Section Six - The Iron Hills of Afan


Melincourt to Afan Argoed and Margam Country Parks then to the Heritage Coast at Ogmore.- 36 miles


Maps: Landranger 160 Brecon Beacons and Landranger 170 Vale of Glamorgan and Rhondda





Stages:


Melincourt to Afan Argoed Country park. - 10 miles


Afan Argoed to Kenfig Castle. - 14 miles


Kenfig Castle to Newton Church - 6 miles


Newton to the Ogmore River Crossing - 6 miles





Highlights: Melincourt Falls; Pelenna Mountain; Afan Mountain; Bodvic Stone and Twmpath Dilith; Cwm Philip Valley; Margam Abbey; Kenfig Castle; Kenfig Nature Reserve and Dunes; Sker House; St David’s Well; Tythegston Long Barrow; Ogmore Castle.





Alternative:It is possible to take the Ogwr Ridgeway from Margam to Llantrisant to meet up with the Ridgeway route. The Ridgeway is signed and marked on O.S. maps.





Introduction:


Moving down from waterfall country the route traverses the great hills above the coastal plain where the rivers we have been crossing cut their way through to the sea. We leave our last waterfall at Melincourt and cross the hills into the Afan Valley and  Afan Argoed Country Park where we walk part of the Coed Morgannwg Way  The route brings us into Margam Country Park and the Cwm Philip Valley before we cross Margam Moors to the coast and the Nature Reserve at Kenfig Dunes. From the dunes the route takes in the local wells on the way to the long barrow at Tythegston and the river crossing at Ogmore.





Evidence from Bronze Age and Iron Age settlements suggests that the early inhabitants of the area moved from the coastal plain to the hills because climate change, over-farming, population growth, or the Roman presence, or all these things made it expedient. Archaeological finds in Margam and Newton give evidence of previous settlement. The Museum of Standing Stones in the Margam Abbey complex houses the original standing stones: replicas have been placed in the sites where they stood. 





Walking the Celtic Way through this section is to experience is contrasts and surprises. Industry and husbandry compete for the valley floors. In the valley there may be a sunrise technology site, an open-cast mine, or dairy farm on its oasis of pasture. On the hills 1500 feet above there may be an ancient track, a standing stone, the weather-flattened remains of hillcamps. Open whale-backed tops and slopes covered with mixed woodlands and forestry are the reward for climbing out of the valleys, but there are times when the incentives of an pub lunch, a dive into a general store, or the tired stroll past gardens to the B&B make the descent to the valley floor attractive. The villages of the Neath Valley, those adjacent to Afan Argoed, or the towns of Maesteg, Pyle and Porthcawl offer refreshment and accommodation on the route through this section of the Celtic Way.





Stage One- Melincourt to Afan Argoed -  10 miles


Landranger 170 Vale of Glamorgan and Rhondda


The Route: A waterfall, woodland, farmland and open moorland: of considerable variety, this is a walk suitable for all.





Starting Point:


From the car park at Melincourt cross the road (B4434) and follow the path to the right of the OAP Hall alongside Melincourt Brook to Melincourt Falls. After a rainy period this can be an awe-inspiring experience.





Retrace your path as far as a stepped path which zig-zags up the side of the valley to a stile onto a farm track. Turn left and continue through a gate to a metalled road and here turn right up the hill.At this point, if time allows, the top of the Falls provides a splendid place to linger for further exploration or a picnic on the banks of the river.





About 200yards up the hill cross a stile on the right, waymarked St Illtyd’s Walk, and follow the blue arrow directing left then take the next left fork up a gressy bank. Immediately after passing through a gap in a wall turn left and head up through another gap in a wall to the brow of a hill from which you will see the next waymark on a gate and stile.





Follow the direction of this arrow which takes you southerly across open country where you will soon pick up a grassy trail. Where the zig-zagging path bends to the right of a wall, pick out rocky outcrops or cairns, the topmost of which is your next point of reference.





At the top of the hill do not enter the farm gate but turn left and with the wire fence on your right continue to another gate at the corner of a forestry plantation. Go through the gate and follow the line of trees until they turn 90 degrees to the right at which point enter a single gate and here pick up the St Illtyd Walk waymarks again.





