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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub


   

   

   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.


   

   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 


   

   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 


   

   You’ll find clear area maps throughout the guide and, depending on your hardware, you can double-tap to see larger-scale versions, or select different scales. There are also thumbnails below more detailed maps – in these cases, you can opt to “zoom left/top” or “zoom right/bottom” or view the full map. The screen-lock function on your device is recommended when viewing enlarged maps. Make sure you have the latest software updates, too. 


   

    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to The Cotswolds





Introduction to The Cotswolds

The Cotswold hills are special. Thatched cottages, dry-stone walls and, above all, the mellow, honey-coloured stone used in the area’s buildings lend a unique warmth and unity of character to towns, villages and countryside. Sheep graze in the shadow of country churches, backwater hamlets slumber in the sunshine – catch the Cotswolds in the right place, at the right time, and you could almost imagine nothing’s changed here in hundreds of years.
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Except, of course, it has. Despite the appearance of natural tranquillity, this landscape, tilted gently from Oxfordshire’s low-lying meadows up to the dramatic “Cotswold Edge”, an escarpment overlooking the Severn and Vale of Evesham, has been intensively managed for centuries. Caught in the heartland of southern England, forming a rough quadrilateral between Oxford, Stratford-upon-Avon, Cheltenham and Bath, the Cotswolds first grew wealthy on the back of the wool trade: the local breed of sheep, sporting a distinctive shaggy mane, is known as the “Cotswold Lion”.

  By the early seventeenth century textile money was rolling in, and the Cotswolds were benefiting from the attentions of wealthy merchants. The landscape is still characterized by the grand “wool churches” they funded and the manor houses and almshouses they put up in the Jacobean style of the day – high gables, mullioned windows, tall chimney clusters and all, everything built using that rich-toned yellow Cotswold limestone.

  The second phase of prosperity has come in our own time. Twentieth-century tourism – alongside an equally significant rise in property prices, as wealthy outsiders seek to buy into the Cotswolds’ cliché of rural timelessness – has changed everything. Victorian designer William Morris was perhaps the first, taking country ways as the inspiration for his Arts and Crafts ideals. Today, of the 120,000 people living within the protected Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk), 73 percent commute to jobs outside. For the first time, it has become uneconomic for many to farm. The heritage industry has taken over, ruthlessly marketing the region with an over-reliance on twee imagery and funnelling visitors onto a tired old circuit of stately homes and gardens, tearooms and “visitor attractions”.
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  As a consequence there’s a fair amount of money sloshing around the Cotswolds’ economy, feeding a burgeoning service sector but also helping to keep traditional skills such as thatching and dry-stone walling alive.

  This is a touristy destination, but there is a very definite beaten track and it’s not hard to steer clear of the crowds. Construct a visit not just around stately homes, but also around farmers’ markets. Rather than towns, resolve to stay in villages: some of the Cotswolds’ loveliest places to stay – and best restaurants – are out in the countryside. Tour by car if you like, but options exist for slower, more interesting ways to travel: by bus, bike and on foot. That’s what this guide is all about – an attempt to dodge the predictable and help visitors reshape their experience of this most beautiful of rural regions.

  Seasonality is key: it’s no surprise that summer is the busiest time in the Cotswolds – and a lovely time of year to visit – but visiting out of peak season can offer great rewards. Autumn encompasses the grandeur of leaf-fall colours: the Cotswolds’ two big arboretums, at Westonbirt and Batsford, are obvious draws, but following footpaths or back roads through wooded dells is free.


Cot’s Wolds?

“Wolds” – an Old English word referring to rolling uplands – are not unique to the Cotswolds: both Lincolnshire and Yorkshire have their own. The origin of “cot” is trickier to pin down. Some say it has to do with a Saxon farmer named Cot or Cod, who settled near the source of the River Windrush. An alternative derivation is from the Old English term “cot”, cognate with “cottage”, meaning a simple rural dwelling: perhaps the Cotswolds were named for the stone shelters built on the wolds by Anglo-Saxon farmers for themselves and/or their sheep? Nobody really knows.





  Winter is a wonderful time to explore – and not only because hotels and B&Bs drop their prices. If you thought all that honeyed Cotswold stone looked good in summer sun, wait till you see what it looks like on a clear winter’s afternoon, with low, golden light pouring from blue skies, frost on the trees and your breath in the air. When you know there’s a blazing log fire waiting for you at “home” – not to mention at just about every pub along the way – togging up to roam in the chill becomes an adventure. And from late January or so, snowdrops in their thousands adorn gardens all over the Cotswolds.

  Thanks to the topography, you can even skip between seasons. Autumn can come a month early to gardens located up on the Cotswold Edge, compared with places down below: romp amid late-summer flowers in Cheltenham, then shuffle through fallen leaves in Misarden, six miles away as the crow flies, but almost a thousand feet up.
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  That seasonality is also expressed strongly in food. From the Stroud-Tetbury-Cirencester triangle all the way over to Woodstock, the last few years have seen an axis of excellence developing across the Cotswolds in terms of restaurants, food producers and markets. Raising the bar benefits consumers, through innovative cooking and exemplary standards in service and design, but also creates chances for home-grown talent both in and out of the kitchen to gain high-level experience locally. Producers fuel the increased demand with high-quality seasonal ingredients, from lamb to wild boar and beer to asparagus – often also sold direct on market squares region-wide. Food is making the Cotswolds famous all over again.
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Celeb-free Cotswolds

From Damien Hirst to Jeremy Clarkson, Liz Hurley to Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen, Kate Winslet to Lily Allen – to name just six – celebrities galore call the Cotswolds home (or second, third or fourth home). Elton John pops by, Dom Joly lives here, Kate Moss has a mansion – and then of course there’s Prince Charles at Highgrove and Princess Anne at Gatcombe… we could go on. But, aside from a mention in our Cotswold Food section for musician Alex James, now an award-winning cheesemaker, we don’t. That’s the last you’ll hear of them.







< Back to Introduction to The Cotswolds





Where to go





Where to go

Where the Cotswolds start and end is a matter of personal opinion: there are no formally agreed boundaries. This guide sets its own limits. First, we include Oxford – with an extraordinary history and atmosphere, it’s worth a few days of anyone’s time. With minor exceptions, we do not venture further east than Oxford, nor further west than the cathedral city of Gloucester. In the south we stick to the River Thames and then dip down to the M4, stopping short of Bath. The northern limit is Shakespeare’s home town of Stratford-upon-Avon.

  In the heart of the Cotswolds, three of the most visited destinations lie within twenty miles of each other: Burford is often dubbed the “gateway to the Cotswolds”, Bourton-on-the-Water is a picturesque riverside village and Broadway forms a photogenic cluster of ex-coaching inns. All are pretty, but none is wholly satisfying – not least because everybody goes there.

  The region’s single most attractive town is Chipping Campden, a beguiling mix of golden Jacobean facades, fascinating history and thriving community spirit. Classic Cotswold landscapes abound in the villages nearby, including Ebrington, Blockley and Stanton, along with superb gardens at Hidcote, Kiftsgate and Batsford, great walking on the Cotswold Way and excursions to stately homes including Snowshill and Stanway.

[image: ]

  Just to the east, past Moreton-in-Marsh and Stow-on-the-Wold, lies a gentle stretch known as the Oxfordshire Cotswolds, anchored by the royal town of Woodstock (alongside splendid Blenheim Palace) but best experienced in the villages – notably Kingham and Charlbury.

  To the west, the Cotswolds have turned Gloucestershire into “Poshtershire”: Cheltenham and Cirencester are pleasant enough, but perhaps a touch over-reliant on well-heeled locals; Tetbury, though similar, is smaller and better-looking. Instead, seek out lesser-known rural spots: evocative Painswick is on the beaten track – but Minchinhampton, Nailsworth and other hideaways in the deep Stroud valleys aren’t. Winchcombe is a lovely spot, high on the hills for great walks and also on the doorstep of magnificent Sudeley Castle.

  Wherever you go, don’t think towns and A roads – think villages and B roads. The best of the Cotswolds fills the gaps on the map.


Names to conjure with


Although the region covered by this guide takes in villages such as Pancakehill, Knockdown, Little Rollright and Old Sodbury, that isn’t the half of it. On our travels in (and just beyond) this compact bit of countryside, we’ve put together a dozen place names to conjure with, all no doubt with eminently meaningful derivations – but all, still, truly outlandish. Savour each one with pride: this is England.

