-
ture, taking in the Eden Project, chef 
Rick Stein’s Padstow – or Padstein, as 
they’ve dubbed it; Jamie Oliver’s restau-
rant Fifteen; and the Minack outdoor 
theatre, with its epic ocean backdrop. 

Newquay, however, was the gamble.  
It turned out September was a good time 

to visit, rather than July or August. Corn-
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A freebie that tops 
even Jo Malone: 
lessons in how to 
capture the beauty 
of Lake Garda 

ited a toast with champagne and 
Jamie’s famous Puglian olives.

The six-course tasting menu 
was £55 (€67), and paired with 
wines is another £40 (€49) a head. 
Not cheap, but from the way we 
ploughed through the Italo-
 Cornish dishes, it was a snip.

Highlights were a salad of 
 burrata – like mozzarella but 
creamier – with black figs and 

walnut sauce. Poached duck egg 
with speck and pecorino was lip-
smacking, as was John Dory with 
fennel, tomatoes and ‘salmoriglio’, 
a southern Italian sauce of olive 
oil, lemon, garlic, and oregano. 
The wines were a double act of 
Australian and Italian, but it was 
the desserts which really finished 
us: Cornish wildflower honey 

panna cotta with Italian flat 
peaches and lavender shortbread 
or chocolate hazelnut torte with 
raspberries and crème fraiche. 
Enough said.

The next day in Newquay, we 
worked up an appetite with a hike 
up Trevelgue Head, a headland 
with Iron Age ruins that hugs 
Porth beach. A sheer path was the 
only route down to Whipsiderry 
beach, over treacherous rocks 
encrusted with mussels, as the 
waves powered spumes through 
blowholes high above us. 

The septuagenarian skipped 
along like the 12-year-old he once 
was, regaling me with tales of 
how as a boy he climbed the cliffs 
looking for seabird eggs and 
fished the pools for prawns – the 
very same prawns Stein now 
hawks for a tidy profit. 

With the tide out 
– in Newquay 
it can change 
as much as 
eight metres 
in height – 

Whipsiderry was as wide and flat 
as a seven-lane highway, and a 
sight more scenic as gulls arched 
around the cliffs. It was a short 
amble to the point and back, but a 
long walk down memory lane. 

We got back in time for a fish 
festival in the harbour, where we 
nibbled on bits of super-fresh 
fried fish and mackerel grilled on 
an open barbecue. Old men of the 
sea demonstrated how to weave 
lobster baskets, while little 
 moppets played in the finished 
product. My father bumped into a 
chap he last saw as a schoolboy 
and. upon meeting, they got each 
others’ names straight off the bat. 
Even a seal popped up to say 
hello.

The day culminated in a race of 
six-man Cornish rowing gigs 
across the bay. Young and old 
gathered to watch and cheer, with 
nary a stag or a hen or tipsy teen-
ager – and only the very occasional 
mop of peroxide-blonde surfer 
curls. I looked over at my dad, 
who was wearing a broad smile, 
and decided Newquay will be okay 
– even for another 50 years. 

Robert Mayes was a guest 
of Visit Cornwall – 
visitcornwall.com. Blue 
Chip Vacations has self-
catering holiday properties 
in September in Newquay 
from £299 (about €360) 
per week – bluechipnew-
quay.co.uk. Fly from 
Dublin or Cork to 
 Newquay from €49 each 
way – airsouthwest.com. 
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THE TUDORS: Trerice House in Newquay   

  UPLIFTING: 
The view from 

the apartment in 
Newquay over 

Towan, Tolcarne 
and Great 

Western beaches

PERFECT: 
The wonderful 
Villa Feltrinelli 
on the shores 
of Lake Garda 

There’s nothing better than 
shelling out good money 
for a hotel room and then 
discovering that it also 
comes with ‘freebies’ – 
and decent freebies at 

that. I’ll never forget treating my 
mother some years ago to a night at 
the gorgeous Mandarin Oriental in 
London, overlooking Hyde Park. We 
checked in, we were shown to our 
lovely room, we oohed and aahed 
(once we were left on our own!) my 
mother admired the fresh orchids in 
the floral display and we nibbled at 
the light-as-a-feather biscuits that 
had been left for us on the coffee 
table. 

But it was when I went into the 
bathroom that my joy became totally 
unconfined. The toiletries were spec-
tacular, totally spectacular. So 
spectacular in fact that I immedi-
ately rang my friend back at home, 
who knew that I had just gone to 
London, and when it clicked into her 
voicemail I said: ‘I just have three 
words to say to you – Jo Malone 
toiletries.’ Honest to God, proper-
sized Jo Malone goodies were 
arrayed around the bathroom – 
soaps, body lotion, bath oil. (Lime, 
basil and mandarin, in case you are 
wondering). Did they find their way 
into my case for the homeward 
journey? Of course they did.

Nowadays, we are used to hotels 
that give you what they try to dress 
up as something for nothing. In 
reality you are paying for the 
freebies, such are the prices   being 
charged. Still though, it’s something 
that definitely creates a feel-good 
factor about your experience in any 
given hotel.

About four years ago, I was lucky 
enough to stay as an invited guest at 
the Taj Mahal Palace in Mumbai – 
the hotel has sadly been virtually 
destroyed since at the hands of 
terrorists when they took control 
there two years ago and savagely 
killed a number of the guests. Back 
then it was one of the most stunning 
places I had ever seen. But what do I 
remember about it now? The decor 
of the bedroom? The standard of 
service? The furnishings in the 
lobby or the bar? The size of the 
bath? No, none of those. What I 
remember is the beautiful linen 
napkin draped across the coffee 
table with my name embroidered in 
gold thread across one corner. Wow! 

So yes, I know I shouldn’t, but I still 
get excited by the something-for-
nothing aspect, even when I know in 
my heart that it is, of course, not for 
‘nothing’ at all.

And now, just this week, I have 
discovered that the stunning Villa 
Feltrinelli on Lake Garda (www.
villafeltrinelli.com) has added yet 
another freebie to its already 
incredible list. A freebie that is a 
little different, it has to be said. 
Here is a hotel (I use the hotel word 
advisedly as it is a hotel like no 
other) where you certainly pay for 
perfection. But that’s what you get – 
perfection.  

Already, guests staying 
at this Venetian-style 
palazzo – that stands on 
the lakeshore close to 
the lovely little village 
of Gargnano – can avail 

of all manner of things that come 
with the compliments of the place. 
Things like a free laundry service, 
free food from the pantry late at 
night if you get the nibbles, a 
complimentary, fully stocked mini-
bar, topped up every day. 

And now comes something com-
pletely different, a lovely idea 
actually, in the shape of sketch-pads, 
canvasses, paint brushes, oils and 
other art materials and even, for the 
month of September, the guidance 
and tuition of artist-in-residence 
Jennifer Griffin. 

In every bedroom is a guide that 
features watercolours by the 
American artist with suggestions of 
various spots for painting or draw-
ing within the grounds of Villa 
Feltrinelli. For the rest of the season, 
once Jennifer Griffin is no longer in 
residence, Maria Odermatt, wife of 
MD Markus Odermatt – herself an 
accomplished artist and academic –
takes up the mantle in assisting the 
villa’s guests with their artistic 
endeavours.

Now that beats Jo Malone hands 
down.