An extremely pleasant woodland walk leads to a stile over which you emerge to a stony track in open and most attractive moorland. Turn right and follow the track as it twists left then turn right to enter forestry again over a cattle grid. After about 150 yards turn left following a yellow waymark but ignore the second arrow to your right.


Eventually the road crosses a stream and just past embankments on both sides of the road and a right-hand bend look for a footpath to the left, obscure except for a recently constructed cairn.





Half a mile through the woodland cross a stile to Cwm Blaen Pelenna, an open interesting valley with an industrial history. Take the rocky path down to the river, cross by a footbridge and follow the Pelenna River on its southern bank until you cross a stile near a single road bridge. Turn left following a farm road up the hill and at a farm gate turn right to cross a stile into a woodland of broad-leafed trees.





Just below and to the left are the remains of Fforch-dwm Viaduct, once part of a tramroad system known locally as Parson’s Folly. It was built to convey coal to the Neath Canal but the rapid growth of the coal industry established the railway before this method of transportation was proved commercially viable. Hence the apparent folly.





The path crosses a footbridge over Nant Fforch-dwm then climbs through a beech wood to a forestry road. Turn right and after about half a mile follow a yellow waymark to the left for a further half mile again along a most pleasant grassy track.





On emerging onto yet another Forestry road turn right to the Pelenna Mountain Centre and the remains of Gyfylchi Chapel. Turn sharp left then immediately right following the large indicator to Penrhys Walk. At the bottom where the track bends to the right continue straight ahead on a bridleway and follow the path to the next bridleway arrow turning sharp right downhill. Just prior to this turning on your left may be seen the bricked up remains of the Gyfylchi Railway tunnel. This was part of the South Wales Mineral Railway opened in 1861 from Briton Ferry to Glyncorrwg





At the foot of the short bridleway turn right onto yet another disused railway. A sharp left turn takes you down to the river bridge which leads across to the Afan Argoed Countryside Centre.





Stage Two - Afan Argoed to Newton  - 16 miles - 


Landranger 170


Features: The Bodvic Stone; Cwm Philip; Margam Abbey; remains of Kenfig Castle; 





Warning: the route crosses the River Kenfig where it comes out into runnels on the beach. Generally there is no problem crossing this here, but, exceptionally, at times of high tides or heavy rain, the beach crossing may not be possible. Tide tables can be checked at Tourist Information Offices before starting out.





The Route: Broad open hills with some forestry climbing from 500 to 1500 feet. The walking starts at Afan Argoed Centre and goes over the hill to Rhiw Tor Cymry then onto the Coed Morgannwg Way into Margam Forest where the route comes down into the Cwm Philip Valley. It skirts the Margam Estate to come out by Margam Abbey with its museum of standing stones. From here the route crosses Margam Moors passing the British Steel Coking Depot and runs alongside the beach and dunes, before turning inland to the ruins of Kenfig Castle.





Starting point:


From Afan Argoed 820 950 car park go up past the museum onto a tarmac track up to Ty Canol Farmhouse on your left. Go through small gate into well-fenced off green track rising quickly. Carry on up the hill. The path is marked with brown arrows. Pass fenced-off fields and get a splendid view as the height increases. At the end of the track come to a gate and take the uphill path marked with blue arrow. There is a fence to right, open hillside to your left: view back of river valley cleft you are leaving behind. You are walking east.





Coming out onto top to a blue waymark arrow passing Forestry firs; see Swansea miles behind you (on an unCeltic Note - the high building is the famous Driver ands Vehicle Licensing Centre - DVLC)





The path crosses over small ravine, there are trees to the  right, hilly bank on left. then a gate and stile. Turn right onto open hillside. Go through farm gate. Choice of 4 tracks - take south-west track second from right, third from left. You pass a pond with bullrushes. As you go downhill, there is a view of the route ahead, and view of hills to Vale of Glamorgan. Nice place for a swift breather.