• Marsh Gibbon

• Toot Baldon

• Cold Aston

• Lower Slaughter

• Slad

• Broughton Poggs

• Kingston Bagpuize

• Poffley End

• Goosey

• Wyre Piddle

• Waterley Bottom

• Bishop’s Itchington








< Back to Where to go





16 things not to miss





16 things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that the Cotswolds have to offer in one trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective and subjective taste of the region’s highlights: places to visit, top attractions and hidden gems. All entries have a link to take you straight into the guide, where you can find out more.
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01 Sudeley Castle  • Magnificent medieval castle, once home to Henry VIII’s widow, worth visiting for the gardens alone.
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02 Walking  • From the 100-mile Cotswold Way to the shortest of village strolls, Shanks’s pony is the only way to get under the skin of this unique region.
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03 Chastleton House  • Memorably handsome Jacobean mansion sporting appealingly lived-in interiors.
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04 The Kingham Plough  • A lovely old village pub, now updated to a classic Cotswold hideaway for fine dining and a posh sleepover.
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05 Stroud Farmers’ Market  • Farmers’ markets dot the Cotswolds but the oldest – and still one of the best – is the weekly event at Stroud.
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06 Westonbirt Arboretum  • Sensational gardens near Tetbury filled with colour at any season – but especially vibrant in autumn, heralded each year by the stunning late-summer Festival of the Tree.
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07 Village pubs  • Cotswold village pubs hold the keys to their communities: make time to stop in for a drink, a bite to eat and/or a long, lazy afternoon.
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08 Blenheim Palace  • Simply one of Britain’s greatest stately homes, offering a memorable day out exploring the interiors and then roaming the park-like grounds.
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09 Chipping Campden  • If you visit only one place in the Cotswolds, this should be it – a town of sublime architecture, fascinating history, beautiful nature and a fine choice of places to sleep and eat.
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10 Lower Slaughter  • One of the Cotswolds’ prettiest villages – popular, but not as relentlessly commercial as some of its neighbours.
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11 Cotswold Farm Park  • A family day out on a working farm that also gives great insight into the region’s agricultural past (and present) through their presentation of rare breeds.
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12 Oxford Covered Market  • Drop into this noisy, busy enclave in the city centre for fresh-baked bread, local cheeses and deli items galore.
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13 Gloucester Cathedral  • Rambling, absorbing old cathedral with perhaps England’s most beautiful cloisters.
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14 Stratford-upon-Avon  • Shakespeare’s home town – but dodge the heritage hype in favour of a good meal and some world-class theatre.
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15 Oxford colleges  • Packed with atmosphere, and often displaying stunning architecture, Oxford’s colleges offer a fascinating glimpse of academic life.
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16 Painswick  • From its yew-studded churchyard to its delis and country walks, this tiny, historic village embodies Cotswold charm.






< Back to 16 things not to miss
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Getting there




Getting there


From around the UK >>
From the US and Canada >>
From Australia & NZ >>
From Europe >>



The Cotswolds lie midway between London, Bristol and Birmingham. Internationally, it’s easy to fly into Heathrow or Birmingham airports and pick up direct transfers by road or rail. Domestically, rail and motorway links are excellent.

From around the UK

By car, aim for the M40. Junction 8 (or, coming from the north, junction 9) feeds into Oxford and also serves the A40 heading west to Witney and Cheltenham, and the A44 heading northwest to Chipping Norton, Moreton-in-Marsh and Evesham. However, traffic at both Oxford junctions and on the Oxford ring road can be hellish at peak times: if you’re aiming for the villages, it might be less stressful to come off instead at junction 10 and use minor roads. See Oxford airport for details of Oxford’s park-and-ride scheme. Further north, M40 junction 11 is good for Banbury, Chipping Norton and Stow-on-the-Wold, while the quickest access to Stratford is from junction 15.

  Elsewhere, the M4 skirts the southern edge of the Cotswolds – junction 15 is useful for Lechlade and Cirencester – or, if you’re approaching from the west/southwest, come off the M5 at junction 13 for Stroud and Cirencester, junction 11 for Gloucester, Cheltenham, Northleach and Oxford, or junction 9 to pick up routes to Stow.

  If you’re coming from the south coast, avoid London by aiming for Winchester: from there (M3 junction 9), join the quick and convenient A34 dual carriageway (signed Newbury) which cuts north directly to Oxford.

  From the north, the M6/M5 gives access to Cheltenham and the western Cotswolds, and (via the M42) Stratford and the northern Cotswolds. Alternatively, stay on the M1 down to junction 15A (Northampton) to pick up the fast, easy A43 dual carriageway towards Oxford.

By train

From London there’s a choice of First Great Western from Paddington to Oxford (55min) or Cheltenham (2hr 10min) – or Chiltern Railways from Marylebone to Banbury (1hr) and Stratford (2hr). Some FGW trains continue past Oxford onto the Cotswold Line towards Worcester, serving village stations including Charlbury, Kingham and Moreton-in-Marsh (more info under section By train), while FGW trains towards Cheltenham serve the little station at Kemble (useful for Cirencester and Tetbury) as well as Stroud. A new line from Marylebone to Oxford is expected to open in 2013; details at [image: web_icon]www.chiltern-evergreen3.co.uk.

  From southern England Cross Country has regular trains to Oxford from Bournemouth, Southampton, Winchester and Basingstoke. Each of those has links from around Surrey and Sussex, or you could aim instead to join Cross Country or FGW trains at Reading – which has connections from Redhill, Guildford and Clapham Junction. From the southwest a separate Cross Country route runs from Plymouth and Exeter to Cheltenham.

  From the north, opt for Cross Country trains from Manchester, Stoke, Derby, Sheffield, Leeds, York, Newcastle and Edinburgh direct to Banbury, Oxford or Cheltenham. They’re slower than mainline Virgin services, but you can sit tight all the way without having to change at Birmingham New Street. Another method is to change instead at Wolverhampton onto a Wrexham & Shropshire train to Banbury – pleasant, comfortable and rarely packed.

  For information on routes, timetables and fares contact National Rail Enquiries ([image: tel_icon]0845 748 4950, [image: web_icon]www.nationalrail.co.uk).

By coach

There are two specific routes where coaches beat the train. The first is to Oxford from Central London (1hr 40min) – the UK’s highest-frequency service, with more than 150 coaches a day in each direction: Oxford Tube ([image: tel_icon]01865 772250, [image: web_icon]www.oxfordtube.com) and Oxford Espress ([image: tel_icon]01865 785400, [image: web_icon]www.espress.info) operate day and night from Victoria, Marble Arch and elsewhere, with departures every ten minutes at peak times. Both offer luxury seating, free wi-fi and other commuter perks. An open return (valid 3 months) costs £20.

  The other is the east-west route to Oxford – notoriously difficult to do by train – from Cambridge (3hr 15min), Bedford (1hr 55min) and Milton Keynes railway station (1hr 10min), served half-hourly by coach X5 ([image: tel_icon]01604 676060, [image: web_icon]www.stagecoachX5.com). An open return from Cambridge (valid 3 months) is £18.

  Otherwise coaches are much slower than trains. National Express ([image: tel_icon]0871 781 8181, [image: web_icon]www.nationalexpress.com) has direct links to Oxford, Gloucester, Cheltenham, Banbury and Stratford – as well as, usefully, Cirencester, which has no train service – from, for example, central London, the south coast (Torquay, Weymouth, Portsmouth and others), and the north (Glasgow, Newcastle, Liverpool, Leeds and others). Their sole attraction is price: booking ahead could net you a “funfare” on certain routes of £3–6 each way.

  Megabus ([image: tel_icon]0900 160 0900, [image: web_icon]www.megabus.com) has even cheaper fares. If you can accept their restrictions about only boarding specific coaches at specific points, and always booking in advance, you could pay as little as £1.50 for a seat on the Oxford Tube, the X5 or their coaches to Oxford from Portsmouth, Southampton, Manchester and Leeds, or to Cheltenham and Gloucester from London.


International arrivals: airports and transport links


London Heathrow (LHR) [image: web_icon]www.heathrowairport.com.

London Gatwick (LGW) [image: web_icon]www.gatwickairport.com.

London Stansted (STN) [image: web_icon]www.stanstedairport.com.

London Luton (LTN) [image: web_icon]www.londonluton.com.

Birmingham (BHX) [image: web_icon]www.bhx.co.uk.

Bristol (BRS) [image: web_icon]www.bristolairport.co.uk.

East Midlands (EMA) [image: web_icon]www.eastmidlandsairport.com.

