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Travel

Do Not Disturb

Warm welcome in Yorkshire

 The Black Swan Hotel is 
a centuries old coaching 
inn which has been 

transformed over many 
years into a homely boutique 
venue overlooking the 
central square of Helmsley, 
a postcard-pretty village 
in North Yorkshire. As my 
wife and I arrived we were 
impressed by the dark 
Jacobean entrance hall 
panelling and antiques, and 
an open hearth at which 
guests nestled whiskies or 
Irish coffees, chatting or 
reading the papers. It was 
even cosier next day when 
good old Yorkshire rain 
lashed the windows. 

The original premises 
have expanded, with 
the 18th century house 

next door added in 1947, and 
the former vicarage added 
in the early 1950s. The hotel 
is next to a bustling square, 
where when the sun came 
out we inveterate townies 
watched the stir of rural 
life while drinking coffee at 
the tables outside the hotel 
frontage. 
Budget or boutique?
This is a tranquil, spacious, 
upmarket 45-room boutique 
hotel with a 3AA rosette 
restaurant and as friendly a 
group of hospitality staff as 
I have come across in some 
time.
Room service
You don’t come to a hotel 
just 30 minutes’ drive from 
the craggy grandeur of the 
North Yorkshire moors to 
stay cooped up indoors, but 
when you return to your 
room at the Black Swan it 
is clear that thought has 
been applied. Ours was 
understated, warm chic, 
with soothing colours and 
en-suite bathroom, where my 
wife made a beeline for the 
Molton Brown toiletries and 
I switched on the television 
for the Saturday football. Our 
room fell in that category 
of being a comfortable size 
without being palatial. The 
bed was lovely and comfy, 
and the occasional creak of 
the old building’s floorboards 
as guests were turning in for 
the night or heading down 
to breakfast in the morning 
added to the atmosphere.
Worth getting up for
To go to North Yorkshire 

we left we visited Rievaulx 
Abbey, a Cistercian 
monastery ransacked 
by Henry VIII in the 
Reformation, but still a 
deeply spiritual place in its 
remarkably well-preserved 
desolation.
Wine and dine
A treat for the palate is the 
Black Swan’s hotel restaurant. 
We plumped for the tasting 
menu, which included a 
scrumptious pork and apple 
beignet; Thai aubergine 
with mushroom and herbs; 
Gressingham Duck set off by 
corn, sweet potato and (nice 
touch) peanut. The Scottish 
venison with burnt orange 
and smoked coconut sauce 
wasn’t too shabby either. 
Some palatable cheeses, fruit 
and chutney rounded off the 
tasting. If you like your food, 
you will love the Black Swan.

Breakfast in the same room 
the following morning was 
also very pleasant, with the 
tables decently spaced apart 
to help what should always be 
the quietest meal of the day.
Little extras
Have a coffee in the hotel’s 
lovely walled garden next 
to the village church. The 
garden also has a fairly 
recently added wooden 
summerhouse (open to 
the air and that pervasive 
Yorkshire rain, but heated).
Guestbook comments
History, tranquillity and 
a sybaritic experience all 
wrapped into one. What’s not 
to like?

Martin Flanagan

Double rooms start at £115 
per night B&B.
The Black Swan Hotel, 
Market Place, Helmsley, 
North Yorkshire YO62 
5BJ, 01439 770 466, www.

The Black Swan Hotel, Helmsley

@martiNflaNagaN8

without driving across the 
stunning moors is akin to 
going to Agra in India and 
giving the Taj Mahal a miss. 
The vistas were stunning; 
a sea of purple heather in 
perfect sunshine. We drove 
to the seaside resort of 
Whitby, full of late-summer 
holidaymakers, omnipresent 
seagulls and the Gothic 
ruins of Whitby Abbey, the 
inspiration for Bram Stoker’s 
Dracula. Beware, though, 
on a busy Saturday like we 
experienced you can spend 
some time navigating the 
pinch points of Whitby’s 
town centre and finding a car 
parking space.

However, there were other 
attractions we visited on 
our weekend within a very 
short drive of Helmsley. 
We spent a fantastic couple 
of hours at the National 
Centre for Birds of Prey in 
Duncombe Park, with a 
stunning demonstration by 
handlers of eagles, falcons 
and hawks. It is the largest 
centre for these amazing 
birds of prey in the north of 
England, and the handlers 
have got it off pat, not just the 
flying techniques, but a pretty 
amusing commentary on 
the individual birds’ various 
“personalities” and quirks.

And the afternoon before 

As we left Southampton to cruise 
to Cape Town, I was gripped by 
the prospect of sailing all the way 

down the west coast of Africa; travelling 
as it used to be, boarding a boat and 
arriving weeks later at your destination, 
with no thought of airports, those zigzag 
queues, and the hours of being confined 
to a plane.

None the less, the 17 days it would take 
to get to there was a slight worry. Would 
we be bored? Would we have cabin 
fever? We trusted to luck, and Cunard, 
and sailed away.

The ship was the newest of Cunard’s 
fleet, the Queen Elizabeth. Very spick 
and span, and with a woman captain, 
Inger Thorhauge, a native of the Faroe 
Islands. We heard various comments, 
from Englishmen, of the genus “will she 
be able to park it?” “will we get lost?”, 
proving once again that dinosaurs do 
walk the earth, and I hoped that none of 
them suffered any medical emergency, 
when they would have found that the 
ship’s doctor, an Orcadian, was also a 
woman.

