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CAVORTING AROUND THE COTSWOLDS 2022 
 
Friday 10th June – Day 1 
In the past, the name 'Cotswolds' would conjure up a hazy image of an area 

somewhere in the middle of England, consisting of rolling hills and fields, 
interspersed with pretty villages containing buildings made of yellow Cotswold 

stone. Some of this conjecture was right, but a great deal of what makes the 
Cotswolds an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty stretching for nearly 800 square 
miles over five counties, was notable by its absence. 

 
However, before investigating a part of the Cotswolds more fully, our journey 

began with a stop for lunch at Chepstow Castle in Monmouthshire, Wales. I had 
wanted to visit this castle since reading a series of historical novels, set in the 12th 
and 13th centuries around the life and times of William Marshal, 1st Earl of 

Pembroke, who is considered one of the greatest knights (if not the greatest 
knight) of all time. He had famously built some mighty wooden doors, which are 

still gracing Chepstow Castle, their authenticity confirmed by dendrochronology. 
 
We ate a packed lunch in the car and headed up through the car park to the huge 

castle walls that beckoned – well, they were definitely beckoning me. It was a 
very warm day and people were picnicking on the grass, but they weren't a 

photographic problem. I think the reason I prefer people-free photos of castles 
and the like, is because it then feels easier to visualise how it was back in the day.  
 

 
Approaching from the car park 

 

Chepstow Castle is the oldest surviving post-Roman stone fortification in Britain, 
high above cliffs on the River Wye. It was originally known as Striguil and was the 

southernmost of a chain of castles built along the Welsh Marches, a rather vague 
area between Wales and England that varied during different periods. 

 
There is no evidence of a settlement of any significant size at Chepstow/Striguil 
before the Norman invasion of Wales (soon after the invasion of England in 1066), 

so it's considered that the speed at which William the Conqueror set about having 
a castle built there testifies to its strategic importance. 
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Building began in 1067, or shortly afterwards, under the instruction of the Norman 
lord, William FitzOsbern. The Great Tower, probably completed by around 1090, 

was constructed in local stone from the beginning, unlike most other castles that 
were initially built with wood during that time. As a structure, the Great Tower 

must have dominated the castle and happened to possess some fascinating 
recycling material, namely orange Roman tiles that were probably from the nearby 
Roman market town of Venta Silurum, modern-day Caerwent. 

 

 
East side of the Great Tower (photo by Alan Santillo) 

Band of Roman tiles visible about a fifth of the way up 

 

In the 12th century, the castle took part in the conquest of Gwent, which was the 
first independent Welsh kingdom conquered by the Normans. From the 1190s, 

further fortifications were added by William Marshal, he of the mighty wooden 
doors. He built the existing main gatehouse, strengthened the middle bailey's 

defences with round towers and may also have rebuilt the upper bailey defences. 
He was by all accounts quite a guy, but I expect he had some help. 
 

Later, further work was undertaken to expand the Great Tower by William's sons 
– William, Richard, Gilbert and Walter. In 1270, the castle was inherited by Roger 

Bigod, 5th Earl of Norfolk, whose surname I wish I knew how to pronounce. He 
was the grandson of William's eldest daughter Maud and constructed a range of 
buildings in the lower bailey, used as accommodation for him and his family. 

 
King Edward II visited the castle in 1284, at the end of a triumphal tour through 

Wales and not long after, Roger Bigod built a new tower, later called Marten's 
Tower, as well as remodelling the Great Tower. From the 14th century, however, 
Chepstow Castle's defensive importance declined. 

 
It was garrisoned in 1403 during the Welsh rebellion of Owain Glyndŵr, although 

it was never attacked. It then passed through private hands, gradually being 
remodelled as a great residence, before being held by Royalists in the Civil War. 
It was besieged in 1645 and 1648, before succumbing to Parliamentarian forces. 
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After the war, the castle was garrisoned and used as an artillery fort, as well as a 
political prison. In 1668, with the monarchy restored, King Charles II had Henry 

Marten imprisoned in Roger Bigod's 13th-century tower, which was thereafter 
known as Marten's Tower. Marten had been one of the signatories on King Charles 

I's death warrant and remained at Chepstow for around twelve years, in what 
seemed a lenient situation, until he died there choking on his supper. 
 

 
Rear of Marten's Tower 

 

In the latter part of the 17th century, the castle was partly dismantled, leased to 
tenants and left to decay. A century later, its ruins attracted tourists, with the 

courtyard being used for horticultural shows and historical pageants. In 1953, the 
castle was put in the care of the Ministry of Works and since 1984 has been looked 

after by Cadw, the historic environment service of the Welsh government. 
 

 
William Marshal's mighty doors (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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It's fair to say we both thoroughly enjoyed our visit, which lasted for about 2½ 
hours. The highlight for me was, of course, William Marshal's mighty doors, which 

had been revolutionary in their day. They were sheathed in iron plates to prevent 
them being burned or battered down, while on the reverse, the earliest known 

mortice and tenon joints in Britain were featured in a detailed lattice framework. 
 
It was no good, the time had come to leave the oldest castle doors in Europe, 

although not before buying two small tubs of ice cream from the shop. It had 
become decidedly warm and as we sat on a wooden bench in the lower bailey 

eating the ice cream and gazing at the castle buildings surrounding us, I suddenly 
realised the holiday feeling had arrived. This was a good start! 
 

Our next stop was to buy supplies from a supermarket not too far from our self-
catering accommodation in Cranham, a village in Gloucestershire. We were tired 

by the time we arrived at what was described as a ground-floor studio apartment, 
but all went well and we were soon settled in for the evening. I was a little alarmed 
when I realised the people in the apartment above us were arguing heatedly, but 

nothing's perfect and they eventually stopped… 
 

Saturday 11th June – Day 2 
Sleep was a little lacking, as often happens on a first night away from home, but 

we were awake enough to embark on our initial exploration of the area. Newark 
Park was located at Wotton-under-Edge, a familiar name from the past (to be 
explained later). It had come into existence in the mid-15th century as a Tudor 

hunting lodge near a deer park, but by the time the National Trust was given 
ownership, it had been the home of several families over several centuries. 

 
The journey there was supposed to be a drive of around 40 minutes, but after a 
while we came across diversion signs, with no other known alternative but to 

follow them. It could have been worse and en route, we caught sight of the 
Wotton-under-Edge radio station, now decommissioned, where Alan had worked 

for several months in 1971, just before we'd married. We then arrived at Newark 
Park in time for cappuccino and cake from the outdoor tea pavilion. 
 