Oxford (OXF) [image: web_icon]www.oxfordairport.co.uk.


From London Heathrow

From Heathrow you don’t need to head into London: the best connections are by bus (or, to use the more common term for long-distance bus services, “coach”). Oxford Bus runs frequent “Airline” coaches ([image: web_icon]www.theairline.info) nonstop to Oxford (1hr) for £25 return. National Express ([image: web_icon]www.nationalexpress.com) has coaches direct to Banbury (1hr 15min), Cirencester (1hr 55min), Cheltenham (2hr 30min) and Gloucester (3hr). Thandi ([image: web_icon]www.thandicoaches.com) also serves Banbury. A convenient alternative is the Stow Shuttle minibus ([image: tel_icon]01993 705993, [image: web_icon]www.stowshuttle.com; £70 return; advance booking essential), which runs several times a day from Heathrow to Witney and Stow-on-the-Wold. Otherwise, trains to London Paddington are run by Heathrow Express ([image: web_icon]www.heathrowexpress.com) – fast but very expensive (£32 return) – and slightly slower Heathrow Connect ([image: web_icon]www.heathrowconnect.com), at £16 return. From Paddington, frequent trains serve Oxford and the Cotswolds.




From London Gatwick

From Gatwick, the “Airline” coach ([image: web_icon]www.theairline.info) heads nonstop to Oxford (2hr 30min) for £35 return – or you could take a train from Gatwick airport station to Reading (1hr 15min) and change there for Oxford, Banbury, stations on the Cotswold Line, Stroud, Gloucester or Cheltenham.




From other airports

From Birmingham airport station (known as “Birmingham International”) Cross Country trains go direct to Banbury (40min) and Oxford (1hr). From Stansted airport take a National Express coach to Oxford (3hr 30min); from Luton airport do the same (1hr 55min). From Bristol airport take the “Flyer” bus (£6; 30min) – either to Bristol bus station for a National Express coach to Gloucester (55min), Cheltenham (1hr 25min) and Stratford (2hr 35min), or to Bristol Temple Meads station for a train to Cheltenham (40min) or Gloucester (50min). From East Midlands airport take the “Skylink” bus to Derby station (£3.20; 35min), from where Cross Country trains serve Banbury (1hr 25min), Oxford (1hr 45min), Cheltenham (1hr 25min) and Gloucester (1hr 45min). For further details, see Oxford airport.








< Back to Getting there

From the US and Canada

From the US take your pick of dozens of scheduled and charter flights into London from New York, Washington DC, Boston, Chicago, Atlanta, Miami, Las Vegas, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other cities. Return fares from New York start around US$400, from Los Angeles US$500–600.

  From Canada, look for nonstop routings from mainly Toronto, Montréal, Calgary and Vancouver, with return fares roughly covering the range C$500–900.

  As well as checking for deals on the usual airlines, look for low fares on unusual carriers. Air India, for instance, flies nonstop between Toronto and London at bargain rates, as does Kuwait Airways out of Kennedy.

< Back to Getting there

From Australia & NZ

Routes from Australia and New Zealand to London are highly competitive, with return fares out of Sydney, Melbourne or Perth usually A$1500–2500, or NZ$2000–3000 out of Auckland. Check out the obvious carriers first, such as Qantas, British Airways and Air NZ – but then explore options on, for instance, Emirates, Etihad or Qatar via the Gulf, Air Asia via Kuala Lumpur, or even take a low-cost hop on a budget airline to, say, Bangkok or Singapore from where you can pick up super-cheap deals on scheduled carriers to London.

< Back to Getting there

From Europe

For flights the best advice is to check the website of your preferred arrival airport, to find out who flies there from your country.

  Trains serve London St Pancras from Lille (1hr 20min), Paris (2hr 15min) and Brussels (2hr), with connections coming into those cities from all around Europe. Eurostar ([image: web_icon]www.eurostar.com) sells tickets for journeys from certain stations in western Europe (see website for list) to any UK station; otherwise consult a rail agent in your country.

  By ferry Portsmouth is the Cotswolds’ nearest Channel port, 86 miles from Oxford – served mainly from Le Havre ([image: web_icon]www.ldlines.com), Caen or Santander ([image: web_icon]www.brittany-ferries.com).

< Back to Getting there
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By train >>
By bus >>
By car or motorbike >>
Cycling >>



Although trains and buses are fine for moving between towns, and for accessing specific points in the countryside, public transport in the Cotswolds just isn’t good enough to do any serious touring. To cover decent ground you’ll need your own wheels – four or, perhaps, two. That said, main roads in summer can get busy with holiday traffic (though minor roads remain quiet) – and visitors from outside the UK should be prepared for high rental and fuel costs.

For public transport, two information sources are key. For trains, National Rail Enquiries ([image: tel_icon]0845 748 4950, [image: web_icon]www.nationalrail.co.uk) is the fount of all knowledge, if not wisdom, while the impartial official service Traveline ([image: tel_icon]0871 200 2233, [image: web_icon]www.traveline.info) has full details and timetable information for every bus, train, coach and ferry route in the UK.

  Much more convenient, though, are the area-specific timetable booklets published twice a year by the Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk), covering trains and buses in three regions (North Cotswolds, Central Cotswolds and South Cotswolds), as well as one specifically for walkers on the Cotswold Way. All are available free at tourist offices, and downloadable from the AONB website.

By train

Train lines mostly skirt the edges of the Cotswolds, serving larger towns such as Oxford, Banbury, Stratford, Gloucester and Cheltenham; full details in By train.

  The Cotswold Line – part of the London–Worcester main line, run by First Great Western – has approximately hourly trains serving a string of villages between Oxford and Evesham including Hanborough, Charlbury, Kingham, Moreton-in-Marsh and Honeybourne. This is supplemented by the Railbus service ([image: web_icon]www.railbus.co.uk), which has buses coordinated to meet arriving trains at Charlbury and Kingham to shuttle passengers to/from nearby rural areas. Most routes are for commuters, operating in peak hours only and/or requiring advance booking, but the handy X8 bus to Chipping Norton runs all day from Kingham station, with through-ticketing possible. The website has details.

  First Great Western trains from London to Cheltenham cut across country after Swindon, following the Golden Valley Line to Kemble – well placed for Cirencester and Tetbury – and Stroud. FGW also runs a few stopping trains on the Oxford Canal Line between Oxford and Banbury, accessing canalside scenery and country walks around Tackley, Heyford and King’s Sutton villages.

  For bridging the last few miles from the station to your final destination check Traintaxi ([image: web_icon]www.traintaxi.co.uk), a useful database of local cab numbers for every railway station in the country.

  Another useful adjunct to train services is Plusbus ([image: web_icon]www.plusbus.info), a discounted bus pass which you buy with your train ticket. This allows unlimited bus travel for one day, seven days or longer in and around selected rail hub towns, including Oxford, Banbury, Gloucester, Cheltenham and Stroud. Their prices are invariably lower than an equivalent bus pass bought on the spot from local operators. Children under 16 and railcard holders get further discounts. Their website has full details.

Rail fares and passes

For point-to-point travel, “advance” tickets are cheapest: these cannot be bought on the day of travel and come with several restrictions. “Off-peak” fares can be bought in advance or on the day of travel, but are only valid at quieter times (generally after 9.30am Monday to Friday, all day at weekends). Most expensive are “anytime” tickets, which permit travel on any train. You can buy a ticket for any journey in person at any station, or by phone or online from any train operator (all of which are listed on the National Rail Enquiries website). Sometimes two singles are cheaper than a return.

  Check [image: web_icon]www.railcard.co.uk for details of the 16-25 Railcard, Senior Railcard and Family & Friends Railcard, which bring good discounts. Many other options exist to cut the cost of rail travel. If you’re in a group of three or four adults, ask about GroupSave, whereby you can travel together off-peak for the price of two adults (with up to four children paying only £1 each). First Great Western offer the Cotswold Line Railcard (£7.50), giving discounts for a year’s off-peak travel between Oxford and Worcester, and the Oxfordshire Day Ranger (£13), giving unlimited off-peak travel between Reading, Oxford, Banbury and Moreton-in-Marsh. Chiltern Railways have the Shakespeare Explorer (one/four days £30/£45), valid from London for trips to and around Stratford-upon-Avon. If you’re touring the Cotswolds by train from a starting-point in London or Surrey, the Thames Rover (three/seven days £40/£75) could save you money – as could the Heart of England Rover (three/seven days £65/£85) from the Midlands.