We didn’t get lost, and the captain had 
the priceless gift of the most reassuring 
and confident tone of voice, so her daily 
bulletins would have surely soothed 
the most nervous passenger. Even in 
the choppy Bay of Biscay, all was fine, 
all was to be expected and coped with. 
So we sailed on to those winter sun 
islands; Tenerife, Gran Canaria, and 

Madeira. The first two were as Spanish 
as we anticipated, and Madeira, rightly 
famous for its gardens, was, as it always 
is, serenely Portuguese. Like Scotland 
and England these close neighbours 
have an entirely different flavour.

As we travelled down the coast of 
Africa, the weather grew warmer and 
there were ever more warnings about 
exposure to the strength of the African 
sun on deck.

We even sailed close to St Helena –  
we were supposed to visit the island,  
but weather conditions forbade it. 
Probably similar weather conditions 
to those which are threatening the 
opening of the expensive airport there. 
So we sailed around what is essentially a 
large rock in the South Atlantic, utterly 
isolated, and the perfect place if you 
wanted to confine a latter-day Napoleon 
to ensure he would have no hope of 
escape. It did feel bleak – far removed 
from France and all the glories that 
had been – and the emperor must have 
despaired as he reached the end of his 
life in such a place.

After seeing a variety of spectacular sea 
birds and even flying fish on our voyage, 
we reached the Skeleton Coast and our 
first African landfall, Namibia. 

“This is the real Africa” said our guide 
as we drove along the coast from Walvis 
Bay seeing seals, pelicans and flamingos, 
to the huge dunes of the desert, where 
some intrepid souls were climbing 

up the soft sand – one step forward, 
two steps back, but eventually making 
it to the top. The desert gave way to 
Swakopmund, or German town as it is 
known in South Africa. And indeed, we 
could have been in Bavaria to judge by 
the black and white half timbering of the 
German-style buildings, although the 
history here is not so charming, as we 
found in the town museum. This part of 
the German empire was the scene of the 
first genocide of the 20th century when 
the administration wiped out 50% of 
the native population. Later the British 
government took over and gave Namibia 
to South Africa, with the country only 
gaining its independence in 1990. Not 
surprising then that the bare-breasted 

How time flies 
on slow boat  
to the Cape
Beside the sheer spectacle, there’s never a dull 
moment on an African cruise, writes Valerie James 

Cunard cruises from Southampton to Cape Town 
cost from £1,499 per person, with full board, 
flights and transfers. www.cunard.co.uk

Fact File

‘the captain 
had the 
priceless  
gift of 
the most 
reassuring 
and 
confident 
tone of voice’

Clockwise from above: sand dunes on the 
Namibian coast; a pelican hitches a ride; 
Cape Town harbour; Table Mountain

professional, and she with at least 17 ball 
gowns). 

We loved the music that accompanied 
so many occasions, particularly the 
string quartet, and above all, the harpist, 
who made afternoon tea lyrical, and 
we listened as the passengers formed a 
choir, which rehearsed and rehearsed 
and gave a wonderful performance 
just as we rounded The Cape. That 
performance unfortunately competed 
with the Grand Afternoon Tea in the 
Britannia Restaurant, transformed 
with buffet tables set with amazing ice 
sculptures – including Tower Bridge  – 
and endless sandwiches and savouries, 
cakes and pastries, and a man on 
the crêpe suzette station who had a 
wonderfully generous hand with the 
Grand Marnier.

We also took the ship’s tour; seeing 
backstage in the theatre, the entirely 
computer driven engine room, the safety 
and security aspects, the medical centre, 
where we encountered the ship’s doctor, 
and finally the bridge and the captain. 

She even let me sit in her chair and 
fantasise that I could take command. It 
was only make-believe, of course, but 
that’s what a Cunard cruise, from the 
fireworks at Southampton to the docking 
in sight of Table Mountain, feels like.

women traders in the market place 
seemed somewhat wary.

Now we were ready for South Africa, 
for sailing into Cape Town and the 
dramatic backdrop of Table Mountain. 
We had made it, in 17 days, and we hadn’t 
been bored; we had run out of time to 
do all the things the Queen Elizabeth 
offered. We had eaten too much, of 
course, not least in the speciality 
restaurant, The Verandah, which was 
so French in its menu and flawless 
execution that I had to keep looking out 
of the porthole to assure myself we were 
definitely at sea. We had also drunk too 
much, of course, and been entertained 
by guest speakers, among them sports 
presenter Clare Balding and writer 
Bill Bryson, both very entertaining, 
especially the former – when she 
recalled Princess Anne in her “big 
knickers” rebuking the presenter in the 
changing rooms after she had dared to 
beat the royal in a horse race. 

We had tried dance classes, bridge 
classes, computer classes, treatments in 
the spa, but hadn’t time for the karaoke, 
quizzes, croquet, tennis or all of the 
concerts. We watched in wonder at the 
expert dancing of some passengers 
(one Japanese couple, whether at the 
gala balls or other evenings, looked very 




