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Winter solace in well-heeled Salcombe: Out of season Devon is the perfect pick-me-up

By Helen Carroll
Last updated at 6:51 PM on 21st January 2011

· Comments (0) 
· Add to My Stories 
Yawning, I stretch and open my eyes. And for the first time in months I feel refreshed. 
Rolling over into a mountain of giant pillows, I mull over what to do with the day ahead  -  and am sorely tempted to spend it here in what must be a contender for the World's Biggest Bed. 
But that, members of staff at the recently opened South Sands Hotel in Salcombe, Devon, told me, would be a dreadful waste. So I decide to compromise and order a huge breakfast to be brought to my room. Then I whip open the plantation shutters and step out on to the balcony. 
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Sunny escape: Even in winter Salcombe has plenty to banish those chills

It is winter and there is an icy chill on the wind, but my fluffy dressing gown is more than a match for it. 
Celebrated Victorian historian James Froude famously said: 'Winter in Salcombe is winter only in name.' 
Spot on. Come here in summer and it's over-run by yachties with plums in their mouths and Crew Clothing on their backs. But at this time of year, it's plain sailing. 
I am mesmerised by the shimmering colours of South Sands Bay. The tide is out and on the expanse of beach, two children are laughing infectiously as a puppy chases them through the sand. 
Suddenly there's a knock on the door, and a tray weighed down by irresistible calories makes such a grand entrance that it would be rude not to eat the lot, before immersing myself in one of the twin slipper baths which sit in the main bay window. 
Can there be anything more blissful than luxuriating in the bath and watching the sea and sky change colour as the tide comes in? Answers on a postcard, please. 
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Celebrity spotting: Geri Halliwell is a fan of the area 

Finally, up and dressed, I potter off around town. In summer, there's a ferry service to whisk you across the bay. In winter it's a bracing 40-minute walk  -  or, if you're lazy like me, there's always 'Moonraker Mike', a larger-than-life character who helps run the local Moonraker taxis. 
Mike might be from up north but there is nothing he doesn't know about Salcombe. He tells me Spice Girl Geri Halliwell has him on speed-dial on her mobile. 
'Her boyfriend lives down 'ere,' he informs me. 'She loves it 'ere; she gets left in peace.' 
But not for much longer if Mike keeps advertising her whereabouts. 
I say goodbye to Mike and make my way through the higgledypiggledy lanes to Fore Street, where nearly every shop sells clothes. 
And not just any sort of clothes. These are clothes for outdoorsy posh people, pinstripe Oxford cottons, docksiders, polo shirts and those V-necked sweaters a certain type of well-heeled man likes to throw around his shoulders. 
Peeking through an estate agent's window at a three- bedroom apartment costing well over £1 million, I get the general idea about Salcombe's demographic. 
I embark on a bracing walk to North Sands to the Winking Prawn  -  a shack-like Sixties-style restaurant with a delicious atmosphere and buzzy food. I have the popcorn shrimp and steak with pepper sauce, which sets me up nicely for the trek back to South Sands. 
 

More...

· Getting away from it all: A retreat for writers, singers, poets, in a glorious corner of Devon 

· Hotel review: The cream of Cornish retreats at the Lugger Hotel, Portloe 

· Hotel review: An Inspector Calls at.. The Queen's Arms, Corton Denham 

The hotel  -  a New England-style clapboard house with gabled windows  -  looks welcoming as daylight fades. As I saunter into the bar for a restorative glass of champagne by the fireside, a lively party has just returned from a shooting trip organised by the hotel. 
I get talking to Jeff Gillard, the manager, who, with the help of two business partners, transformed the hotel from a rundown shell to the nautically themed boutique hotel it is today. 
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All-rounder: The scenery is stunning no matter what time of year

He tells me there is as much to do in Salcombe in winter as there is in summer, but it all sounds very energetic. The hotel will arrange powerboat ing, waterski-ing, boarding, kayaking and all manner of sailing  -  from Lasers to yachts. 
If, like me, the only watersport you attempt is getting in and out of the bath, there are plenty of pretty walks from the hotel. 
After a terrific dinner devised by renowned seafood chef Mitch Tonks, things are warming up in the bar and a nightcap is tempting. But I'm exhausted after such a day of doing nothing. I go upstairs and switch on the wall-mounted TV, order DVDs from reception and fill the bath with scented, bubbly water. 
A storm has broken, waves are crashing on to the beach and the wind is rattling the halyards of boats waiting for action. I can hardly recall being quite so happy. 
Travel Facts 
South Sands hotel (01548 859 000, southsands.com), offers rooms from £120 per night including full English breakfast. 
Visit before April 29 and receive three nights for the price of two for weekday stays across all room types (excludes public and school holidays). 
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· BA staff vote in favour of more walkouts 
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