 
Wotton-under-Edge radio station 
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We sat at a wooden table, while a peacock strutted around inspecting the grass 
for morsels, when we noticed a dragon weathervane on the roof of the house. It 

was a rare example of a weathervane from around 1570 and the only object at 
Newark Park from that time. It's thought the reason for a dragon could be because 

of King Henry VIII's Welsh roots – but it was too high up for a decent photo. 
 
Newark Park is situated high on the ridge of a Cotswold escarpment, with an 

extensive view of green valleys and woodlands below. The garden was originally 
part of the Tudor deer park and it was easy to see why the site was chosen for a 

hunting lodge by Sir Nicholas Poyntz, a soldier and courtier of King Henry VIII. To 
be precise, he was a Groom of the Privy Chamber. There were worse jobs! 
 

The original lodge was three storeys high above a basement, but much narrower 
than the current building. 17th-century owners turned it into a family home, with 

an extension making it an L-shape. More rooms added in the 18th century turned 
it into a U-shape, with the next big renovation in 1790. The new owner, Reverend 
Lewis Clutterbuck (a great name) added a castellated entrance to the north side, 

with Georgian windows either side of the door and two arched windows above. 
 

 
The original front of the lodge (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In 1949, the last owner, Mrs Power-Clutterbuck (an even better name), gave 
Newark Park to the National Trust. It was let out to tenants who ran it as a nursing 

home, but by 1970 the house was in disrepair and the gardens were overgrown. 
 
From 1970 to 2000, it was leased to an American architect, Robert Parsons, known 

as Bob, who restored, renovated and conserved both the house and grounds. Most 
of the furniture and decorations in the house as it now stands are from his 

ministrations, although some rooms retain a Georgian or Tudor look. 
 
As we walked around the rooms, they did indeed present rather an eccentric 

impression, but what I particularly liked were places where the original Tudor 
building was visible amid the later renovations. It became ever clear that 

collections of random artefacts, pottery and porcelain figures just weren't hitting 
the spot for me, but the room guides were very helpful and knowledgeable. 
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A rediscovered Tudor fireplace (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

I felt far more in my comfort zone outside, where the sky was obligingly turning 

ever bluer. We went for a stroll along one of the paths leading from the house to 
a folly, past a children's play area and on to a lakeside garden and a summer 
house. There was some lovely planting against what looked like an old wall. It 

was, in fact, the crinkle-crankle wall, dating back to the late 1790s when Lewis 
Clutterbuck was busy developing a picturesque landscape. The National Trust is 

currently restoring some sections of the wall in keeping with its origins. 
 

 
Part of the crinkle-crankle wall 

 

Since there were several wooden benches in the area, we decided to take 
advantage of a free one and ate our packed lunch gazing out over the far-reaching 
expanse of what would have been the deer park and hunting ground of the Tudors. 

I took off my shoes and enjoyed the feel of grass under my feet, while a variety 
of butterflies constantly fluttered around in the planting behind us. It occurred to 

me that the holiday feeling was very much in evidence again. 
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After a most relaxing al fresco lunch, we meandered back to the car and planned 
a visit to two early Neolithic long barrows in the area. We had visited them in the 

fairly distant past and basically wanted to take some up-to-date photos. Also, I 
loved the name of Hetty Pegler's Tump, the colloquial name for Uley Long Barrow. 

 
Hetty Pegler was the wife of the landowner, Henry Pegler, in the 17th century. Her 
actual name was Hester Pegler and it intrigues me greatly why the tump was 

named after her and not her husband, because Henry Pegler's Tump would have 
flowed almost as well. What was her connection with a burial mound at least 5,000 

years old? There must be a story there, but it has so far eluded me. 
 
Thankfully, the road to the ancient burial mound didn't elude us and we were able 

to park a short distance from the field in which it resided. I didn't enjoy the walk 
along the road, with several vehicles zooming past, but was glad of a handy 

roadside verge, in order to avoid sudden death. 
 
Relieved to enter the field, we could see the tump straight ahead, as we walked 

along the field's edge, with wild grass and flowers to our right. A fierce breeze had 
sprung up, but to my delight we were the only visitors all the time we were there. 

 

 
Uley Long Barrow, or Hetty Pegler's Tump 

 

The barrow is 120 feet/37 metres long and 10 feet/3 metres wide, laid out in a 

'transepted' form. That is, it resembles the plan of a church, with two pairs of 
chambers extended from a central passage. This central passage leads to an end 
chamber, with two side chambers on its left/south side. However, the entrance 

was far too much on the small side for our advanced years and we were forced to 
content ourselves with photos and the atmosphere of an ancient site. 

 
Hetty Pegler's Tump is one of the Cotswold-Severn group of barrows, considered 
to be among the best. Between 15 to 20 skeletons have been found there, with 

most of the bones re-buried in Uley churchyard. Despite appearing in good 
condition, it has been the victim of vandalism and unprofessional excavation. 

Coins and broken pottery pieces have led to the conclusion that it was opened in 
Roman times and probably also in the Middle Ages and the 19th century. 
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Maybe if we were a bit younger… 

 

I was glad we'd made a return visit to Hetty Pegler's Tump and was slightly 

reluctant to leave, especially since it meant braving the traffic hurtling along the 
road again. However, next on the agenda was Nympsfield Long Barrow, standing 
high on an escarpment with spectacular views over the Severn Valley. 

 
After settling in the nearest car park, we could verify that the views were indeed 

spectacular, but found the long barrow a little hard to locate. After first going in 
the wrong direction, we eventually stumbled across the Neolithic site. This one 
was almost oval in shape, measuring 98 feet/30 metres from east to west and 82 

feet/25 metres from north to south at the western end. 
 

 
Nympsfield Long Barrow 

 

At some point, the mound was ploughed over and the roof removed, with the 
result that the uncovered chambers now allow the layout to be seen clearly. The 

mound is made up of small stones, with a maximum height of 4 feet/1.2 metres. 
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The internal chambers were constructed of oolite (limestone), probably from 
nearby quarries, while the spaces between the upright stones in the central 

passage were filled by drystone walling. The whole long barrow was originally 
surrounded by a drystone kerb, now covered over. 

 
There have been three separate excavations in 1862, 1937 and 1974, unearthing 
Neolithic pottery, an arrow-head and at least 13 human skeletons. These included 

the skeleton of a child in a stone cist/coffin, in the northern burial chamber. It was 
discovered that the majority of the skeletons had common medical problems, 

including mouth and gum infections. Quartz pebbles were found among the 
blocking deposits at both ends of the mound, a feature of many long barrows in 
the Cotswold-Severn group and thought to carry a symbolic meaning. 