Go down hill leaving Rhiw Tor Cymry behind and out of forest by small car park. Cross the B4282 Bryn/Maesteg road. and cross stile (currently in poor state of repair) to Maesteg Golf Course.





Golf Course: at entrance to golf course take track through centre keeping an eye on low-flying golf balls. Go up onto the forestry hill following the track as it curves up and round to left. Good views of Maesteg hills. 





Cross the cattle grid - and follow 200 yds of forestry land path till you come, on your left, to Coed Morgannwg Way footprint signposts with black footprint on white background and arrow pointing in the path’s direction. Follow these unless stated different. After 10 minutes there is a division of path - follow sign and take middle road.





At a corner in a small valley follow sign straight on into trees - it is a green lane and very attractive. Contrast with the next bit - a metalled forestry road  with a stream and marshy bit on right. At choice of tracks keep on the main road





Memorial stone to Billy Vaughan forestry commissioner:, last seen surrounded by masses of pine cones.





At the next division, take left by the skyscaper trees. No sign at next junction-so look for small cairn and go straight up hill passing enclosed conifer forest then open cleared area.





The next waymark is by the  Bodvic Stone (replica - the original is in the Museum of Standing Stones). There is a small pool with a diversion to a stile and  a path leading across boggy ground to the  twmpath diwlith. This was a preaching mound in the last century. It is chastening to imagine the zeal which drew preacher and audience to this exposed hilltop.





From the Bodvic Stone follow the forestry road downhill and south east to a wide metalled road forming a T junction.  Here is the point where those who wish to can leave the Celtic Way and follow the waymarked Ogwr Ridgeway to Llantrisant. Turn left at the forestry road junction and in 400 yards you will reach the signs for the Ogwr Ridgeway (Ogwr (Ogmore) was the name of the old borough council).The route is shown on O.S. maps and well-signed. 





Continuing on the Celtic Way route take the path downhill into Cwm Philip by going a quick left then right and take the route downhill into the valley. This is not waymarked. It is a distinctive curving track with hairpin bends which loops down the valley-side. The hill below the track become mixed woodland - predominantly birch, oak and larch. You are entering a small valley accessible only on foot Follow the path south-west along the stream: This is Cwm Philip, the heart of the Welsh part of the walk, and the place where the idea for the Celtic Way came about. During next mile of walking see if you agree that the valley has a special atmosphere of its own. 


After a mile you will come out at the back of the Margam Estate. Directly ahead is the slope leading to its dramatic hill-fort - Mynydd y Castell. 





At the junction by the old iron washeries there is a choice of paths: into the estate, up to the hillfort or out through the back exit. There is no right of entry to the estate, the castle or the amenities. If you are well prepared you will have asked TI for a leaflet showing you all the features of this place to help you decide if you want to pay to enter. Unless you are prepared to pay you should turn right to leave through the back route out of Margam. Go downhill alongside the ore-stained Philip River, passing a glade on your right. The path bears left, then right, and then crosses the river and leaves the estate through a kissing gate. It continues alongside the remarkably emerald waters of a boating lake, passes a lodge and comes to a complex of buildings which include Margam Abbey, the museum of standing stones, and the Abbot’s Kitchen. 





The Cisterian Abbey was established by Robert, Earl of Gloucester in 1147. However a Celtic monastry was previously there and the site had been holy for centuries before. Some early crosses are preserved in the museum. The Museum of Standing Stones is a small collection managed by CADW. It contains some inscribed Romanesque, Roman and Celtic stones and crosses, including the great wheel cross of Conbelin�. Allow yourself some time in this area before going on to the coastal part of the walking. There will be no places for refreshment for rest of this stage in the walking.





Now you move onto something completely different. Leave the Abbey Complex on the small access lane and walk past several houses and a copse until you come to the A48. This road used to be the jugular of S Wales, before the M4 was completed. For the moment it is relatively quiet, although I am told by people who work to protect the extremely vulnerable area our route now takes us over, that there are plans to add housing and industry to the Margam Moors and Hirwaun Woods areas. Cross the A48 and make for the huge roundabout. You are going to cross this and take an industrial access road to the coast. Keep your wits about you and take a deep breath: the air is going to alter for the next mile.





