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Not to be confused with its Cornish namesake, this ‘jewel in the Welsh Riviera’ oozes memories of Dylan Thomas 

Ah New Quay — that’ll be surfing, scrumpy, under-age alcopops, the squelch of last night’s half-eaten pasties under foot . . . no hang on, you’re wrong, about 130 miles wrong; this isn’t Newquay, Cornwall, this is New Quay, Wales, a snug village of painted houses clinging photogenically to the hills next to a bay full of dolphins — “the jewel in the Welsh Riviera”, as the tourist brochure puts it; “that cliff-perched, toppling town”, as Dylan Thomas called it. 

The great Welsh poet and imbiber lived in New Quay during the war and the town of Llareggub (read it backwards) in Under Milk Wood is peopled with characters he met in New Quay’s winding Georgian streets. So a good place to start on a sunny Saturday morning is the Dylan Thomas trail, which can double as a pub crawl, given the number of hostelries proud to call Dylan a regular. 

But then the trail takes us down a rustic lane lined with dog roses and foxgloves towards the empty splendour of Traethgwyn, one of four beaches within a mile of the town. Cardigan Bay shimmers all about. After half a mile it’s back through a wood and past the site of Majoda, the bungalow, where Thomas lived until a neighbour, incensed by his rackety ways, used it as target practice for his Sten gun. 

The whole episode was rather fancifully fictionalised for the 2008 film The Edge of Love, much of which was shot locally. But despite an inordinate number of scenes of Sienna Miller and Keira Knightley puffing fags in clawfoot baths, the film has not put the town on the moviegoer’s map. 

Among the extras — along with seemingly half the town — was Brett Stones, the skipper of the boat we take on Sunday in search of New Quay’s other famous visitors — the local dolphins. As we cut through the waves, past towering cliffs and dark coves, we see guillemots, razorbills, kittiwakes and gannets. 

Our expert guide is a marine biologist, Hanna Nuuttila, who researches dolphins as well as running SeaMôr boat trips (seamor. org). A grey seal pops his head up but the stars of the show, the 200 to 300 bottlenose dolphins who live here or hereabouts, remain elusive. Dolphins may be smart animals but they don’t understand the demands of the tourist economy. 

Like many old sea ports, New Quay has had to capitalise on its looks and location after its 19th-century industries slipped away. Once they built sloops, smacks and schooners here. Today New Quay still has a small fishing fleet, and the fish processing factory has discovered that the South Koreans will pay handsomely for whelks. Apparently they are aphrodisiacs. 

New Quay is one of those communities that expands and contracts with the seasons. From a sleepy place of 1,200 souls in winter, the town has enough beds to grow tenfold come summer. The locals haven’t quite decided what class of tourist they want yet: by the harbour the yachties pay £20 for turbot, samphire and fennel pollen-dusted potatoes; near by at Anne’s Fresh Foods the caravanners can grab a Cornish pasty for 95p, which is cheaper than the last time I was in Cornwall. 

And who doesn’t like a bargain? As the mist rolls in, we shelter in a favourite spot of my wife’s. On April 1 “New Quay’s Famous £1 Shop” was forced by economic circumstance to become the “Famous £1.20 shop”, which doesn’t quite have the same ring. Still, there are few other places where you can buy sports injury tape, a pet safety vest, a digital thermometer and a DVD of Jerry Springer: The Opera, and still have change for a fiver. 

These days the English don’t seem to visit Wales so much ... OK, perhaps it’s just Londoners who don’t; OK, perhaps it’s just the people I know. Blame Ryanair, blame the Welsh gnats. Certainly you don’t see the 4x4s full of Fulhamites that clog up Padstow, Polzeath and Rock. There’s a BBC Wales website on which someone talks about the town being “Wales’s best-kept secret”. Well, I suppose the secret’s out now. Just remember to program your sat-nav with care. 

John Bungey 

Need to know 
Bed down at 

We self-catered at the thoroughly recommendable Rhianfa, a large, immaculately equipped Victorian house with spectacular views, two minutes from the beach and convenient for frequenting Dylan Thomas’s favourite pub, the Black Lion. A double room on B&B basis costs £30pp (01558 668240, rhianfa.wales.info) 

Chow down at 
Traeth (it means “beach”) has a balcony overlooking the harbour and food stretching from an excellent eggs benedict brunch to a locally sourced dinner menu that features turbot, duck, lobster or whatever looks good at the market (01545 561844, traeth.co.uk). 

What else? 
You’re by the sea, so enjoy its contents. If self-catering, the Fresh Fish Shop by the main pier sells outstanding mackerel. We visited at regular intervals and a cheery chap, originally from Coventry, sold us succulent brown and spider crab meat and bass. Be warned, though, he can’t gut fish, so it pays to have a sharp knife back at your digs — as I learnt to my cost after attacking a recalcitrant sea bass with a bread knife. 
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