 
While I was loitering near the long barrow, waiting for Alan to take his photos, I 

spotted many different wildflowers, including mallow, ox-eye daisies, valerian and 
field orchids. This led me to think it was a lovely spot in which to walk and explore 
further, but it was hot and we were tired, so we called it a day and drove back to 

our accommodation for a relaxing few hours. 
 

I noticed the satnav directed us to Sanatorium Road, although the road in question 
has since been renamed. Every time the satnav 'said' this on the holiday, it both 

amused me a little and caused me to wonder about the history… 
 
Sunday 12th June – Day 3 

We both slept a little better, despite the occupants upstairs arguing until midnight. 
Undeterred, we set out for our planned visit to Chedworth Roman Villa, about half 

an hour's drive along some very narrow roads on a sunny morning. A National 
Trust property, it was situated in a Cotswold valley, with a reputation as one of 
the largest and most elaborate Roman villas discovered so far in Britain. 

 
We started our visit with cappuccino and cake, as befits the holiday custom, before 

beginning our exploration in the modern conservation building, where suspended 
walkways allowed us to look down on mosaics and hypocaust systems. 
 

 
A hypocaust system beneath a mosaic floor (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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This was the very interesting west range, although it was difficult to take worthy 
photos. Evidence for the first stone structure at the villa dates to the 2nd century 

AD, with a relatively simple structure consisting of three detached buildings, each 
with a few rooms. It was extended over the next two centuries, with the 

construction between 360-380 AD transforming it into an elite, comfortable and 
luxurious villa, arranged around three sides of a courtyard. 
 

This latest arrangement included a heated and furnished west wing that contained 
a dining room (triclinium) with an impressive mosaic floor showing scenes from 

Graeco-Roman mythology, rather than Celtic. This indicated that the owner 
desired to present himself as classically educated, although the identity of the 
owner is unknown. The existence of two separate bathing suites – one for damp 

heat and one for dry heat – also demonstrated the owner's wealth and status. 
 

 
The dining room mosaic (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

I was interested that in Latin, 'villa' means a rural building or property. Many villa 
owners became wealthy by farming and as well as the Cotswold area being ideal 

for agriculture, Chedworth is close to the Fosse Way Roman Road and a mere 8 
miles/13 kilometres north of Cirencester, the important Roman town of Corinium 
Dobunnorum. There are 14 other villas in a ten-mile radius around Chedworth. 

 
However, the villa was abandoned when the Roman Empire pulled out of Britain 

in around 410 AD and fell into disrepair, with roofs falling in, soil burying buildings 
and trees growing up through the mosaic floors. It was accidentally discovered in 
1864 by a gamekeeper called Thomas Margetts, who was digging for a ferret and 

unearthed fragments of mosaic tesserae. 
 

The site was subsequently excavated, revealing the walls and mosaic floors, but 
while some floors were left for visitors to view, the rest were re-buried. The outline 
of the villa was marked by placing nearby stone on top of surviving walls, with a 

lodge and museum built on the excavation spoil heap. Sixty years later, though, 
a local archaeologist managed to raise enough money through public subscription 

to buy the estate and pass it to the National Trust, who have since overseen 
further excavations and continue to protect the site. 
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Outside the conservation building, we realised it had become hot, as we strolled 
by the rooms along the north range, next to the bath house. These rooms were 

likely to have formed the reception suite, including the reception hall (auda) and 
a semi-circular room (apsidal) where the owner would sit to receive guests. 

 

 
Rooms along the north range  

 

Further along was a room complete with limestone pillars (pilae) that made up the 

underfloor heating of the hypocaust system. Hot air was channelled under the 
floor, which would have been supported on the pillars. To think this system was 
in operation all those centuries ago never ceases to amaze me. 

 

 
Underfloor heating Roman-style 

 

The lower courtyard was a large area between the north range and south range, 

which would have been divided from the upper gallery in front of the west range 
by a cross-gallery, enclosing an upper courtyard. In the 4th century, visitors to the 

villa would have entered through the lower courtyard. 
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In the north-west corner of the villa complex was a pool fed by a natural 
freshwater spring. It was the villa's main source of water and an apsidal shrine 

(nymphaeum) to the water-nymphs was later built around it. The rear curved wall 
is 6.6 feet/2 metres high, with the original Roman masonry. 

 

 
The nymphaeum 

 

We wandered down to the museum in the Victorian lodge, where there were some 

wonderful exhibits covering almost every aspect of Roman life. I particularly liked 
the stone relief of a hunter, believed to be a hunter god and the small stone altar, 
one of three found at the villa, believed to be dedicated to Mars Lenus. 

 

   
  Stone relief showing a hunter & small stone altar to Mars Lenus 
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One significant plus to our visit, as far as I was concerned, was an audio guide 
that allowed us to listen to a lot more additional information. For instance, the 

mosaics at Chedworth were made from local materials, namely blue lias (a blue-
grey clay-type limestone derived from marl), red-baked clay and Cotswold 

limestone in shades of white, brown and grey. 
 
It had been discovered in 2017 that a significant building phase of the villa dates 

from the 5th century, after the time when Roman towns and villas were abandoned 
and fell into decay within a few years. This is the first evidence that a legacy of 

Roman lifestyle existed in Britain for at least 50 years later than believed. A 5th-
century mosaic, together with some other mosaics in the north range, has been 
re-buried to protect it from the weather. 

 
Regarding the weather, we decided to seek shelter from the full-on midday sun, 

by heading to the outside seating area of the café for lunch. Paninis and cold drinks 
were very much enjoyed, while we planned an afternoon visit to a supermarket 
and then a garden we'd noticed on our way back to Cranham the previous day. 

 
After the supermarket, we headed to the strangely named Rococo Garden at 

Painswick, only ten minutes away. I say strangely named, because after visiting 
there and despite looking up a definition of rococo, I remain vague about what it 

actually means. However, we arrived and paid our dues expectantly. 
 
We had been given a brochure, which explained that the garden had been created 

in the 1740s by the Hyett family, as a place for intimate garden parties. This 
seemed to involve drinking, "schmoozing by the pond or snuggling up with your 

lover in one of the fascinating follies." As for rococo, the brochure described it as 
"a flamboyant and risqué development of the baroque." This naturally led me to 
question what is baroque? A simple answer seems to be a style of ornate detail. 

To be truthful, the whole deal sounded slightly shady. 
 

