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INTRODUCTION &


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


As anyone who loves the Cotswolds will appreciate, attempting to squeeze the legion delights of the region into a ‘Little Book’ is an impossible task. Not only are the Cotswolds devastatingly beautiful, they’re stuffed to the prehistoric gills with drama; they ooze culture and intrigue; and the fascinating saints and sinners who’ve checked in and out over the centuries could quite easily fill several books of their own.


That said, I hope I’ve managed to cram enough of my personal favourites into this snapshot of Cotswold life to inspire you to explore further, indulge in a little time travel, support a conservation project, perhaps even learn to build a dry stone wall or venture a few steps with the Morris – but most important of all, celebrate the wonderful Cotswolds.


Special thanks to the Cotswolds Conservation Board (cotswoldsaonb.org.uk) – particularly Land Management Officer Mark Connelly for his encyclopaedic knowledge and discerning appreciation of the Cotswolds; Folk music researcher and performer Gwilym Davies (cmarge.demon.co.uk/gwilym/) for his expertise and the Winchcombe play excerpt; Mary Bliss MBE, Will Willans (Tower Master, Bath Abbey), Tower Captain Peter Holden and the bell ringers of St John Baptist, Cirencester, and Tower Captain Edward Cribley and the bell ringers of Christ Church, Chalford; Andrew Young & Helen Crabtree of the Letter Box Study Group (lbsg.org); Cotswolds and Forest of Dean Tourism (cotswolds.com) for much of the information about films; the Cotswold Sheep Society (cotswoldsheepsociety.co.uk); Ralph Windle (ralphwindle.com) for permission to quote from his lovely poem, ‘Cotswold Sheep’; The Churches Conservation Trust (visitchurches.org.uk); Charles Martell; Gloucestershire Orchard Group (gloucestershireorchardgroup.org.uk); the endlessly helpful staff/volunteers of the region’s visitor information centres, Gloucestershire Archives, Nailsworth, Stow-on-the-Wold and Stroud libraries, Nailsworth Archives, Dursley Heritage Centre and Wotton-under-Edge Heritage Centre; the many wonderful churchwardens, PCC secretaries and church guides around the Cotswolds.


I am also indebted to the following: Paul Adkins, David Bishop, Stan Burrage, Frank Byrne, Jim Chapman, Johnny Coppin, Stuart Cummings, Robin Dale (National Hedgelaying Society), Terry Day, Carl Evans, Dennis Gardner, Edward Jenner Museum (Berkeley), Ann Haigh, Dr Anthony Hammond, Joe Henson, Laurence Hitchins, Richard Ingles, Jean Jeffries, Charles Keen, Philip Lee-Woolf, Ian Macintosh, Peter Morris, Paul Nash, Daphne Neville, Brian Riley, Sarah Schenk, Anne Stabler, Vic Sutton, Bob Woodward, Avon Wildlife Trust, Bath Preservation Trust, Bisley Blue Coat Church of England Primary School, Bourton Rovers Football Club, Broadway Tower, Canterbury Cathedral, Chedworth Roman Villa (NT), Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum, Cheltenham Borough Council, Claverton Pumping Station group, Cleeve Common Board of Conservators, Corinium Museum (Cirencester), Cotswold Canals Trust, Cotswold Water Park Society, the Dry Stone Walling Association of Great Britain, The Ebworth Centre, Ecotricity, Gloucester City Museum and Art Gallery, Gloucestershire Morris Men, Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Holst Birthplace Museum (Cheltenham), Intermusica, Katherine Mansfield Society, National Grid, Natural History Museum, Naunton Village Trust, Robert Dover’s Games Society, St Paul’s Cathedral, Salisbury Racecourse, Sheepscombe Cricket Club, Stanway Estate, Stowell Park Estate Ltd, Tetbury Woolsack Committee, ‘Thankful Villages’ (Norman Thorpe, Tom Morgan & Rod Morris), The Bathurst Estate & Cirencester Park, The Croquet Association, The Finzi Trust, The Metropolitan Museum of Art (NY), the Museum in the Park (Stroud), The Oxfordshire Museum (Woodstock), The RAF Down Ampney Association, The Tolsey Museum (Burford), Victoria and Albert Museum, Violet Needham Society, Wellington Aviation Museum, Cal Williams (Randwick Wap Committee), Woodstock Mock Mayor Corporation, and all those it has not been possible to list by name.