Go south down the access road past the playing fields, crematorium, and BOC. - this is about half a mile and should take about 20 minutes. Now you are on Longlands - an attractive open lane with fields either side of you and British Steel’s Coking Depot in front of you and some railway lines to cross. Go over the lines for the main Swansea/Paddington Rail Link, and also for British Steel. Keep going south. You are still on Longlands Lane and passing adjacent to the fragile ecosystem of Margam Moor. You are approaching the beach, fir copses and dunes. 





Friendly horses will probably come to greet you as you pass them. As you walk the next few miles it is a good time to make a leap of the imagination to visualise the empty beauty of the coastal plain when small Celtic tribes farmed its soil, then the Romans built their roads and marching posts, then the early saints moved all along the coastal plain alongside the Severn Sea, building churches on local sacred sites and bringing their unique vision of Christianity. 





If passing on a week-day you will not be able to take your eyes off the activities of lorry after lorry on the slope to the right carrying its black load, nor the sweep of the gantries where the coal is unloaded - coal from countries which subsidize their mining industry is a complaint I have heard. Walking here, I am struck by the paradox of the creative and destructive potential of the iron, water and coal. The qualities of the land that have drawn us to this coastal strip - from the earliest Iron Age dwellers to those who earn their livelihoods today in the iron towns - have also led to its contamination.





Go through the small car park and cross the tarmac Haul Road and go onto the beach. Now you turn left. Although not easy underfoot, if the tide is going out or still some way from being high, the beach is a good place to walk..





Do not attempt the beach route in heavy weather with a high tide. Go back to the A48 and take Water Lane to Mawdlam to connect with the route.





Walking along the beach for about a mile until you reach the Afon Kenfig (River Kenfig). Cross it on the beach where it is only a series of runnels. 





After crossing the river follow it back upstream for about 100 yards until you come to a Kenfig Dunes Nature Reserve sign. There are the remaining stanchions of what was once a bridge over the Kenfig. Take the long straight track east for 300 yards. This is a continuation of the British Steel Haul Road once used to fetch stones from the local quarry to build the deep-water harbour. When you leave it you will be aiming for the green trees alongside the river and then the Church of St Mary Magdelene at Mawdlam so take sightings of the tower to your North North East to get familiar with the landscape. Direction finding here can be awkward because the river’s reed-beds force you wide and the dunes are full of shifting paths.





Alternative path to Porthcawl:


If, at this stage in the walking, you are tired of direction-finding and want an easier time of it, then just follow the beach or the adjacent path all the way into Porthcawl, which is where you are most likely to have reserved yoir accommodation. It will take a couple of hours. You will pass the ruins of Sker House, a lifeguard hut, and the Royal Porthcawl Golf Club before coming to Rest Bay with the famous ‘Rest’ convalescent home, associated with Florence Nightingale, then the low cliffs of Locks Common after which you stumble onto the revitalised seafront of Porthcawl with the lights of the harbour and fairground ahead of you. Not very Celtic to look at: yet the hills above Porthcawl contain the remains of a round barrow and a long barrow.)





Continuation:


Just after the low grass bank which blocks the track you are on, leave the track. You will see a  mere in front Hit out across the dunes for about ½ mile to meet up with the river once the reed-beds are passed. If it is cloudy and you cannot see the church tower just keep going north. Current markers are: rusted buoy, fencing on the dunes,  lone Scots pine. 





After 3/4 of a mile of tracking the river you will meet up with it. The trees which line its banks are the clue, they stand out amongst the dune-scape you are travelling through. Once you find the riverside path follow it northwards, enjoying the shade if it is a warm day, until you reach the ruins of Kenfig Castle. 





These few walls are all that remains of the royal borough of Kenfig, once a thriving town, all buried under the sand. The destruction took place in the 15th century; the church was rebuilt and is the one you have been using as a landmark.





You are about half a mile from the highly visible Angel Inn on th eeastern skyline and the less visible Prince of Wales Inn. Both provide refreshment. Alternatively, this is a good time to end your walking with a visit to the Kenfig Nature Reserve and Centre at Kenfig Pool. Buses and taxis to nearby Pyle and Porthcawl are available.