Rail contacts

In the UK

Chiltern Railways [image: tel_icon]0845 600 5165, [image: web_icon]www.chilternrailways.co.uk. 


Cross Country [image: tel_icon]0844 811 0124, [image: web_icon]www.crosscountrytrains.co.uk. 


First Great Western [image: tel_icon]0845 700 0125, [image: web_icon]www.firstgreatwestern.co.uk. 


National Rail [image: tel_icon]0845 748 4950, [image: web_icon]www.nationalrail.co.uk. The official source for UK train information, with timetables, maps, links for purchasing and more.



Seat 61 [image: web_icon]www.seat61.com. Top resource for rail travel, including a detailed section on travelling around Britain, with plenty of information, tips and links.



Worldwide

Britain on Track US & Canada [image: tel_icon]1-888/667-9734, [image: web_icon]www.britainontrack.com. 


BritRail US & Canada [image: tel_icon]1-866/BRITRAIL, [image: web_icon]www.britrail.com. 


Rail Europe US [image: tel_icon]1-800/622-8600, Canada [image: tel_icon]1-800/361-RAIL; [image: web_icon]www.raileurope.com. 


Rail Plus Australia [image: tel_icon]03/9642 8644, [image: web_icon]www.railplus.com.au; New Zealand [image: tel_icon]09/377 5415, [image: web_icon]www.railplus.co.nz. 


< Back to Getting around

By bus

Public transport in the Cotswolds mostly means buses. Services are run by dozens of companies, some national enterprises, others tiny local firms. You don’t really need to know which is which – we’ve identified bus numbers, routes and options at each relevant point throughout this guide. For timetable info check Traveline or the booklets published by the Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (described opposite).

  Beware: many villages (including relatively well-known places such as Broadway or Winchcombe) have limited bus service – perhaps only two or three a day, often with none on Sundays – while others have no buses at all. Some prominent attractions, such as the Cotswold Farm Park, are inaccessible on public transport.

  Each bus operator issues its own tickets and passes, which makes for a horribly confusing patchwork of options. The soundest advice is to have a chat with tourist office staff: they’ll know what’s best for your particular travel plans. Apart from local one-day tickets, worthwhile passes covering larger areas include the Stagecoach Oxfordshire DayRider Gold (£7/day) or MegaRider Gold (£22/week), valid across their network. The MegaRider Country (£15/week) covers Oxfordshire villages only, excluding Oxford and Banbury. Stagecoach Warwickshire has its own MegaRider Gold (£20/week), valid on buses between Oxford, Chipping Norton, Banbury and Stratford, plus local villages. Just to confuse matters, Stagecoach West also has a MegaRider Gold (£18/week) for bus travel around Oxford, Cirencester, Cheltenham and Gloucester. Full details are at [image: web_icon]www.stagecoach.com.

< Back to Getting around

By car or motorbike

The easiest and, for most people, best way to tour the Cotswolds is by car. Scenic drives abound: tourist offices like to tout specific routes but, in truth, just about any road between Oxford, Stratford and Cheltenham sooner or later offers up picturesque honeystone villages and gentle views over rolling fields. Some of the loveliest driving can be on ordinary back routes between untouristed villages.

  Traffic on some main roads such as the A40 and A429 can be heavy over the summer – especially bad at weekends – and cars are being firmly given the squeeze in the town centres across the region, most notably central Oxford. That said, back roads are invariably quiet.

  Parking in villages is rarely a problem, but in towns and popular tourist spots it can be limited – and often expensive. If you’re driving to Oxford, Stratford, Gloucester, Cheltenham or Bath for the day (or longer), you’d do best with park-and-ride ([image: web_icon]www.parkandride.net), whereby you park for free at signposted car parks on the outskirts and take a cheap bus to the centre. Return fares are around £2.50 or £3 – there are often discounts for families and groups of two or more adults – and you rarely have to wait longer than ten minutes for a bus.

  Car rental is usually cheaper arranged in advance through one of the global chains. If you rent locally, expect to pay around £30 per day, £50 for a weekend or from £120 per week. Book well in advance for the cheapest rates. Few companies will rent to drivers with less than one year’s experience and most will only rent to people between 21 and 75 years of age. Cotswold Campers ([image: tel_icon]01386 423009, [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldcampers.co.uk) and Comfy Campers ([image: tel_icon]01242 696774, [image: web_icon]www.comfycampers.co.uk) rent well-equipped retro VW campervans sleeping up to four people for self-drive adventures. Prices range from about £375 to £650 a week, with weekend-only deals often available. Just Go ([image: tel_icon]01582 842888, [image: web_icon]www.justgo.uk.com) rents modern motorhomes for up to six people for £300–1000 per week.

< Back to Getting around

Cycling

Although the Cotswolds is renowned for its rolling hills, don’t let that put you off cycling – not merely as a recreational activity, but as a viable method of getting about. The “A” roads can be a bit busy, but the quieter “B” roads and country lanes see little traffic, and are boosted by a network of rural cycleways.

  For more details of local options, including cycling routes and specialist tour operators offering cycling holidays, click here.

< Back to Getting around
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Hotels >>
B&Bs and guest houses >>
Self-catering >>
Hostels and student halls >>
Camping >>



Accommodation in the Cotswolds ranges from roadside lodges to old-fashioned country retreats, and from budget guesthouses to chic boutique hotels. Well-turned out properties in towns and villages alike offer heaps of historic atmosphere.

Nearly all tourist offices will book rooms for you on request (by email, phone or in person), generally charging a booking fee of about £3–5, as well as taking a non-refundable deposit – usually ten percent – that is later deducted from your final bill. Official tourism websites [image: web_icon]www.cotswolds.com and [image: web_icon]www.oxfordshirecotswolds.org – as well as most of the others listed in Tipping – offer online booking.

  Two bodies inspect accommodation nationwide and award star ratings: Quality in Tourism, acting for Visit Britain’s “Enjoy England” brand ([image: web_icon]www.enjoyengland.com), and the AA (Automobile Association; [image: web_icon]www.theaa.com). They both use the same criteria to grade properties from one to five stars, within separate schemes: Serviced Accommodation – which includes hotels in various categories, as well as B&Bs, guesthouses, inns and farmhouses – Self-Catering, Hostels and Holiday Parks. Campsites are rated by the AA on a five-pennant scale. Rated properties will have a sticker or signboard displaying the star rating – either a blue sign with Enjoy England’s red rose logo or a yellow and black sign with the AA logo.

  However, the star-ratings are only a guide: bear in mind that there is no absolute correlation between rating and price – and official listings of rated accommodation may exclude otherwise excellent places which have either been left unrated, or which are awaiting inspection.

Hotels

Hotel prices in the Cotswolds start at around £50 per night for a simple double/twin room, breakfast included. Two- and three-star hotels can cost £90–100 a night, while four-and five-star properties may start at £150–180 or more. Character comes in spades: places at all budgets may occupy historic properties, often in Cotswold honey-coloured limestone, bedecked with ivy and/or sporting floral window boxes, offering classic views of village or countryside scenes.

  Despite the Cotswolds’ conservative reputation, don’t imagine that chintzy drapes and fusty interiors prevail: lots of competition and a constant flow of visitors keep standards high, and you can expect good attention to detail across the board on interior styling, bathroom accessories and high-tech features such as flat-screen TVs and wi-fi. At the top end, besides the traditional country estates you might expect, the Cotswolds can also offer world-class boutique hotels, replete with contemporary styling and a sense of artful chic.

  Cotswolds Finest Hotels ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsfinesthotels.com) is a grouping that includes some of the region’s best luxury properties. Cotswold Inns and Hotels ([image: web_icon]www.cotswold-inns-hotels.co.uk) draws together a handful of attractive but less stratospherically priced options.

< Back to Accommodation

B&Bs and guest houses

At its most basic, a B&B (bed-and-breakfast) is an ordinary private house with a couple of bedrooms set aside for paying guests. Larger establishments with more rooms may style themselves guesthouses, but they are pretty much the same thing. Either way, these are a great option for travellers looking for charm and a local experience: the best – with fresh, house-proud rooms, hearty home-cooked food and a wealth of local knowledge – can match or beat a hotel stay at any price.

  In countryside locations some of the best accommodation is found in farmhouses, while many village pubs (termed “inns” in listings) offer B&B. You may also come across the self-explanatory concept of a “restaurant with rooms”.

  Single travellers should be aware that many B&Bs and guest houses don’t have single rooms, and sole occupancy of a double/twin room may be charged at seventy or eighty percent of the standard rate.