Finally, a huge thank you to Gwen Burns for her delightful illustrations.


Gillian Broomhall, 2011


Note: Please remember to follow the Countryside Code at all times. It is advisable to check dates/opening times/costs/accessibility/mobility information, and so on, with event organisers/venues/tourist attractions etc before visiting. Permission should always be obtained when visiting places in private ownership. All information is included in good faith and believed to be correct at the time of going to press. No responsibility can be accepted for errors or omissions.
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1


THE COTSWOLDS


– NATURALLY


COTSWOLD BOOT CAMP


The Cotswolds extend approximately 90 miles through six different counties – Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, Somerset, Warwickshire, Wiltshire and Worcestershire.


The Cotswolds Area of Outstanding National Beauty (AONB) is a protected landscape of national importance. Managed by the Cotswolds Conservation Board (consisting of fifteen local authorities, three unitary authorities and four county councils), it is the largest of the thirty-eight AONBs in England and Wales, covering 790 square miles. A team of over 350 Cotswold Voluntary Wardens (established 1968) supports the Cotswolds Conservation Board. In 2009/10 alone, they clocked up a staggering 43,652 recorded hours.


The Cotswolds has eighty-nine Special Sites of Scientific Interest (SSSI) including thirty-six Geological SSSI sites, five European Special Areas of Conservation and three National Nature Reserves – Cotswold Commons and Beechwoods National Nature Reserve; Bredon Hill and Wychwood Forest.


There are some 3,000 miles of public footpath in the Cotswolds, including two national trails – the Cotswold Way, covering 102 miles from the Market Hall at Chipping Campden in the north to Bath Abbey in the south, and a small section of the Thames Path. There are also literally hundreds of guided walks/riding/cycling trails and events run by such organisations as the CCB, the National Trust, the Wildlife Trusts, as well as private organisations and some local authorities.


Despite the old adage ‘Tis as long in coming as Cotteswold barley’, over 80 per cent of the Cotswold landscape is agricultural. Its principal crops are barley, grass, field beans, oilseed rape and wheat. The region’s main industry is tourism.


DON’T LOOK DOWN


The Cotswold Hills form part of an outcrop of Jurassic rock running from the Dorset coast to the coast of Yorkshire.


The geology of the Cotswolds dramatically characterises the region – its underlying oolitic limestone has been widely used as building stone over the centuries. Closely observed, the stone resembles tiny fish eggs, hence the Greek term oolite or ‘egg stone’.


The highest point of the Cotswolds is at Cleeve Hill (also known as Cleeve Cloud) which rises 1,083ft above sea level. Other top spots include:


Birdlip Hill


Brailes Hill


Bredon Hill


Broadway Hill


Cutsdean Hill


Dover’s Hill


Ebrington Hill


Fish Hill (near Broadway)


Kelston Round Hill (near Bath)


Leckhampton Hill


Meon Hill


Stinchcombe Hill


Painswick Beacon


Tog Hill (near Bath)


Uley Bury


Perhaps not so significant for height, the following hills nevertheless deserve a name-check:


Awkward Hill (Bibury)


Bear Hill (Rodborough)


Hunger Hill (near Dursley)


Nailsworth ‘W’ – a serpentine thriller that gets the better of many a cyclist, not to mention a few engines, at the classic reliability trials held off-road (straight up the side) here every winter since before the Second World War


Nibley Knoll


Pancake Hill (Chedworth)


Scar Hill (Minchinhampton)


Solsbury Hill (near Bath) – as in the Peter Gabriel song of the same name Smallpox Hill (Uley)


WATER & WIND


Let fancy lead, from Trewsbury Mead,


With hazel fringed, and copsewood deep,


Where scarcely seen, through brilliant green,


Thy infant waters softly creep


Thomas Love Peacock (died 1866)


A single stone marks the official source of England’s longest river, the Thames, which rises at Trewsbury Mead near Kemble – although some quote Seven Springs as its true source (also has a stone).