There were indeed some strange buildings, but also some colourful planting and 
it was clear that the garden was loved by those who looked after it. 
 

 
Foxgloves grace the Exedra folly (photo by Alan Santillo) 



14 
 

Kay Santillo, 2022. 

It had subsequently been redesigned as fashions changed, but by the 1950s had 
been abandoned to woodland. Its current restoration has been led by Lord and 

Lady Dickinson of Painswick House since 1984, transforming it into a likeness of 
the original rococo style as depicted in a painting by Thomas Robins in 1748. The 

garden is now run as an independent registered charity, with all income helping 
towards its continued restoration and upkeep. 
 

 
The Eagle House – another folly 

 

We took our time wandering around the various areas, including the kitchen 
garden, the Doric Seat, the Ram House and the Gothic Alcove, as well as climbing 

up to look out over a maze. Beginning to tire, we decided to wend our way back 
to the entrance, when we came across some wildflower planting, complete with 

orchids, which really lifted our spirits. 
 
It had certainly been an interesting visit, but as we drove down Sanatorium Road, 

my overall feeling was that I'm not a fan of rococo, or baroque, or anything way 
too fussy. We're all different, though – and the foxgloves were lovely! 

 
Monday 13th June – Day 4 
The upstairs arguers were at it again last night, but to a lesser degree, so we both 

had a reasonable night's sleep. This was good, as it was going to be our longest 
trip of the holiday, to Kenilworth Castle in Warwickshire. On a morning that was 

supposed to be sunnier than it actually turned out to be, we managed to leave the 
accommodation at 08:45 and endured a tedious drive up the motorway that was 
busy with far too many lorries that were good for it – and for us. 
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It was a relief to arrive at the town of Kenilworth and make our way to the castle 
car park by 10:00, which happened to be the castle's opening time. In fact, we 

were the first visitors of the day and after clocking in with our pre-booked tickets 
and being supplied with an audio guide, we were soon walking briskly towards the 

entrance – or Mortimer's Tower, the main medieval entrance of the castle. 
 
Our tickets were checked by a member of staff, who advised us that a group of 

school children was due shortly, so we set about taking photos while the site was 
empty, apart from some crows. It felt slightly eerie, as if the different buildings 

were whispering their long-past secrets to each other. This evocative experience 
didn't last for long, though, as we left Leicester's building and the Great Tower 
(the keep) and moved up and beyond to the Great Hall. 

 

 
Leicester's Building (left) & the Great Tower/Keep (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The first castle at Kenilworth had been built in the 1120s on land granted by King 

Henry I to Geoffrey de Clinton, his chamberlain and treasurer. When initially 
completed, the two-storey keep had no doubt been the main castle residence, 

possibly with a great hall on the upper floor and the basement used as 
accommodation for household staff. 
 

The de Clinton family's standing weakened when King Stephen took the throne in 
1135. During King Henry II's reign, the castle was garrisoned in 1173-4 by the 

king against his rebellious sons, before he took the castle into royal ownership 
outright in the 1180s. At this time, it consisted of at least the great tower and its 
forebuilding, plus a bailey approached by a causeway over a lake. 

 
King Henry II died in 1189 and during the reign of his son John in the early 13th 

century, Kenilworth Castle was strengthened with curtain walls and towers. It was 
extended and improved at considerable expense, including work on a dam and 
also possibly domestic accommodation. 

 
In 1253, King John's successor, his son King Henry III, gave Kenilworth to his 

sister Eleanor and her husband Simon de Montfort, 6th Earl of Leicester. Simon 
was a reformist and died at the Battle of Evesham in 1265. 
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His son, another Simon, held Kenilworth against King Henry III throughout a six-
month full-scale medieval siege in 1266. The latest weaponry was used to 

bombard the now formidable fortress, until the garrison surrendered to the king 
in December 1266. Immediately after this, Henry III gave the castle, land and 

titles to his second son, Edmund, who had been a commander during the siege. 
 

 
The Great Tower (photo by Alan Santillo) 

  

Early in the 14th century, Edmund's son and successor Thomas was estranged 
from his cousin, King Edward II. When he entered into open rebellion against the 
king, the castle was taken back into royal custody and Thomas was executed in 

1322. However, only four years later, Thomas's younger brother Henry captured 
Edward in Wales and brought him back to Kenilworth in 1326, where he was forced 

to abdicate. We were to hear more of King Edward II later… 
 
In due course, ownership of Kenilworth Castle came to John of Gaunt, the fourth 

son of King Edward III (son of Edward II). John started to rebuild Kenilworth to a 
grand scale, including the construction of the magnificent great hall, along with 

remodelled apartments, kitchens and services. He also enclosed the garden and 
carried out work on the bridges and park. 
 

When John of Gaunt's son became King Henry IV in 1399, Kenilworth became part 
of the Crown estate and remained so for 150 years. Throughout the 15th century, 

the Lancastrian kings favoured Kenilworth as a residence, drawn by its excellent 
hunting. King Henry V undertook more work on the castle, though mainly repairs. 
 

The Tudor kings also favoured the castle, maintaining and repairing as befitted 
the high standard set in place by John of Gaunt. Following the death of King Henry 

VIII in 1547, John Dudley, 1st Duke of Northumberland, led the government of the 
young King Edward VI and was granted Kenilworth in 1553. 
 

After the young king died, John's failed attempt to oppose the succession of Mary 
Tudor (by promoting Lady Jane Grey as queen) resulted in his execution. It was 

John Dudley who had the stables built as still seen today – although not in the 
form of a tea room, wherein we sat to consume cappuccinos and cake. 
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John of Gaunt's Great Hall (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In 1563, Queen Elizabeth I granted Kenilworth to her childhood friend and 
'favourite', Robert Dudley, who was the son of John and was soon to be 1st Earl of 
Leicester. Elizabeth visited four times during her reign and much is written of the 

trouble and expense to which Robert, Earl of Leicester, went in order to impress 
her, trying hopefully to win her hand in marriage during the last visit in 1575. 

 
His embellishments to the castle included creating an enclosed hunting park of 
around 320 hectares/800 acres, with dramatic views. Leicester's Gatehouse, built 

in 1571-2, provided an impressive new entrance to the castle, while within the 
inner court, he had a four-storey tower block erected, known as Leicester's 

Building. This was designed specifically for the queen's use in 1572 and was 
improved for her 19-day visit in 1575. 
 

