TRAVEL

SWAN
FOR ALL
TIM DAVEY
PRACTISES THE
ART OF BEING A
TRENCHERMAN AT
AN AWARD-WINNING
HOSTELRY ON THE
EDGE OF EXMOOR.

I

n these days of money-grabbing
councils imposing ever-increasing
parking charges on anyone who
dares have the audacity to travel
in a motor car, it’s so very refreshing
to arrive in a place where the local car
park runs an “honesty box” system.
Suggested fee? Fifty pence!
Where is this Shangri-la? Well you
have to head for Bampton in Devon. Nestling on the edge of Exmoor,
Bampton oozes character. Its history
is ancient and its ongoing legacy rather historic, too.
A lovely old church stands at the
heart of this little town and right next
door stands The Swan.
One of the oldest buildings in
Bampton, it is known to have housed
masons working on extending the delightful church next door. These days
it comes with an impressive reputation for its hospitality, courtesy of

chef Paul Berry, who runs it with his
wife, Donna.
For The Swan has won numerous
awards for its food – and its accommodation isn’t bad, either!
There are just three guest bedrooms
here, approached up a winding staircase at the rear of the buzzy, cosy bar
area. Every care has been taken to
keep the character of this ancient inn,
whilst providing every home comfort
visitors should need.
We were impressed by nice touches
such as having spare razors, toothbrushes, toothpaste and so forth
available on a landing table. An iron
and ironing board was provided, too.
Proper cold milk was ready and waiting in a dispensing vacuum flask, to
use with a coffee pod machine and
oodles of tea bags, as well as sweet
and savoury snacks.
Our room was at the top of The
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Swan and, whilst contemporary in every
respect, managed to
pay homage to the
ancient origins of this
place with exposed
timbers and a need to
definitely watch your
head in places. Once
we had parked – 50p
in that honesty box –
across from the pub
we headed out into
Bampton for a stroll
around. We were
somewhat mystified
by the presence of an
unusually high number of unaccompanied road trailers dotted around the
town.
We just couldn’t understand it.
Loads of them were seemingly abandoned in the car park. Then, around
4pm in the afternoon we realised why
as numerous, mud-spattered, classic
hill climb cars began to appear, were
loaded onto the mystery trailers and
disappeared into the late afternoon.
Our wandering, though, began with
the very short stroll to the church,
which, besides being a thriving place
of worship, also doubles as the local
information centre for visitors.
So at one end of the nave there’s
a permanent display about Bampton through the ages, complete with
cabinets of local curiosities, maps,
leaflets, wonderful old photos, even
a designer Bampton bag and china
mugs to buy… plus a very helpful
chap, called Alan, I recall, who told
us loads more things we needed to
know about the locality.
One of these included how to get to
what was once Bampton’s castle.
It stands at one end of town on a
high outcrop, overlooking the local
football pitch. It is well worth the
climb to the top of this giant earth
mound to savour the views out across
Bampton and surrounds – and also offers a grandstand view of Bampton’s
finest soccer stars in action on the
pitch below.
En route to Bampton we stopped
off for lunch in Tiverton. Much larger, of course, with a more draconian
approach to parking with traffic wardens clearly in evidence. It has some
nice independent shops, though, a
fine river runs through it and there’s
a castle perched high above the latter. You need to check opening times,
though, as it is privately owned.
What was nice about The Swan was
that it managed to combine a thriving
local custom for food and drink with
a warm welcome to anyone visiting,
like us. It had a really good, friendly,
atmosphere.
Its food reputation is well known
and Paul Berry and his kitchen crew
did not disappoint. From a really

varied evening
menu I chose
a starter of salt
brisket, accompanied by the
pub’s
superb
own piccalilli
and soda bread
(£6.50),
followed by spiced
rump of Exmoor lamb with
onion
puree,
roasted parsnip,
crispy kale and
wild garlic jus
(£15.95), and
finished by reluctantly sharing my
ginger parkin, Granny Smith apple,
Granny Smith sorbet and salted caramel (£5.95) with my wife.
Her starters choice was a Salcombe crab and Quick’s Cheddar
tart (£6.95), followed by fillets of sea
bass, with saffron, vegetables and
River Exe mussels (£16.50).
The nice thing to see was that the
food on the menu also identified the
supplier where necessary. So I knew
my brisket starter, for example, used
meat from nearby Waterhouse Farm.
We chose a Chilean cabernet sauvignon house wine.
Breakfast was equally as good as
the previous evening, using locally
sourced sausages, bacon and eggs,
for example, with black pudding from
the world’s best makers – in Bury,
Lancashire.
Heading for home the following
day we chose a different return route,
heading up to the heights of Exmoor,
then down into Withypool somewhere in the middle, before arriving
in the ancient town of Dunster, just
outside Minehead.
A walk through the castle’s river meadows and its National Trust
grounds, a visit to a Somerset food
fair in the medieval tithe barn, and
then a quick drive along the coast
to Blue Anchor. The latter’s an intriguing name I’ve always puzzled
about as it offers precious little else
other than a jolly good walk along a
long prom or shale beach with views
across the Bristol Channel.
Much better for mooching about
was Watchet, the once thriving port
further along the coast, before heading back to Bridgwater and linking
into the M5 for Bristol.
The walls of The Swan in Bampton
are adorned with numerous awards
accumulated by Paul and Donna
since they took this place on some six
years ago.
Their latest accolade is to be named
Trencherman’s Pub of the Year.
My dictionary defines a trencherman as a person who eats heartily.
You most certainly will at The Swan.
I can vouch for that!

WHAT WAS NICE ABOUT
THE SWAN WAS THAT IT
MANAGED TO BE COMBINE
A THRIVING LOCAL
CUSTOM FOR FOOD AND
DRINK WITH A WARM
WELCOME TO ANYONE
VISITING, LIKE US.

Donna Berry from The Swan at
Bampton, pictured below

THEFACTFILE
Tim Davey stayed at The Swan,
Station Road, Bampton, Devon
EX16 9NG. You can contact
them on 01398 332248 or check
out their website for details on
accommodation and menus at
www.theswan.co. Prices range
from £85 to £95, based on two
people sharing, for one night’s
B&B. You can currently book
two nights for £160 plus bottle
of Prosecco on arrival . You must
quote code “Weekend Magazine”
when booking over the phone.
Ends 31/08/2017.