  Tourist offices across the region list B&Bs, inns and the rest as part of their accommodation listings, and offer a booking service as described above. Nationwide schemes also cover properties within the Cotswolds area, including the following:

B&B My Guest [image: tel_icon]0870 444 3840, [image: web_icon]www.beduk.co.uk. Online bookings at traditional or historic B&B properties.



Distinctly Different [image: tel_icon]01225 866842, [image: web_icon]www.distinctlydifferent.co.uk. Unusual buildings converted into accommodation, including an Oxfordshire dovecote and an old windmill near Bath.



Farm Stay UK [image: tel_icon]024 7669 6909, [image: web_icon]www.farmstay.co.uk. The UK’s largest network of farm-based accommodation.



Wolsey Lodges [image: tel_icon]01473 822058, [image: web_icon]www.wolseylodges.com. Superior B&B in inspected properties, from Elizabethan manor houses to Victorian rectories.




Budget hotel chains


All the following budget chains have hotels in the region covered by this guide, generally located on the outskirts of larger towns and/or beside main roads. Their style is generic and without character – but special advance offers can bring en-suite room rates down to an unbeatable £20–30.

Holiday Inn Express [image: web_icon]www.hiexpress.com.

Ibis [image: web_icon]www.ibishotel.com.

Premier Inn [image: web_icon]www.premierinn.com.

Travelodge [image: web_icon]www.travelodge.co.uk.
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Self-catering

Cotswold self-catering accommodation runs the gamut from purpose-designed new builds to historic, converted barns or cottages. The minimum rental period is usually a week: depending on the season, expect to pay around £250 a week for a small cottage in an out-of-the-way location, maybe three or four times that for a larger property in a popular spot. We’ve listed some agencies below; tourist boards also keep full details of self-catering rentals in their area.

Broadway Manor Cottages [image: tel_icon]01386 852913, [image: web_icon]www.broadwaymanor-cottages.co.uk. Highly rated enterprise in Broadway, with a fistful of awards, that offers several good options.



Campden Cottages [image: tel_icon]01386 593315, [image: web_icon]www.campdencottages.co.uk. Local agency in Chipping Campden with a good choice of properties.



Cottage in the Country [image: tel_icon]01608 646833, [image: web_icon]www.cottageinthecountry.co.uk. Another local firm, based in Chipping Norton, offering cottages and holiday self-catering throughout the Cotswolds.



Cottages Direct [image: tel_icon]0845 268 0947, [image: web_icon]www.cottagesdirect.com. Massive choice of properties, offering direct booking.



Cottages4You [image: tel_icon]0845 268 0760, [image: web_icon]www.cottages4you.co.uk. Wide range of graded properties all over the Cotswolds.



Country Accom [image: web_icon]www.countryaccom.co.uk. A grouping of local self-catering (and B&B) properties, dubbing themselves “Oxfordshire and Cotswolds Farm and Country House Accommodation”.



HomeAway [image: tel_icon]020 8827 1971, [image: web_icon]www.homeaway.co.uk. Hundreds of Cotswold properties, from luxury apartments in central Oxford to thatched countryside cottages.



Landmark Trust [image: tel_icon]01628 825925, [image: web_icon]www.landmarktrust.org.uk. A preservation charity handling historic properties converted into holiday accommodation, including Jacobean banqueting halls in Chipping Campden.



Manor Cottages [image: tel_icon]01993 824252, [image: web_icon]www.manorcottages.co.uk. Based in Burford, offering a broad choice of holiday cottages and houses across the Cotswolds.



National Trust [image: tel_icon]0844 800 2070, [image: web_icon]www.nationaltrustcottages.co.uk. The NT owns more than 350 cottages, houses and farmhouses, most set in their own gardens or grounds.



Rural Retreats [image: tel_icon]01386 701177, [image: web_icon]www.ruralretreats.co.uk. Upmarket accommodation, often in restored historic buildings. Especially strong on the Cotswolds.



Sykes Cottages [image: tel_icon]01244 356869, [image: web_icon]www.sykescottages.co.uk. Dozens of options throughout the Cotswolds.



< Back to Accommodation

Hostels and student halls

The Youth Hostel Association (YHA; [image: tel_icon]01629 592700, [image: web_icon]www.yha.org.uk) has three properties in the area covered by this guide, in Oxford, Stratford and Stow-on-the-Wold; the last is the only hostel within the Cotswolds proper. Depending on the season, expect to pay around £15–25 for a bed, with some private twin/double and family rooms available. Meals – breakfast, packed lunch or dinner – are good value (around £5). The YHA is affiliated to the global Hostelling International network ([image: web_icon]www.hihostels.com).

  In Oxford, two independent “back-packer” hostels ([image: web_icon]www.independenthostelsuk.co.uk) add a bit of choice and student halls can offer great value over the summer (July–Sept), plus at Easter and Christmas, generally in single rooms or self-catering apartments. See Your ivory tower awaits for details.
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Camping

Campsites vary from rustic, family-run places to large sites with laundries, shops and sports facilities: charges can be from about £5 per adult up to around £20 per tent. Many sites also offer accommodation in permanent caravans, mostly large, fully-equipped units. Check [image: web_icon]www.campingandcaravanningclub.co.uk – and take a look at [image: web_icon]www.ukcampsite.co.uk and [image: web_icon]www.theaa.com for listings and reviews. Farmers and friendly pub owners may offer pitches for a nominal fee, but setting up a tent without asking first will not be well received.
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Changing tastes have transformed England’s food and drink over the last decade. Much importance is being placed on “ethical” eating – sourcing products locally, and using organic, humanely produced, high-quality ingredients. This is being felt strongly in the Cotswolds, too, where locally farmed produce is celebrated at dozens of village markets and hundreds of rural restaurants.

There’s little doubt that the area’s proximity to London has had an impact: second-home-owners, who bring big-city expectations with them, are one factor – but transport links are also key. Urban foodies can finish work, take the train from Paddington for a lavish meal in the sticks at (for instance) the critically acclaimed Kingham Plough – and still be back in central London before midnight. Critical mass is another issue: there are now enough Cotswold restaurants seeking high-quality ingredients that it has become viable for – to take one example – Cornish suppliers to make frequent, perhaps even daily, deliveries of fresh-caught fish and seafood, thereby fuelling a spiral of supply and demand which raises standards across the board.

  Memorable, often award-winning, food is just as common nowadays in Cotswold village pubs as in the poshest of Oxford’s or Cheltenham’s formal restaurants. Sourcing quality products from local farmers, showcasing seasonal cooking – often with creative takes on traditional recipes – and taking pride in presentation and service have become articles of faith wherever you go.

  For more on local specialities (and local beers), see Cotswold food.

Useful websites

Aside from Cotswold Food ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldfood.co.uk), which lists and reviews local restaurants and producers, one way to keep pace with local foodie news is to follow chef James Benson’s blog The Cotswold Food Year ([image: web_icon]www.thecotswoldfoodyear.com): Benson’s company is based in Broadway, and his site is packed with anecdotes and local knowledge as well as recipe ideas.

  For unique insight into local food culture, make contact with Rob Rees, “The Cotswold Chef” ([image: web_icon]www.thecotswoldchef.com), who offers bespoke, upmarket food tours of the area and runs a Food Centre in Cirencester, hosting courses and showcasing the work of local producers. Many of the region’s most acclaimed restaurants feature at Cotswolds Finest Hotels ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsfinesthotels.com).
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Markets and farm shops

Many towns around the region have a market at least once a week – often a commercialized affair for bric-a-brac and cheap bananas ([image: web_icon]www.country-markets.co.uk has nationwide listings) – though lots of places also host weekly, fortnightly or monthly farmers’ markets where local food producers sell homegrown goods direct to the public: see [image: web_icon]www.farmersmarkets.net for details. We’ve highlighted farmers’ markets at relevant points throughout this guide: they are often worth making a special journey for, and the best (such as Stroud, Deddington or Stratford) define their communities. Oxford’s famous Covered Market – a permanent feature, open daily – is another draw, hosting butchers, bakers, fishmongers, cheese sellers and more.