 
Leicester's Building in foreground (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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He also created a garden fit for a queen, laid out with all the features of an 
Elizabethan garden, including a terrace, arbours, marble fountain, aviary and giant 

obelisks. The garden has been reinstated as described by an eye-witness account 
at the time and although the sky was troublesome when we explored the garden, 

it was nonetheless impressive and a pleasure to walk around.  
 

 
The Queen's Garden (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Alas, Robert's lavish attempts at seduction came to nothing and almost 20 years 
after his death in 1588, Kenilworth reverted to the Crown. Four years later, Henry, 
Prince of Wales, bought the castle and its estates, which after his death in 1612, 

passed on to his brother, the future King Charles I. 
 

In the Civil War, Kenilworth was taken by the Parliamentarians, although with no 
substantial action taking place. It then succumbed to the fate of countless castles 
and was ordered to be slighted, so it would be unusable in any further military 

action. However, the damage was mild, with just the north wall of the keep being 
destroyed and the outer curtain wall beyond being breached. 

 
The commander who had overseen the slighting, Colonel Joseph Hawkesworth, 
acquired the estate in lieu of payments for the local militia. He kept the castle for 

himself and converted Leicester's Gatehouse into a residence. His fellow officers 
divided the estate into farms for themselves.   

 
Over the following years, buildings in the inner bailey were pillaged, until the castle 
became a roofless ruin. Kenilworth became Castle Farm and in 1665, King Charles 

II granted it to Laurence Hyde, 2nd Earl Clarendon, whose family retained it until 
the 20th century. In 1937, the car manufacturer Sir John Siddeley bought the 

castle and handed it to the Ministry of Works, with a large sum of money to fund 
repairs. In 1958, Siddeley's son gave the freehold to Kenilworth Town Council. 
 

Since then, much repairing and enhancement has taken place, with Kenilworth 
Castle in the safe hands of English Heritage, successor of the Ministry of Works, 

since 1984. As we walked around the site, listening to the available sound bites 
with our audio guides, we were well pleased with the result of all their hard work. 
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We had returned to the tea room in John Dudley's old stables for lunch, before 
taking a final turn around the ruins. I found the general look of the buildings to be 

most attractive, having been built almost entirely with local new red sandstone 
(as opposed to old red sandstone, which is … older). The nature of sandstone 

meant that it had eroded in very interesting ways, which to my mind enhanced 
the allure of the site. Add to that some graffiti and my satisfaction was complete. 
 

In particular, I found myself admiring the south-east turret of the Great Tower, 
where the original portcullis groove was still visible at the base and where the 

sandstone was looking particularly delicious in the sun.  
 

 
Delicious sandstone 

 

There is generally a lot of depth to the history of castles anyway and Kenilworth's 
history spanned centuries of intrigue and machinations concerning the higher 

echelons of society. I knew there was a whole lot more to be discovered if we'd 
had the time and energy, but for an initial visit, I felt it was a really good overview. 

 
We did go into Leicester's Gatehouse, where there was a lot of wonderful old wood 
in the ground floor and first floor rooms. Ascending a wooden spiral staircase, we 

reached the second floor, which from 1958 had been utilised as the council 
chamber of Kenilworth Town Council and now housed an exhibition mainly 

concerning Queen Elizabeth I and the ambitious Robert Dudley. 
 
However, as the afternoon progressed, we knew it was time to face the journey 

back on the dreaded motorway. We were therefore happy when we eventually 
drove down Sanatorium Road to our accommodation, to enjoy a restful evening. 

The television in the apartment was a bit woeful, but it had been a great day      
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Tuesday 14th June – Day 5 
There was no arguing from above last night, I'm so glad they've made it up! We 

planned to have a somewhat quieter day today, by a visit to Tewkesbury Abbey, 
a mere 20 minutes or so away, albeit partly up the M5. It was another fairly sunny 

morning and we soon arrived at a town car park within view of the abbey, offering 
a very pleasing aspect through the trees. 
 

 
Tewkesbury Abbey through the trees 

 

After a short walk into the abbey grounds, we espied the Touching Souls Tea 
Room, which was perfect for a pre-abbey cappuccino and shared piece of cake. 

We weren't sure what to expect from this particular abbey, so were taken aback 
at its magnificence almost as soon as we entered. 

 
As the welcome leaflet stated, we were in a building with almost 900 years of 
history. Its correct name was the Abbey Church of St Mary the Virgin, having 

started life as a Benedictine monastery and then becoming a parish church. It's 
quite a parish church, considered to be one of the finest examples of Norman 

architecture in Britain, with the largest Romanesque crossing tower in Europe – 
this is the huge tower at the junction of the four arms of a cross-shaped church. 
 

The Chronicle of Tewkesbury records that Christian worship was brought to the 
area in the mid-7th century by a missionary from Northumbria named Theoc, 

followed by the building of a monastery in 715. In the 10th century, this became 
a Benedictine priory and in 1087, William the Conqueror gave the manor at 
Tewkesbury to his cousin, Robert Fitzhamon, who founded the present abbey in 

1092 with Giraldus, the Abbot of Cranborne. Building of the church began in 1102, 
using Caen stone imported from Normandy and floated up the Severn. 

 
In the 15th century, the east end of the abbey was extensively remodelled, with 
the Norman wooden ceiling being replaced by Lierne vaulting. After the Battle of 

Tewkesbury in the Wars of the Roses on 4th May 1471, the defeated Lancastrians 
sought sanctuary in the abbey. Led by King Edward IV, the victorious Yorkists 

forced their way inside and the resulting bloodshed caused the abbey to be closed 
for a month, until it was once again purified and reconsecrated. 
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Norman columns & vaulted ceiling (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

As I stood in the nave, I was in awe at the size of 14 gigantic Norman columns 

and the elaborate 14th-century vaulted ceiling, which stretched into the distance 
all the way up to the high altar. There was even more to be astonished by at roof 
level, as further along in the quire, an emblem named The Sun in Splendour 

commemorated the victory of the House of York in the Battle of Tewkesbury. I 
know it was a historical and probably human norm to crow about a victory, but I 

couldn't help it, I felt sorry for the dead of the Lancastrians, as well as the Yorkists. 
 

 
'The Sun in Splendour' Yorkist emblem 

(photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Having walked around looking upwards for quite a time and beginning to develop 

a cricked neck, it was a relief to concentrate on lower levels of splendour and 
antiquity – and there was plenty of it. I found the tombs especially fascinating, 
including one to an unknown knight and one of John Wakeman, the abbot of 

Tewkesbury from 1531-1539, later the first Bishop of Gloucester. 
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It may have been his tomb, but was his body actually inside it? He had apparently 
prepared the tomb for himself, depicting vermin crawling over his skeletal corpse. 