Stage Three - Kenfig Castle 801 827 to Newton Church- 6 miles


Landranger  170





From the castle head south-easterly towards the church tower. Cross the road and with the church of St Mary Magdelene on your left walk into Mawdlam Village. Take the first road to the right: Heol Broom, and follow it for about half a mile. It rises slowly and on a bright day gives views back to Swansea Bay and the Gower Peninsula beyond. Take the third PFP sign to the right just as the road bends 90 degrees to the left. Cross two fields on the well-defined paths by hedges and enter a metalled road. Continue in the same direction towards the sea, crossing a minor road, and you come to the Kenfig Nature Reserve Centre which is well worth a visit.





The sea-birds in this areas are varied and keen ornithologists will find a hide at Kenfig Pool Nature Reserve





Now head south skirting the golf course. Such a mish-mash of paths cross the dunes that the best option is to aim for the sea. All paths come out at the Haul Road met in the earlier section - built to bring limestone from the quarry at Cornelly to build the new British Steel Deep Water Harbour. 





On reaching this track turn left and approach Sker House as it comes into view. 


This is the home of Elizabeth, the Maid of Sker who was the subject of R.D. Blackmore’s novel of that name.Blackmore’s more famous novel is Lorna Doone, and the two settings of Exmoor and Sker Beach face each other across the Bristol Channel. The future of the house has recently been taken on by CADW, the agency responsible for the management of historic buildings in Wales. Reorts are that it has been sold and will be developed - in what form has yet to be seen. It would make a terrific hostel for walkers!





Approach the house along a rough farm track and climb three stone steps over a wall to enter the farmyard and then exit onto a wide farm track going east. This runs for about a mile before coming to a minor road. Cross it and go into Moor Lane opposite.





Walk along this quiet lane and pass under a railway bridge. Then take the right hand fork 500 yards or so further on. Here lies St David’s Well. Continue along the lane to an enchanting spot ,a small green valley to the left known as  Dewiscomb- David’s Valley: it is a place of peace and soft on the eye. Opposite is what is left of the old Nottage Halt from the days of rail. Continue until reaching a T junction. 





You have the opportunity to turn right into Nottage Village - with three pubs, two hops and a PO an excellent place for refreshment. 





To continue, turn left and follow the lane as it runs down towards a main road. Just before the main road you will see a signed and small footpath to your right edged by trees (ignore the earlier signed path across the field) and running the perimeter of the grounds of Nottage Court. Keep to the footpath and follow it for 400yards through a tunnel of trees to the well called  Ffynnon Fawr .





5.To move on from the well return back into the tunnel of trees running parallel but unseen from the road. At a pair of stiles take the right hand one and cross the A4229 to a gate and stile immediately opposite. Cross a field and a lane by means of a further two stiles and then a series of stiles across fields  - aiming roughly eastwards where the stiles are not immediately visible  - to emerge on a lane with a secondary lane immediately ahead. This is Tyn y Caeau Lane which leads to a roundabout on the Bridgend road.





Cross the roundabout and follow the signs for Newton. Turn second left onto Clevis Hill and follow this to the village green before the ancient church of St John. At the seaward edge of the green is Sandford’s Well. Read the legend in verse attached to the well. On the route between the Kenfig and Ogmore rivers we have been close to or passed 5 wells. If you are spending any time in the area the local tourist office in Porthcawl will be able to supply leaflets which describe the wells walk in more detail


Stage Four - Newton Church to Ogmore - 6 miles


Landranger  170





Walking: The route takes in the Long Barrow at Tythegston then the Ogmore river crossing. 





Starting Point:


With Newton church on your right walk up the hill and follow the road around past the allotments. At the end of the allotments take the track to the left. This crosses two small access roads then take a left fork into woodland. On approaching a large house turn right down a sandy trail to a T junction. Turn left and left again onto a grassy plain. At the next fork go left and then a straight ahead path following a waymark into a woodland in a pleasant valley.