  You’ll find similarly authentic local items in farm shops, often marked with a rudimentary sign propped by the side of rural roads. Don’t be shy of turning off and following a bumpy track onto what may look like private farm property – the best of these farm shops are a revelation, selling country essentials and hard-to-find specialist products to those in the know. Take a look, for instance, at [image: web_icon]www.thebuttsfarmshop.com, an award-winning farm shop near Cirencester, or contrast sophisticated [image: web_icon]www.wellsstores.co.uk south of Oxford with down-to-earth [image: web_icon]www.waysidefarmshop.co.uk outside Evesham. There are dozens more; we’ve highlighted special ones throughout this guide, and [image: web_icon]www.farmshopping.net pinpoints those that are members of the industry association FARMA.

Food and drink festivals

British Asparagus Festival (Evesham) April–June [image: web_icon]www.britishasparagusfestival.org. 


Wild Thyme Food Festival (Chipping Norton) April [image: web_icon]www.wildthymerestaurant.co.uk. 


Fairford & Lechlade Food & Drink Festival May [image: web_icon]www.fairford-lechladefoodanddrink.co.uk. 


Cheltenham Food & Drink Festival June [image: web_icon]www.garden-events.com. 


Foodies Festival (Oxford) August [image: web_icon]www.foodiesfestival.com. 


Stroud Food & Drink Festival September [image: web_icon]www.stroudfoodfest.com. 


Stratford Food Festival September [image: web_icon]www.stratfordfoodfestival.co.uk. 


Beer festivals

Winter Ales Festival (Tewkesbury) February [image: web_icon]www.tewkesburycamra.org.uk. 


Banbury Beer Festival May [image: web_icon]www.banburybeerfest.org.uk. 


Cirencester Beer Festival May [image: web_icon]www.cirencester-beerfestival.co.uk. 


Chadlington Beer Festival June [image: web_icon]www.chadlingtonbeerfestival.com. 


Stratford Beer Festival June [image: web_icon]www.stratfordbeerfestival.org.uk. 


Cotswold Beer Festival (near Winchcombe) July [image: web_icon]www.gloucestershirecamra.org.uk. 


South Cotswold Beer Festival (Chipping Sodbury) July [image: web_icon]www.bs37.com/beer. 


Hook Norton Festival of Fine Ales July [image: web_icon]www.hookybeerfest.co.uk. 


Frocester Beer Festival (near Stroud) August [image: web_icon]www.dursleylions.com. 


< Back to Food and drink






Festivals and events




Festivals and events


Music festivals >>
January to May >>
June, July and August >>
September to December >>



With its location in the middle of England, and its proximity to the innovation-loving urbanites of London, Bristol and Birmingham, the Cotswolds hosts a surprising quantity of annual festivals and events. Some are out-and-out touristy, others are more authentic expressions of local life – and a fair few are plain daft, rollicking remnants of a less self-conscious age.

What follows is only a selection of events; for detailed local listings contact tourist offices or search online. Two good sites to keep an eye on are Oxford Inspires ([image: web_icon]www.oxfordinspires.org) and Cotswolds Culture ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsculture.com).


Music festivals


England has gone music festival crazy, with every weekend from June to September now seeing some kind of musical happening. Here are some Cotswold events to choose from; check [image: web_icon]www.efestivals.co.uk for details of many more.

Cheltenham Folk Festival (mid-Feb; [image: web_icon]www.cheltenhamtownhall.org.uk). A weekend of folk music to banish the winter chill.

Oxford Folk Festival (mid-April; [image: web_icon]www.oxfordfolkfestival.com). Three days of gigs at venues across the city.

Cheltenham Jazz Festival (late April; [image: web_icon]www.cheltenhamfestivals.com). High-profile week, including free events and big-name stars.

Wychwood Festival (early June; [image: web_icon]www.wychwoodfestival.com). Family-friendly weekend of music, comedy and cabaret, held at Cheltenham racecourse.

Cornbury (early July; [image: web_icon]www.cornburyfestival.com). Cheerful, easygoing music festival near Charlbury, supplemented by folk performers, craft stalls and more.

WOMAD (late July; [image: web_icon]www.womad.org). Acclaimed three-day world music event at Charlton Park, outside Malmesbury.

Truck (late July; [image: web_icon]www.thisistruck.com). Much-loved independent festival held at Steventon, south of Oxford.

Global Gathering (late July; [image: web_icon]www.globalgathering.com). A weekend of electronic dance music at Long Marston Airfield near Stratford.

Cropredy (mid-Aug; [image: web_icon]www.fairportconvention.com). Genial weekend for a crusty crowd at Cropredy, near Banbury, always headlined by 1970s supergroup Fairport Convention.

Greenbelt (late Aug; [image: web_icon]www.greenbelt.org.uk). A celebration of Christian music, entertainment and talks, held at Cheltenham Racecourse.

Banbury Folk Festival (Oct; [image: web_icon]www.banburyfolkfestival.co.uk). Lively folk weekend which takes over Banbury with gigs and sessions.


Classical music festivals

Oxford May Music (early May; [image: web_icon]www.oxfordmaymusic.co.uk). Concerts and lectures in central Oxford.

Spring Sounds (May; [image: web_icon]www.springsounds.co.uk). Old favourites and premieres of new works at venues in and around Stratford-upon-Avon.

Chipping Campden Music Festival (May; [image: web_icon]www.campdenmusicfestival.co.uk). Prestigious cycle of evening and lunchtime concerts.

English Music Festival (late May; [image: web_icon]www.englishmusicfestival.org.uk). Celebration of English music from Tallis to Britten, mostly staged in Dorchester Abbey, south of Oxford.

Garsington Opera (June; [image: web_icon]www.garsingtonopera.org). Month-long season of opera, formerly at Garsington Manor outside Oxford, now based at Wormsley near Watlington.

Bledington Music Festival (June; [image: web_icon]www.bledingtonmusicfestival.co.uk). Three nights of concerts and recitals.

Dean & Chadlington Festival (late June; [image: web_icon]www.chadlingtonfestival.co.uk). High-quality recitals and concerts at venues near Chipping Norton.

Longborough Festival Opera (June & July; [image: web_icon]www.lfo.org.uk). Small-scale productions at this mansion near Moreton-in-Marsh.

Cheltenham Music Festival (July; [image: web_icon]www.cheltenhamfestivals.com). Major classical event, concentrating on chamber and orchestral music.

Bampton Opera (July; [image: web_icon]www.bamptonopera.org). Charming summer opera productions in an Oxfordshire garden, filled out with concerts and recitals during the autumn in various venues.

Guiting Festival (late July; [image: web_icon]www.guitingfestival.org). A week of classical music (with a spot of jazz) in Guiting Power, near the Slaughters.

Tetbury Music Festival (late Sept; [image: web_icon]www.tetburymusicfestival.org.uk). Modest festival that nonetheless draws world-renowned soloists and performers.

Stratford Music Festival (Oct; [image: web_icon]www.stratfordmusicfestival.com). Week-long showcase of classical and jazz.
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January to May

King’s Sutton Literary Festival (early March; [image: web_icon]www.kslitfest.co.uk). Bookish gathering that can draw leading authors to this village outside Banbury.



Cheltenham Gold Cup (mid-March; [image: web_icon]www.cheltenham.co.uk). Centrepiece of England’s top steeplechase (fence-jumping) horse race meeting.



St George’s Day (April 23; [image: web_icon]www.stgeorgesholiday.com). England’s patron saint is feted with traditional music and Morris dancing on village greens around the region. The same day, by happy chance, is also the birthday of William Shakespeare: expect parades, folk dancing and special events at Stratford-upon-Avon ([image: web_icon]www.shakespearesbirthday.org.uk).



Oxford Literary Festival (early April; [image: web_icon]www.oxfordliteraryfestival.com). World-class book festival, featuring ten days of lectures, events and talks.



Stratford Literary Festival (late April; [image: web_icon]www.stratfordliteraryfestival.co.uk). Renowned event, with talks, readings and workshops.



Stroud International Textiles Festival (May; [image: web_icon]www.stroudinternationaltextiles.org.uk). Celebration of contemporary textile design, centred around exhibitions and talks.



Oxfordshire Artweeks (May; [image: web_icon]www.artweeks.org). Artists and craftspeople open their homes and studios to the public.



Gypsy Horse Fair (mid-May). A week of travellers’ stalls and horse-trading, held in fields near Stow-on-the-Wold.



Levellers’ Day (mid-May; [image: web_icon]www.levellers.org.uk). Burford hosts a day of debates, music and entertainment, linked to the seventeenth-century Levellers movement.



Eights Week (late May; [image: web_icon]www.ourcs.org.uk). Raucous rowing competitions on the Thames in Oxford.



Nailsworth Festival (late May; [image: web_icon]www.nailsworthfestival.org.uk). Varied choice of poetry, music and theatre.