Cotswold places with names linked to rivers/tributaries include:


Ampney (a brook) – Down Ampney, Ampney Crucis, Ampney St Mary, Ampney St Peter


Avon – Avening


Churn – South Cerney, North Cerney, Cerney Wick, Cirencester


Coln – Coln St Aldwyns, Coln St Dennis, Coln Rogers


Dunt (a stream) – Duntisbourne Abbots,


Duntisbourne Rouse, Duntisbourne Leer, Middle Duntisbourne


Frome – Frampton (Mansell)


Leach – Northleach, Eastleach Turville, Eastleach Martin, Lechlade


Evenlode (immortalised in verse by Hilaire Belloc) – Evenlode, Bledington


Windrush – Windrush


The rivers Leach, Coln and Cole all meet at the Thames’ highest navigable point at Lechlade.
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The majority of Cotswold rivers flow into the Thames. The river Avon branches at Sherston and Tetbury, meeting at Malmesbury and flowing by way of Bath and Bristol to join the River Severn at Avonmouth.


Cotswold rivers are classed as salmonid, as some contain native brown trout.


The Cotswolds are a major aquifer supplying the south-east.


An ongoing restoration project by the Cotswold Canals Partnership (established in 2001) aims to restore two historic Cotswold canals, thus reconnecting the mighty Thames and Severn rivers after more than seventy years. The 7-mile Stroudwater Navigation (opened in 1779, closed to navigation in 1954) linked the River Severn with Stroud and was one of the earliest in England. The 29-mile Thames & Severn Canal (completed in 1789, finally closed by 1933) connected with the Thames near Lechlade and the end of the Stroudwater Navigation at Wallbridge. Its ambitious 2-mile tunnel between Sapperton and Coates was the longest in the country at the time.


Having lain derelict for fifteen years, the Claverton Pumping Station (completed 1813) near Bath, re-opened in 1978 following restoration by volunteers from the Kennet & Avon Canal Trust. Machinery enclosed in a beautiful pump house made of Bath Stone, including a huge 24ft-wide waterwheel, generates enough power from the River Avon to pump nearly 100,000 gallons of water per hour back up to the canal, which is situated 48ft above. The pump was designed to replenish water loss in the 9-mile pound between Bath and Bradford-on-Avon.


Cotswold streams provide vital habitats for a wide variety of wildlife including the caddis fly, dipper, white-clawed crayfish, water vole and otter (found principally on the Thames tributaries).


The Cotswold Water Park, situated at the head of the Thames Valley, consists of over 150 lakes formed by gravel extraction, which first began over half a century ago. As well as providing a range of sport and leisure activities, the 40 square-mile area provides a haven for wildlife including otters, water vole, wildflower meadows, dragonflies, and high numbers of wintering waterfowl.
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The good folk of Bourton-on-the-Water traditionally site their village Christmas tree in the middle of the River Windrush, which flows through the centre of the village.


The Cotswolds’ first and only wind turbine to date stands at Nympsfield Installed on Friday, 13 December 1996, it produces 1.1 million units of green electricity per annum. It was also the first wind turbine installed in Gloucestershire, as well as the largest in Britain at the time.


TREE-MENDOUS


The Cotswolds is significant for its veteran trees and ancient woodland, boasting internationally important beech and yew woods. In fact, woodland accounts for 10.1 per cent of the Cotswolds AONB – there are 20,657 hectares of it within the Cotswolds. Fine examples can be found at Cranham Woods, the ancient oak/ash woodland to the north of Bath, and the ancient hazel and beech woodland of Chedworth Woods. Buckholt Wood near Painswick covers 247 acres and forms part of the Cotswold Commons and Beechwoods National Nature Reserve.


Frith Wood (also known as Morley Penistan Memorial) near Painswick is beautiful ancient beech woodland. Cared for by Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust (GWT), its beech trees are thought to have come from seed planted after the Napoleonic Wars, possibly from Belgium, while the ancient woodland of Midger Wood, near Hillesley (GWT) features distinctive mature field maples and supports many forms of wildlife, including over twenty species of butterfly, the yellow-necked mouse and the (not so common) common dormouse.


The start of a series of events celebrating the 900th anniversary of the creation of the Royal Park of Woodstock by Henry I in ad 1110 was marked by the release of 900 biodegradable birthday balloons from the town’s square. Almost 1,500 trees have since been planted on the Blenheim Estate as part of an ongoing project to create a new community woodland, featuring harvestable coppice trees such as hazel and ash, as well as ‘high forest’ trees chosen especially for the benefit of future generations.


