By Paul Breeden

NCE upon a time we

had Proper Holidays.

We all went to the sea-

side - a proper resort
such as Weymouth or Skeg-
ness or St Ives,

There we could be assured of chips
and ice cream and beer, sticky rock
and sand-filled sandwiches and all
the other ingredients of a real Eng-
lish vacation.

We only went once a year, so we
were determined to have a good time
- which was just as well considering
the places we had to stay. The tradi-
tional seaside hotel or B&B was run
for the benefit not of the guests but
the owner who was nevertheless in a
perpetual grump.

Inmates were served only food
which was greasy or boiled and were
kicked out after breakfast, forbidden
to return until the next ration was
due.

The cartoonist Giles was the best
chronicler of the breed. His harrid-
ans posted rules headed Achtung!
and No Singing and they glared at the
whimpering tots who were supposed
to be having A Wonderful Time.

All that’s changed now, of course.
We all go abroad for our hols-and
Giles and his harridans are gone. Yet
some habits die hard. It is only a few
years since a Scottish B&B com-
mandant at first refused to give us a
key because we wanted to stay out
late at a wedding reception.

Followed
their hearts

And I well remember the landlady,
who when I remarked on the splend-
our of her view across Wevmouth
Bay said she didn’t know, she didn’t
get the chance to look at it much.

Which brings us to St Ives. From
where, after a weekend at the Prim-
rose Valley hotel, I can report that I
think at last the seaside holiday has
grown up.

Andrew and Sue Biss have fol-
lowed their hearts rather than a set
of rules in bringing their Edwardian
hotel into the 21st century. Once, no
doubt, it was the scene of some Prop-
er Holidays with everything Prop-
erly Boiled. Now, not only have the
Bisses brought the food and the de-
cor up to the best of modern stand-
ards, but the welecome has been up-
graded, too.

If you seriously prefer children to
be neither seen nor heard, perhaps
you should stay away from Primrose
Valley. But for us one of the charms of
the place was the big open-plan
lounge and dining room where there
is plenty of room for toys to be rolled
and adults to relax.

Here, the boards are bare and the
furniture is leather and expensive,
but there are no signs saying Don’t
Touch.

Allin all the welcome is practically
Mediterranean — and if the climate
outside doesn’t quite match, well St

Ives has been brought up to date in
other ways.

The Tate is the most obvious ex-
ample - too obvious to many loeals.
From some angles its jutting brutal-
ism suggests an overlarge bingo hall
among the holiday flats, but close up
the rotunda entrance is dramatic and
surprisingly sympathetic. Inside —
and this comes from someone who
would rather see Damien Hirst
pickle himself than a shark — you're
unlikely not to find something that
draws you in. For me it was the eleg-
ant slate and polished brass of ab-
stract sculptor Denis Mitchell.

On the seafront, the priciest res-
taurants signify superiority by drop-

ping the capital letters: ‘alba’ is the
top seafood venue while ‘onshore’
has a national award for its pizzas.
We were quite happy at tourist haunt
Huers — monkfish tails for me, sump-
tuous fish pie for my other half.

But don’t ignore humbly named
Porthminster Cafe. This former
beach tea shop could well be the best
restaurant in the county, At £35 a
head perhaps it should be, but I
couldn’t fault my pan-fried sea bass
with smoked eel, nor my partner her
salmon with steamed prawns and
lemon verbena.

Back to Primrose Valley where
nothing typifies the owners’' ap-
proach more than their choice not to




serve evening meals off season be-
cause they want to concentrate on
fresh local produce,

Thus I ean’t report fully on the
cuisine, though if it's anything like
the 50-strong wine list it’ll be top
notch. Breakfasts, though, are di-
vine.

Thumbs up, too, to the voluntary
£1-a-room daily donation to the Mar-
ine Conservation Society, which does
such good work fighting to preserve
our seaside environment. Primrose
Valley is the first hotel to come up
with this bright idea and so far it’s
gone down very well with guests.

Expect some hi-faluting quango to
copy the scheme soon.

B For more information
about St Ives contact the
Cornwall Tourist Board:
01872 322900; Fax: 01872
322895; or go to the website
at www.cornwalltourist
board.co.uk

B Tate St Ives: Porthmeor
Beach, St Ives TR26 1TG;
01736 796226;
www.tate.org.uk/stives

W Huers restaurant, Wharf

TRAVEL FILE

Road, St Ives; 01736 797999;
WWW.1 lace.co.uk

B Porthminster Cafe: :
Porthminster Beach, St Ives;
01736 795352;

N Contact the Marine
Conservation Seciety at Unit
3, Wolf Business Park, Ross-
on-Wye, Herefordshire, HR9
5NB; 01989 566017;
www.mesuk.org
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