Call me suspicious, but this doesn't entirely seem to be the act of a balanced 
individual. However, regardless of his possibly disturbed mind, he was probably 

buried instead at Forthampton, a village three miles from Tewkesbury, where he 
had relocated after the Dissolution. 
 

 
The tomb (with or without the body) of John Wakeman 

 

During the Dissolution of the Monasteries, Tewkesbury Abbey was surrendered to 
the commissioners of King Henry VIII in 1539. The astute people of Tewkesbury 

saved it from destruction by insisting it was their parish church, which they had 
the right to keep. They purchased it from the Crown for the value of its lead roof 

and bells that would have been salvaged and melted down. The bell-tower was 
used as the borough prison until being demolished in the late 18th century. 
 

It felt very peaceful wandering around taking photos whenever the need arose 
(which was often). There was much of interest, including a memorial to George 

Plantagenet, Duke of Clarence, who had fallen from royal grace and had allegedly 
been drowned in a butt of Malmsey wine. 
 

A vault had been constructed at the abbey for George's wife Isabel, who had died 
in 1476/7. Just over a year later, George's body was also buried there. Technically 

speaking, it's been said that it is more accurately described as a stone-lined grave 
with access steps. Frustratingly, the only possible traces of the Clarence coffins 
are iron coffin handles, an iron nail and a thin piece of iron plate. 

 
It felt somehow so right that much of the church has remained unchanged since 

the 12th century. I loved coming across areas that were obviously ancient, as well 
as more modern additions. It was all tasteful and very beautiful. 
 

There were a number of different chapels and many stained-glass windows to 
admire. For part of the time, I was intrigued by writing on the numerous grave 

slabs on the floor, some dating back to the 17th century. I also enjoyed looking at 
the floor tiles, some of them very well-preserved and colourful. 
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Windows & floor tiles (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Our senses somewhat flooded by all the ecclesiastical sights, we decided to head 
back to the Touching Souls Tea Room for some lunch. Speaking of flooding, water 
from the nearby River Severn had reached inside the abbey during severe floods 

in 1760 and 2007. During the latter flood, much of the town had been under smelly 
brown water, after two months' worth of rain had fallen in 14 hours. 

 
Tewkesbury is surrounded by hundreds of acres of meadows that are regularly 
inundated and enriched by nutrients carried in the waters of the River Severn, but 

2007 had seen freak weather conditions. We were happy there were no freak 
happenings as we had a sandwich and cold drink in the now busy tea room, before 

having a short stroll through part of the town. 
 
There were many colourful flags hanging from shops and houses, depicting various 

coats of arms from ancient families. I presumed this was in preparation for the 
annual Tewkesbury Medieval Festival held every second weekend in July, which 

would include a re-enactment of the famous battle. It must be some event! 
 
After leaving Tewkesbury, we drove along some slightly challenging country roads 

for about 12 minutes to our next destination, Odda's Chapel, at Deerhurst. Owned 
and looked after by English Heritage, it's one of the most complete surviving Saxon 

churches in England. It had been built in 1056 as a chantry chapel by Earl Odda, 
a relation of Edward the Confessor. 
 

A chantry chapel was a chapel containing a chantry (altar) where priests would 
chant masses for the souls of people, particularly after death. In this case, Odda 

had the chapel built for his brother Ælfric, who had died on 22nd December 1053. 
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Ealdred, Bishop of Worcester, had consecrated it on 12th April 1056, but centuries 
later in the English Reformation of the 16th century, Kings Henry VIII and his son 

Edward VI abolished such Roman Catholic practices. In view of this, it was 
incorporated into a timber-framed farmhouse in the late 16th or early 17th century. 

 

 
Chantry chapel cum farmhouse 

 

The nave was converted into a kitchen, with small windows high in the north and 

south walls, while a first floor was put in the chancel and the upper space used as 
a bedroom. Linking the two was a Romanesque chancel arch, with a smaller 
Romanesque arch forming a doorway on the north side of the chapel. Thus, the 

age and identity of the building were forgotten as time passed. 
 

 
Arch doorway on chapel's north side (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

On entering, I was immediately enveloped by an archaic atmosphere, laced with 
a faint damp smell of oldness. The chancel seemed the most interesting part, 

viewed with curiosity as we'd stepped into the nave and gazed around us. 
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Looking from the nave to the chancel arch (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In 1675, a local landowner named Sir John Powell had discovered an 11th-century 

stone slab (the Odda Stone) inscribed with a Latin dedication to the chapel.  
 

 
The Odda Stone (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Translation of the Latin inscription reads: "Earl Odda ordered this royal hall to be 
built and dedicated in honour of the Holy Trinity for the soul of his brother Ælfric, 

taken up from this place. Ealdred was the bishop who dedicated the building on 
the second day before Ides of April in the fourteenth year of the reign of Edward, 
king of the English". This king was Edward the Confessor, who reigned from 1042-

66. The Odda Stone is now kept safely in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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At that time, nobody knew where the 'royal hall' was, but in 1865, Reverend 
George Butterworth of the nearby St Mary's parish church of Deerhurst, deduced 

from the existence of Odda's Stone and a chronicle of Tewkesbury Abbey, that 
there had once been a chantry chapel in the village. 

 
In 1885, when repairs were being carried out to the farmhouse (named Abbot's 
Court), a blocked Anglo-Saxon window was found hidden behind some plaster and 

as more plaster was removed, the stone walls of the chapel were revealed. Proof 
that it was Odda's Chapel lay in the discovery of a damaged inscription within a 

16th-century chimney stack, because despite the damage, it could be made out to 
read: "This altar has been dedicated in honour of the Holy Trinity". Mystery solved! 
 

Feeling happy with our somewhat unusual visit, we left the chapel and walked for 
a few minutes to the nearby Priory Church of St Mary, Deerhurst. At some point 

in the 7th century, a Saxon monastery had been founded at Deerhurst and St 
Mary's was the church associated with the monastery. 
 

The monastery was re-founded as a Benedictine priory in around 970 and in 1059, 
Edward the Confessor gave the priory to St Denis in France. It stayed in French 

ownership until 1443, when it was given to Tewkesbury Abbey. An abbot and four 
monks lived at Deerhurst Priory until the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1540, 

when the priory church became the local parish church, still in use today. 
 