A tree on Rodborough Common, near Stroud, is known locally as the ‘Dog Christmas Tree’ due to its annual decoration by owners in memory of their pets, while the famous knarled ‘Tortworth Chestnut’ (situated on the edge of the Cotswolds near Wotton) still stands in a field next to the church of St Leonard, Tortworth. One of the accompanying plaques states, ‘This Tree Supposed To Be Six Hundred Years Old 1st Jany. 1800’, followed by the verse:


May Man Still Guard thy Venerable form


From the Rude Blasts, and Tempestous Storm


Still mayest thou Flourish through Succeeding time


And Last, Long Last, the Wonder of the Clime


Meanwhile, some 32 miles away at Cleeve Common, a single windswept beech must be the highest tree in the Cotswolds, standing at a lofty 317 metres.


The mammoth semi-circular yew hedge that separates Cirencester’s mansion house (a private residence) from the town centre is believed to have been planted in the early 1700s by the first Earl Bathurst. Measuring 40ft high and 33ft wide at the base, the hedge is trimmed every August from a hydraulic platform. The resulting fresh clippings are sent away for use in the production of anti-cancer drugs.


Beautiful old yew trees stand sentinel in many a Cotswold churchyard, including the famous ninety-nine trees at St Mary’s, Painswick. Tradition has it that the devil won’t allow any more to grow, which is probably just as well. In view of the expense of their upkeep, a church official recently came up with an inspired ‘Sponsor a Yew’ scheme – over-subscribed in no time at all. Each much-loved tree now has a marker detailing its sponsors – from individuals and local businesses, to the residents of an entire street.


APPLES & GRAPES


Seven rare Cotswold apples:


Ampney Red (Ampney Crucis)


Gloucester Royal (Dursley)


Jill Jeffries (Siddington)


Northland Seedling (Tetbury)


Lodgemore Nonpareil (Stroud)


Siddington Russet (Siddington)


Rissington Redstreak (possibly Great Rissington)


In an effort to counteract a dramatic loss of Gloucestershire orchards over the last fifty years, the Gloucestershire Orchard Group (founded in 2001), among others, is working hard to help get all the region’s heritage apple varieties back into the landscape via schools, gardens, councils and community projects. More than 750 traditional county orchards have also been surveyed for the Peoples’ Trust for Endangered Species (PTES).


It was Charles Martell (of Wallace & Gromit/Stinking Bishop cheese fame) who originally started surveying Gloucestershire fruit orchards in the late 1980s, interviewing their owners to record and save the fast disappearing native fruit varieties. Rather than the dozen or so apples he expected, an amazing 106 varieties have so far been re-discovered, all of which feature in the National Council for the Conservation of Plants and Gardens (NCCPG) collection on his farm at Dymock. A further eighty-plus have been documented but are still technically lost.


Meanwhile, a Mother Tree Orchard (trees maintained as bushes to give plenty of graft wood for propagation) duplicating the original collection has been established by the Gloucestershire County Council at Uckington, near Cheltenham (not open to the public), enabling other complete or partial collections to be planted around the county, including a museum orchard at the GOG Orchard & Rural Skills Centre, Brookthorpe. Orchard training courses, blossom trails, apple, pear and plum days, as well as many other juicy events are also held throughout the year with several traditional apple varieties now sold at local farmers’ markets.


The Cotswolds’ only vinery is represented by the Bow-in-the-Cloud Vineyard in the hamlet of Noah’s Ark near Malmesbury (although of course, it’s only the second vineyard to be located in the vicinity of Noah’s Ark, since Noah himself planted the first).


LIVING ON THE HEDGE


Traditional hedgelaying has been practised for hundreds of years to rejuvenate hedges and encourage new growth. The healthy living hedge provides effective stock control, marks boundaries, protects crops and animals and provides an invaluable natural habitat for insects, small mammals and birds, as well as forming part of our heritage (some hedgerows are hundreds of years old).


Although most hedges are now managed by machinery, the Midland-style of hedgelaying is the traditional form of management in the north Cotswolds. Other parts of the Cotswolds have Southern, Berkeley Vale and Somerset styles of hedgelaying.


The hedgelayer firstly prunes out any deadwood and unwanted plants before cutting two thirds of the way through, near the base of the hedge stems. The cut stems (called ‘pleachers’) are then laid over at a 45-degree angle (so that the rainwater runs off) and vertically staked with, for example, hazel, ash or hawthorn at about 18in intervals. Finally, the craftsman cleverly weaves a rope-like structure along the top of the stakes using ‘heathers’ or ‘binders’ – usually hazel – and the operation is complete. In the course of time, new growth shoots up from the base of the pleached stems, providing a strong and vigorous hedgerow.