8.At the next fork go left again to a stile into a narrow field in a shallow valley. Through a gap in the trees the path bears to the right up the side of a valley to a stile and follows the hedge on the left to the next stile onto a metalled road.





Follow the road to the left into the village of Tythegston. Just before the main Porthcawl/Bridgend road ahead of you take a stone stile to the right and cross the centre of a field (currently with a glorious sycamore in the middle) to a stile which crosses onto a farm track and then into another field.





Cross the centre of this field to a gate and continue ahead to a wooded area - pheasant country. To the left of the copse and near a pond is a long barrow, a must for any walker in this area. Cae Tor at Tythegston is one of the six acknowledged chambered tombs in the area once known as Glamorgan and the most westerly of the long barrows. Three of the others are encountered in the next section. One of the most interesting aspects of the distribution of chambered tombs in Wales is the way they are found around estuaries and on peninsulas. A case has been made for an overseas origin for the megalith builders�. 





After viewing this cromlech retrace your steps to the path and continue with the copse on your left past an old farm barn to an ancient gateway in the corner of the wood near the wall. Follow the steps down into a ditch and up the other side to a stile into a field.





Head toward to busy major road (A48) via a stone stile in the far right-hand corner and again remaining alongside the hedge to a similar one. Immediately ahead is the stone stile which is the entry to the A 48.From here it is necessary to walk the A48 footpath but only for 150 yards. At a break in the footpath, turn right, taking the left fork through a gateway alongside a sheepfold. Follow the path between two clumps of trees and near the fence enclosure at the bottom climb an inferior stile to the right, turn left and cross yet another one. Follow the line of trees on the left to a stile in the bottom left hand corner. Turn right, and in the left corner of the field cross a gully. Keep to the hedge on the right to a novel stile made of removable logs. After crossing this head directly up the field to two farm gates. Turn left onto a road which runs through two gates, into and out of Whitney Farmyard and continue on the road to the delightful village of Merthyr Mawr.





Continue through the village past the church for ¾ mile to Candleston Castle. Really a fortified manor house; it is worth adding another hour to the walk to seeit. You are also in the vicinity here of the highest sand dunes in Europe. Return to the vMerthyr Mawr Church and immediately after the village green turn right down a road to a suspension bridge over the River Ogmore.





 After this a path directs the walker to stepping stones over the Ewenny river to Ogmore Castle. In the event of flooding making a crossing by means of stepping stones impractical turn left after the suspension bridge across a field to a footbridge to a road (B4524). 





Turn right into Ogmore Castle. After exploring the site go up the hill and cross the road to the Pelican Public House opposite, where the next section of the walking begins,  through the Vale of Glamorgan.





Handing on;


You are now crossing a physical and psychological divide between SW and SE Wales and entering the area of the Vale of Glamorgan - cradle of Celtic Christianity - with the college at Llantwit Major being the training ground for the early Celtic Saints The route will follow the Heritage coast almost to Barry before going inland to two famous long barrows then onto meet with the Ridgeway at Llantrisant.





Information 


Centres:


Porthcawl Tourist Information - 01656 786639


Pelenna Mountain Centre - 01639 636227


Afan Argoed Centre - 01639 850564


Margam Abbey complex - 01639 871184 (includes the Museum of Standing Stones)


Kenfig Nature Reserve Centre - 01656 743386


Accommodation:


B&B, Camping, Hotels close to route at Cymmer and Cwmavon one mile from Afan Argoed;


Maesteg and Bryn 1 mile from Rhiw Tor Cymry/Golf Course crossing;


Mawdlam, Pyle near Kenfig. Abundant camping B&B and hotels at Porthcawl. 





Transport:


Nearest Rail Stations at Bridgend and Port Talbot


Bus Stations at Bridgend and Port Talbot. Good local services to most villages and towns adjacent to the route.























� Wales Cymru Tourist Guide 1997


� A Guide to the Prehistoric and Roman Monuments of England and Wales by Jacquetta Hawkes


The Megalithic Monuments of Wales by W F Grimes


The Penguin Guide to Prehistoric England and Wales by James Dyer