 
The Priory Church of St Mary's, Deerhurst 

 

The original building had followed the basic rectangle pattern of the era, with 

modifications made over the centuries. The earliest parts of the church are the 
nave and chancel, built in the 8th century – which is so marvellously old! In fact, 

it was a remarkable church for its sudden items of antiquity that we came across 
in various places. Much of the development is believed to have been completed 
before the Viking invasions began in the late 8th century. 

 
In around 1200, north and south aisles were added and the tower in the 14th 

century. I was glad to find a leaflet that gave a brief history and indicated items 
of specific interest. However, the amazing font had needed no pointing out: 
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Anglo-Saxon font (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

This font had been thrown out of the church in 1653. How could anyone have done 
that? Its top was discovered in a farmyard in 1845 and the stem near a local pub 
in 1868. The bowl is decorated with a broad band of double trumpet-spirals, with 

narrower bands of vine scrolls above and below. It is the only known example of 
a double spiral pattern on a font and is one of the oldest fonts in England. 

 
There were some panels of medieval stained-glass, grave brasses, a strange 
double-headed opening high on the west wall of the nave and what appealed to 

me most, an animal's head decorated with spirals that had been moved from 
outside to the inner doorway, called a label-stop. 

 

 
Anglo-Saxon animal head 
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As we left the church, I thought how despite our intention to have a quieter day, 
it had been packed with so much of interest. It was dawning on me how much 

history there was on offer in the Cotswolds – and the following day there would 
be even more, as we were planning a visit to Berkeley Castle. 

 
Yes, the Cotswolds were coming up historical trumps and as we turned off down 
Sanatorium Road, for a relaxing mug of tea and a quiet evening to follow, the 

holiday feeling was very much alive and well. 
 

Wednesday 15th June – Day 6 
A sunny morning heralded an even hotter day, but we had an unhurried start 
because Berkely Castle, about 35 minutes away, didn't open until 11:00. We 

arrived almost right on time and were soon heading towards the entrance building 
for the castle. We passed some excellent information boards along the way, 

detailing the castle's distinguished and somewhat surprising history. 
 
Berkeley Castle has the prestige of being the oldest building in the country 

inhabited by the family who built it. Along with only two other landed families in 
England, the Berkeleys can trace their ancestry from father to son back to Eadnoth 

the Staller, in Saxon times. Rather than being a hopeless procrastinator, Eadnoth 
the Staller was a 'staller', or master of the king's horses, for Edward the Confessor.  

 
I immediately liked the warm pink stone of the castle buildings as we looked 
around outside and tried to get our bearings. As I noticed the figure of a soldier 

beside a cannon, looking out from the battlements over a drop of around 60 
feet/18 metres to the lawn below, I had the feeling it was going to be a good visit. 

 

 
Ready, aim… 

 

Eadnoth's grandson, Robert FitzHarding, set about building Berkeley Castle with 
his son Maurice. The keep was constructed around the existing mound, with five 

round towers. The new castle was completed in about 1170 and the outer defences 
by about 1189. Maurice then adopted the surname Berkeley and for 300 years, 

the Berkeleys were one of 50-70 noble families who helped to govern England. 
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Robert II Lord Berkely was one of the barons who forced King John in 1215 to sign 
the Magna Carta (thereby placing limitations on the king's powers). Robert took a 

leading part, but this went against him when King John regained control and 
confiscated the castle. However, it was returned to Thomas Lord Berkeley in 1223, 

in the reign of King Henry III. 
 
Thomas III Lord Berkeley held the castle when King Edward II arrived as a prisoner 

in April 1327. This was a direct result of the king's great unpopularity, due to his 
insistence on promoting his closest friends to power and allowing them to control 

the country. The rebellion had started in 1321 by a small group of disillusioned 
barons, with Maurice Berkeley and his son Thomas amongst them. 
 

The rebellion failed and Maurice was imprisoned at Wallingford Castle, in 
Oxfordshire, where he died. Thomas was imprisoned at Pevensey Castle, Sussex, 

while Berkeley Castle was confiscated and given to one of King Edward II's 
favourite courtiers, Hugh Despenser. 
 

By 1326, Edward's long-suffering queen, Isabella, had gathered an army of 
supporters, who managed to free Thomas and returned the castle to him. King 

Edward II, who had fled west into Wales, was captured and moved to Kenilworth 
Castle. In 1327, he was forced to abdicate in favour of his son, Edward III. 

 
Following several months at Kenilworth, including a failed escape plot, Edward II 
was moved to Berkeley Castle. After an escape that ended in recapture, security 

was increased, but on 21st September 1327, the story abounds that murder most 
horrid took place, by a red-hot plumber's soldering iron being thrust up his nether 

regions. It's considered more likely that he either escaped, died of natural causes, 
or was smothered in his sleep, but the truth remains open to conjecture… 
 

Thomas Berkeley was later charged with complicity in the murder, but in 1337 he 
was cleared of all charges and in the 1340s, he spent huge sums of money 

extending the castle. All the main rooms outside the keep, including the buttery, 
kitchen, great hall and chapel (now the morning room) were added at this time. 
 

 
The great hall (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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Situated halfway up the grand stairs was the morning room, once the Chapel of 
St Mary and the larger of two castle chapels, converted by the 8th Earl in the 

1920s. As a chapel, part of the Book of Revelation had been written on the ceiling 
in Norman French, the language spoken at the castle at that time. Fragments of 

it still exist, a legacy of an early attempt to make the Scriptures accessible to 
ordinary people who could read. 
 

 
The morning room (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

As we went in the various rooms, there were numerous treasures from the past 
that had been collected by members of the Berkeley family throughout the 

centuries, many of them reflecting the history of the castle and the family. These 
included Francis Drake's cabin chest, Queen Elizabeth I's bedspread and the 

banner the 4th Earl of Berkeley had taken to the Battle of Culloden, as well as 
many paintings, tapestries, silverware and ceramics. 
 

There were also many everyday items on display that had been used in days gone 
by, particularly in the medieval larders, kitchen and buttery, the working hub of 

the castle. These 14th-century rooms had been altered very little. The buttery 
contained solid lead sinks, a pestle and mortar, chopping block and other utensils, 
with arches on the walls showing the positions of the early bread ovens. An 

underground passage led from the buttery to the castle's main well beneath the 
courtyard. This well supplied water to the castle until recently. 

 
The kitchen had probably first been built as a free-standing tower, with a unique 
spider-web ceiling, high up to avoid sparks from three large fireplaces that would 

have constantly been lit. The kitchen contained lots of items from days gone by, 
ranging from Tudor times to the 20th century. 