Hedgelayers of all ages, from all parts of the country, gather in the Cotswolds each year to battle it out at the North Cotswolds Hedgelaying Competition – a countryside event organised by the Cotswolds Conservation Board in association with the National Hedgelaying Society (Patron HRH The Prince of Wales) to promote this ancient skill. The society’s national championship has been held in the Cotswolds on two occasions in recent years.


COTSWOLD FLOWER POWER


The Cotswolds contains over 50 per cent of the UK’s total ‘Unimproved Jurassic Limestone Grassland’ resource – an important habitat for many rare plants. There are over 300 grassland sites totalling some 3,000 ha.


Cleeve Common (a 1,000-acre protected habitat of national importance) represents the largest area of unimproved limestone grassland in Gloucestershire. Many wild flowers can be found on the Common including burnet-saxifrage, horseshoe vetch, bird’s foot trefoil and several types of orchid. Due to its areas of Harford Sands capping the jurassic limestone, the Common also has areas of heath species such as heather, heath bedstraw and tormentil – unusual wildflowers for the Cotswolds. The limestone grassland is not the natural habitat, but rather the result of thousands of years of grazing, without which this important environment would eventually revert to scrubland of rough grass, gorse and hawthorn. A massive grant-funded project, involving 5,800 metres of pipe, is currently underway to provide a reliable source of water for the Common’s livestock (cattle and sheep), thus ensuring the sustainability of grazing on which the Common’s vast species’ diversity depends.


Daneway Banks SSSI (GWT) represents a further example of unimproved limestone grassland, featuring fly and green-winged orchids. Other important GWT Cotswold wildflower sites include Greystones Farm Nature Reserve (SSSI) near Bourton-on-the-Water, which has the southern marsh and early marsh orchids, while thirteen different kinds of orchid occur at the Elliott (Swifts Hill) Nature Reserve (SSSI), near Slad. Meanwhile, the Pasqueflower Reserve near Cirencester is home to the largest British population of this beautiful, briefly flowering purple plant.


Other grassland sites can be found at Painswick Beacon, Brown’s Folly, Stinchcombe Hill, Crickley Hill and Barrow Wake.


The nationally scarce Bath asparagus is a feature of the Bath and North East Somerset area, including parts of the Avon Wildlife Trust’s Brown’s Folly reserve. Also known as the Spiked Star of Bethlehem, it is thought the local presence of this pretty white and green star-shaped plant might be linked to the Roman occupation. Despite old records of the plant being sold at Bath market as an alternative, it is not related to the vegetable although it does resemble it at pre-flowering stage.


Minchinhampton and Rodborough Commons are owned and managed by the National Trust. Protected by law, the Commons (which jointly cover approximately 335 hectares) are nationally important for their history and wildlife, including at least eleven different types of orchid (among them the bee, pyramidal and early-purple), the juniper (a shrub found abundantly on Rodborough Common but rare within the rest of the Cotswolds), and the beautiful pasque flower, found on only a handful of sites in the Cotswolds.
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This Common land is also seasonally grazed, continuing the ancient farming tradition. Local graziers turn out between 400 and 600 cattle every 13 May on Marking Day, their laid-back charm perhaps occasionally raising the blood pressure of some of the Commons’ more time-conscious users – not that Dozy Daisy and her friends seem that concerned.


The rare limestone woundwort plant is protected at a SSSI near Wotton-under-Edge and is only found at one other site in Britain.


Cotswold pennycress (Thlaspi perfoliatum) is classified in Britain as ‘vulnerable’. Ten out of the fourteen national sites for Cotswold pennycress are in the Cotswolds.


The Cotswolds is one of only two sites in Britain where the round-leaved feather-moss is found. It also has one of the largest British populations of the rare meadow clary.


The snowdrop clone Galanthus elwesii ‘cassaba’ was introduced from a collection made in Cassaba, Turkey, at the end of the eighteenth century. Despite the clone being thought no longer in cultivation, a form of cassaba was found in about 1990 in private woods near the Cotswold village of Daglingworth by renowned galanthophile, the late Ruth Birchall of Duntisbourne Abbots, who named and distributed it to other collectors. From there, the cassaba ‘Daglingworth’ made its way into the trade.
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