Cheese Rolling (late May; [image: web_icon]www.cheese-rolling.co.uk). Mass pursuit of a cheese wheel down Cooper’s Hill in Gloucestershire.



Tetbury Woolsack Races (late May; [image: web_icon]www.tetburywoolsack.co.uk). Men and women race up and down a steep hill carrying a giant sack of wool, while the town celebrates with a street fair.
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June, July and August

Cotswold Olimpick Games (early June; [image: web_icon]www.olimpickgames.co.uk). Traditional sporting endeavour on Dover’s Hill near Chipping Campden dating back to 1612, celebrated with bands, cannon fire and shin-kicking. The day after sees the crowning of the Scuttlebrook Queen, followed by dancing round the maypole.



Ramsden Fete (mid-June; [image: web_icon]www.ramsdenvillage.co.uk). Village fete at Ramsden, near Witney, featuring tug o’ war, egg-throwing, jousting, strong man competitions and more.



Deddington Festival (mid-June; [image: web_icon]www.deddingtonfestival.org.uk). Two weeks of community fun at Deddington, north of Oxford, featuring music, poetry competitions, willow-weaving and guided walks.



Fresh Air (late June; [image: web_icon]www.freshair2011.com). Open-air contemporary sculpture event at Quenington near Cirencester, held every two years: 2011, 2013, 2015.



Cowley Road Carnival (early July; [image: web_icon]www.cowleyroadcarnival.com). Oxford’s buzzing, multicultural Cowley Road district gets costumed up for parades, music and dancing in the streets.



Eynsham Carnival (early July; [image: web_icon]www.eynshamcarnival.com). Family-oriented shindig in Eynsham village, near Witney, featuring a craft fair, Morris dancing, pram-racing and more.



Hobby Horse Festival (early July; [image: web_icon]www.hobbyhorsefestival.co.uk). Quirky event in Banbury, with costumed parades, folk dancing and lots of hobby horses.



Cotswold Show (early July; [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldshow.co.uk). Cirencester hosts a weekend of child-friendly parades and events, from sky-diving to horse-whispering, along with a food market and fairground rides.



Royal International Air Tattoo (mid-July; [image: web_icon]www.airtattoo.com). The world’s largest military air show, held at RAF Fairford in Gloucestershire.



Football in the River (late Aug). Two teams play a half-hour football game in the River Windrush at Bourton-on-the-Water, in a nutty (but hundred-year-old) tradition.
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September to December

Moreton-in-Marsh Show (early Sept; [image: web_icon]www.moretonshow.co.uk). Gloucestershire’s largest agricultural show, with livestock competitions and country events.



Woodstock Literary Festival (mid-Sept; [image: web_icon]www.woodstockliteraryfestival.com). Blenheim Palace and venues around Woodstock host events with leading writers, academics and journalists.



Charlbury Street Fair (mid-Sept; [image: web_icon]www.charlbury.info). Town fair and knees-up to raise funds for Charlbury’s historic buildings.



Clypping Ceremony (mid-Sept). St Mary’s Church in Painswick is “clypped”, or embraced, by local parishioners, who join hands to encircle the building in a ceremony dating back to 1321.



Heritage Open Days (mid-Sept; [image: web_icon]www.heritageopendays.org.uk). A once-a-year opportunity to peek inside hundreds of historic buildings which don’t normally open their doors to the public.



Cheltenham Literature Festival (Oct; [image: web_icon]www.cheltenhamfestivals.com). Prestigious event drawing world-renowned authors, with talks, readings, workshops and more.



Gypsy Horse Fair (late Oct). Fun and horse-trading in fields outside Stow-on-the-Wold.



Halloween (Oct 31). All Hallows’ Eve – and Samhain, last day of the Celtic calendar. Now swamped by commercialized US-style costumes and trick-or-treating, although druidic ceremonies survive at a few sites, such as the Rollright Stones near Chipping Norton ([image: web_icon]www.rollrightstones.co.uk).



Bonfire Night (Nov 5). Fireworks and bonfires held in village communities nationwide to commemorate the foiling of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605.



New Year’s Eve (Dec 31). Expect plenty of jollity in town and village pubs alike.
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With its rolling landscape, bucolic scenery and networks of paths and country trails, the Cotswolds is classic walking country – but there are also many other ways to enjoy the great outdoors, from cycling to canal trips to horse-riding.

Walking

Two of England’s long-distance National Trails ([image: web_icon]www.nationaltrail.co.uk) pass through the region. Best known – and, by all accounts, best – is the Cotswold Way ([image: web_icon]www.nationaltrail.co.uk/cotswold), which leads for 102 miles along the highest points of the Cotswold escarpment from Chipping Campden in the north to Bath in the south, giving panoramic views over the Severn Vale much of the way. Walking the whole route takes, on average, seven days – but it’s easy to tackle shorter stretches, and the website gives details of a dozen half-day circular walks at various points. We highlight the best of them throughout this guide – as do the Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk) on their excellent website, which is packed with ideas and route descriptions. A tougher test combines the Cotswold Way with an 86-mile stretch of the Macmillan Way ([image: web_icon]www.macmillanway.org) between Banbury and Bath, known as the “Cross-Cotswold Pathway”, to form the epic 217-mile Cotswold Round circular route.

  Then there’s the Thames Path ([image: web_icon]www.nationaltrail.co.uk/thamespath), which stretches 184 miles from the source of the river near Kemble, outside Cirencester, to end at Woolwich in southeast London; some of its prettiest sections are around Lechlade and Oxford, again highlighted in this guide – and at the excellent British Waterways website ([image: web_icon]www.waterscape.com).

  Hundreds of miles of other footpaths crisscross the area: we’ve noted the best of the shorter walks at relevant points. Ones to look out for include the Windrush Way and Warden’s Way, sister trails connecting Bourton-on-the-Water with Winchcombe – the former a hill route, the latter passing between villages; the Gloucestershire Way, which includes a looping section between Stow-on-the-Wold and Gloucester; the Glyme Valley Way, a riverside path between Chipping Norton and Woodstock; numerous pretty walks along the Oxford Canal between Kidlington and Cropredy; and a host of others.

  Winchcombe in particular has set itself up as “walking capital of the Cotswolds”: its website Winchcombe Welcomes Walkers ([image: web_icon]www.winchcombewelcomeswalkers.com) has loads of tips and links, as does the Long Distance Walkers Association ([image: web_icon]www.ldwa.org.uk) and the tourist office sites [image: web_icon]www.cotswolds.com and [image: web_icon]www.oxfordshirecotswolds.org. Trail maps are widely available online; click here for some information about Ordnance Survey maps.
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Cycling

Several sections of the National Cycle Network (see [image: web_icon]www.sustrans.org.uk) pass through the Cotswolds, including Route 45 (Gloucester to Stroud, Nailsworth and Cirencester), Route 41 (Gloucester to Cheltenham, Evesham and Stratford) and Route 5 (Oxford to Woodstock, Banbury, Chipping Campden and Stratford). As with walking, there are countless other trails to follow, gentle ones for leisure cyclists and tougher routes alike. We’ve picked out the best throughout this guide.

  You can take a bike free of charge on most trains, apart from certain peak-hour weekday services. From a starting-point at, say, Banbury or Stratford stations you could be cycling in open countryside within a few minutes. Arriving at stations on the Cotswold Line or Oxford Canal Line, or at Kemble (for all of these, ), deposits you directly in the heart of the countryside. Of circular routes with easy rail access, the Cherwell Valley Ride is a loop from Tackley station, north of Oxford, which passes through Woodstock; the Kingham Route covers ten easy miles from and to Kingham station; and one of the six Cotswold Cycling Routes, developed by Cotswold District Council and the Gloucestershire Rural Transport Partnership, includes a section from the station at Moreton-in-Marsh to Chipping Campden and back. All these – and others – are downloadable, with trail maps and descriptions, at [image: web_icon]www.cotswolds.com and [image: web_icon]www.oxfordshirecotswolds.org, with extra info at [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk. If you want to cycle on a canal towpath, you must first obtain a free cycle permit from British Waterways, downloadable (along with loads of useful information) at [image: web_icon]www.waterscape.com.

  If you’re around in October, look out for the Bike Blenheim Palace charity day ([image: web_icon]www.bikeblenheimpalace.com), the only occasion when cyclists are permitted to ride through the Blenheim grounds.

  Serious cyclists should take a look at [image: web_icon]www.ctc.org.uk for more ideas and/or consider entering the “sportive” events Cotswold Spring Classic ([image: web_icon]www.cotswoldspringclassic.co.uk) or Circuit of the Cotswolds ([image: web_icon]www.circuitofthecotswolds.org) – or the tougher Cotswold Audax ([image: web_icon]www.beaconrcc.org.uk).
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Activity holiday operators

Blakes Holiday Boating [image: tel_icon]0845 604 3985, [image: web_icon]www.blakes.co.uk. All kinds of boating holidays, including narrowboats on the Oxford Canal.



Capital Sport [image: tel_icon]01296 631671, [image: web_icon]www.capital-sport.co.uk. Gentle self-guided cycling tours in the Cotswolds, in either B&B or “fine” accommodation.



Celtic Trails [image: tel_icon]01291 689774, [image: web_icon]www.celtrail.com. Tailor-made walks along the Cotswold Way.



Compass Holidays [image: tel_icon]01242 250642, [image: web_icon]www.compass-holidays.com. Quality firm offering walking and cycling short breaks and longer holidays throughout the region.



Contours [image: tel_icon]017684 80451, [image: web_icon]www.contours.co.uk. Major operator with short breaks or longer walking holidays and self-guided hikes around the region.



Cotswold Country Cycles [image: tel_icon]01386 438706, [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldcountrycycles.com. Cycle tours, advice, accommodation bookings and luggage transfer.



Cotswold Walking Company [image: tel_icon]01242 604190, [image: web_icon]www.thecotswoldwalkingcompany.com. Small firm offering guidance, advice and walking holidays.



Cotswold Walking Holidays [image: tel_icon]01242 518888, [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldwalks.com. Good selection of guided and self-guided walks – some featuring unique itineraries – with tailor-made options available.



Cotswolds Discovery [image: tel_icon]07718 660070, [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsdiscovery.net. Personal guiding for historical walks through the area.



Cotswolds Riding [image: tel_icon]01386 584250, [image: web_icon]www.cotswoldsriding.co.uk. Horse-riding lessons, as well as guided and private “hacking” in the countryside, at this rural B&B near Broadway.



Discovery Travel [image: tel_icon]01904 632226, [image: web_icon]www.discoverytravel.co.uk. Wide range of self-guided walking and cycling itineraries.



Footpath Holidays [image: tel_icon]01985 840049, [image: web_icon]www.footpath-holidays.com. Excellent selection of guided, self-guided and tailor-made itineraries.



HF Holidays [image: tel_icon]020 8732 1250, [image: web_icon]www.hfholidays.co.uk. Co-operative-run company offering a wide range of guided and self-guided walking and cycling trips, including specialist themes such as medieval architecture or gardens.



Oxfordshire Narrowboats [image: tel_icon]01869 340348, [image: web_icon]www.oxfordshire-narrowboats.co.uk. Based at Lower Heyford wharf on the Oxford Canal, offering day rental, short breaks and complete holidays afloat.



Ramblers Holidays [image: tel_icon]01707 331133, [image: web_icon]www.ramblersholidays.co.uk. Sociable guided walking tours: scenic, themed or special interest.



Rob Ireland Activity Days [image: tel_icon]01386 701683, [image: web_icon]www.robireland.co.uk. One-off special day events, such as quad-biking, tractor-driving, helicopter treasure hunts, shooting, archery and more.



Saddle Skedaddle [image: tel_icon]0191 265 1110, [image: web_icon]www.skedaddle.co.uk. Biking adventures nationwide, including leisurely Cotswold tours.



Sherpa Van Project [image: tel_icon]01748 826917, [image: web_icon]www.sherpavan.com. Luggage transfer service for independent walkers and cyclists along the Cotswold Way. Accommodation booking also available.



Talking Walks [image: tel_icon]01608 641839, [image: web_icon]www.talkingwalks.co.uk. Expert-led thematic walks through the north Cotswold countryside, part of Gloucestershire University’s public outreach programme. Scheduled walks run once or twice a month year-round – with tailor-made options and local B&B accommodation available.



Walk the Landscape [image: tel_icon]01295 811003, [image: web_icon]www.walkthelandscape.co.uk. Family-run business near Banbury offering acclaimed guided, self-guided and tailor-made walks, many with a historical and/or botanical angle. Also affiliated to Talking Walks.



Walking Holiday Company [image: tel_icon]01600 718219, [image: web_icon]www.thewalkingholidaycompany.com. Tailor-made, self-guided walks along the Cotswold Way.



Xplore Britain [image: tel_icon]01740 650900, [image: web_icon]www.xplorebritain.com. Escorted and independent walking and cycling holidays.
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Shopping

Although shopping is now one of the chief leisure activities of the English, it can be a rather soulless experience. High streets in towns up and down the country feature the same bland chain stores selling similar ranges of mass-produced items. Sleepy Cotswold villages can offer a good deal more local choice.

Antiques are the “traditional” stock-in-trade of Cotswold retailers – in some places, it seems that almost every shop is selling furniture, ceramics and/or craft items from a bygone age – but you’ll also find that the Cotswolds nurtures a surprisingly healthy independent, often locally owned, retail sector. Specialist food outlets are a favourite, from cheesemongers and bakers to urban-style delis and coffee shops. This is also where the nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts movement flourished and there’s no shortage of potteries turning out local styles, upmarket home furnishing outlets for locally designed textiles and homeware, wood-turners, glassmakers, jewellers and more. You may, in more popular locations, have to wade through a proliferation of twee trinkets and scented candles to find anything truly original – but there’s some good stuff out there. It’s heartening to remember, too, that even in this most touristy of areas, many independent retailers have little direct reliance on tourist trade – not least the family-run butchers, shoeshops, florists and greengrocers which survive across Cotswold towns.
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Costs >>
Crime and personal safety >>
Electricity >>
Entry requirements >>
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Insurance >>
Mail >>
Maps >>
Money >>
Opening hours and public holidays >>
Phones >>
Time >>
Tipping >>
Tourist information >>
Travellers with disabilities >>
Travelling with children >>



Costs

Once you move away from the most heavily touristed towns, the Cotswolds represents fairly decent value for money. Nonetheless, even if you’re camping or hostelling, using public transport, buying picnic lunches and eating in pubs and cafés your minimum expenditure is likely to be around £35/US$55/€40 per person per day. Couples staying in B&Bs, eating at unpretentious restaurants and visiting some attractions should expect roughly £70/US$110/€80 per person, while if you’re renting a car, staying in hotels and eating well, budget for £120/US$185/€135 each. Double that figure if you choose to stay in stylish boutique hotels or grand country houses.

  Many of England’s historic attractions – from castles to stately homes – are owned and/or operated by either the National Trust ([image: tel_icon]0844 800 1895, [image: web_icon]www.nationaltrust.org.uk) or English Heritage ([image: tel_icon]0870 333 1181, [image: web_icon]www.english-heritage.org.uk). Both usually charge entry fees (roughly £5–10), though some sites are free. You can join online or in person at any staffed attraction: annual membership is around £40.

  Throughout this guide, admission prices quoted are the full adult rate, unless otherwise stated. Concessionary rates – generally half-price – for senior citizens (over 60), under-26s and children (aged 5–17) apply almost everywhere, from tourist attractions to public transport; you’ll need official ID as proof of age. Full-time students are often entitled to discounts too. Children under 5 are rarely charged.

  Students can benefit from an ISIC (International Student Identity Card), people under 26 can get an IYTC (International Youth Travel Card) and full-time teachers qualify for the ITIC (International Teacher Identity Card). Each costs around £10/€14/US$22 and is valid for special air, rail and bus fares and discounts at attractions; see [image: web_icon]www.isic.org for details.

< Back to Travel essentials

Crime and personal safety

Inspector Morse and Midsomer Murders are, of course, fantasy: in the real world, Cotswold villages don’t see body counts on a par with Detroit. Oxford does have some tough estates where crime flourishes, but as a holidaymaker you won’t be visiting them. Village life remains placid: the worst trouble you’re likely to see is a bit of late-night drunkenness at weekends in town centres. If you’re the victim of any sort of crime, report it straight away to the police: your insurance company will require a crime report number.
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Electricity

The current is 240v AC. North American appliances may need a transformer and adaptor, those from Europe only an adaptor.
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Entry requirements

EU citizens can travel to – and settle in – the UK with just a passport or identity card. US, Canadian, South African, Australian and New Zealand citizens can stay for up to six months without a visa, provided they have a valid passport. Many other nationalities require a visa, obtainable from the British consula