 
One aspect of the architecture that especially interested me was the 'Berkeley 
Arch', a particular and most attractive style unique to the castle. There were 

several of these beauties, polygonal in shape with four or more straight sides 
enclosing a cusped arch. The screens passage at the east end had three Berkeley 

arches leading to the service area – to be honest, I only remember seeing one, as 
a school party was approaching, but it was enough! 
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An attractive Berkeley arch (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In the late 16th century, Queen Elizabeth I visited the castle and played bowls on 
the bowling green, but during more turbulent times in the English civil wars 
between 1642-46, Berkeley Castle changed hands five times. George Lord 

Berkeley managed to regain it, but only on condition that he breached the keep 
to render the castle unusable as a fortress. 

 
In 1646, men from nearby were enlisted to take down part of the wall as 
instructed. Other weapons and defences were also confiscated by Parliament. The 

Berkeley breach still exists and I can't help thinking this was a far better option 
than more extreme slighting, the fate of so many other castles. However, this 

castle was in a sorry state of repair after the Civil War, which led Charles, 2nd Earl 
of Berkeley, to carry out extensive renovation works from 1699-1722. 
 

In the early 20th century, the 8th Earl of Berkeley repaired and modernised the 
castle to make it more comfortable, adding a new porch in the same Gothic style 

as the rest of the building. During the 1920s and 1930s, he installed plumbing and 
electricity. He also created the picture gallery by merging three rooms together, 
but probably his most visible change was the addition of the clock tower. 

 
Although there were numerous informative boards in the rooms and various areas, 

I must confess to being unsure at times exactly where we were and whether we'd 
been everywhere, but I know my sense of direction is notoriously bad. 
 

What I'm most certain of, however, is that there were some fabulous old doors 
that must have been originals from centuries gone by. Some of them had intricate 

carving and intriguing door knockers, but one outside looked especially pleasing: 
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A fabulous door (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Standing in the inner courtyard again and looking around us, it seemed there were 
battlements, small towers, doors and windows of so many different shapes and 

sizes, all with varying shades of warm pink stone, shining in the sunlight. 
 

 
14th-century gatehouse adjoins the keep 
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It was midday and had become decidedly hot, so we headed for refreshment in 
the large catering yurt near the car park, which provided inside and outside 

seating. Here we sat inside the yurt next to an opening and enjoyed a cold drink 
with a panini and some of the best chips I've had for years. We then walked back 

to the castle gardens that subsequent owners had restored and embellished since 
the ravages of the Civil War in the mid-17th century. They had filled the moat and 
created gardens on the terraces formed by the outer defences. 

 

 
Flowers on the terrace (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The estate consists of 6,000 acres and includes one of the best examples of a 

medieval deer park. We walked in both directions from the terraces and explored 
the nooks and crannies we came across, but the heat was tiring us. We therefore 

decided to cool down with an ice cream from the yurt, before calling it a day. It 
had been a visit to an exceptionally interesting castle – small wonder it had been 
the location for many programmes, including scenes in The Other Boleyn Girl.    

 

 
An exceptionally interesting castle 
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After an uneventful drive back, it still felt good to hear the satnav directing us 
down Sanatorium Road. The need to find out why it was so named was definitely 

growing and as I relaxed with a mug of tea and a book on our return, the holiday 
feeling likewise grew. 

 
Thursday 16th June – Day 7 
It was another dry morning, feeling warm with some cloud cover. Our drive today 

was a longer one of about 55 minutes, partly on the M5 motorway. It was therefore 
a relief to find ourselves nearing Hidcote Bartrim, located 600 feet/183 metres 

above sea level in the northern Cotswolds. I had wanted to visit Hidcote Manor 
Garden for a while, after its several appearances on TV gardening programmes. 
 

Historical records show that Hidcote Manor had been owned by Bradenstoke Priory 
in Wiltshire, until the Dissolution of the Monasteries in around 1539. The current 

manor house was built as a farmhouse in the 17th century, passing through several 
hands before being bought at an auction for £7,200. 
 

Lawrence Johnston, who had bought the estate on behalf of his mother, arrived 
at Hidcote in October 1907, followed by his mother in June 1908. After adapting 

the house and adding an extension, Lawrence set about creating an Arts and 
Crafts-inspired garden. The outbreak of the First World War suspended progress, 

but in 1919, Gertrude bought the farm at the end of the village road and the 
garden was extended to its current boundaries. 
 

In the 1920s and 1930s, Hidcote attracted many visitors and gained widespread 
acclaim. It was open to the public for charity on two or three days every year. By 

the 1940s, however, Lawrence was in his 70s and in 1943 he decided to ask the 
National Trust to take over the garden – and here we were, visitors at last! 
 

 
Underneath an arch to a narrow pathway 
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The National Trust undertook to return Hidcote as close to a representation as 
possible of how it would have looked in the 1930s, which involved the restoration 

of garden areas and also several buildings. Around 175,000 people come to 
Hidcote every year. I can well believe that, as not long after our arrival when it 

opened at 10:00, the garden began to fill with visitors. 
 
We were warned that the café would become extremely busy at lunchtime, so we 

stopped at Winthrop's Café and sat outside in the courtyard to enjoy a cappuccino 
and a piece of lemon and orange cake. We'd done our research, we'd booked our 

tickets previously online and we'd brought a packed lunch! 
 
Gardeners were working close by, which boded well for a beautiful garden. We 

perused the map we'd been given, but decided simply to start walking around the 
Old Garden near where we were, before visitor numbers grew even more. 

 
I must confess that at first I found the layout confusing and the paths rather 
narrow to navigate around the various garden rooms, but the planting was worth 

it. As a whole, parts of it were understated, which was in perfect keeping with the 
surroundings, but as we moved further along, areas of stand-out colour abounded. 

 

 
Stand-out colour 

 

There were many astrantias and many bees, which pleased me greatly, but there 

were other more tranquil areas set out in harmony with the whole. All the textures, 
the shapes, the colours, the perfumes and the landscaping combined to create an 
experience that filled the senses. To be honest, I wasn't sure what made it an Arts 

and Crafts-inspired garden, but I didn't particularly care.   
 

It was true that there had to be a certain amount of patience needed for taking 
photos along the narrow paths, but there were so many pathways that it was fairly 
easy to backtrack and take a different route to return to the place required. 

 
The number of visitors continued to grow as the morning advanced, as well as the 

ambient heat. The cloud cover had remained stubbornly dense and mostly white, 
which wasn't great for photos, but there was plenty else to focus on. 
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A more tranquil area 

 

As lunchtime approached, we found ourselves at the Plant House, where more 

exotic plants were tended. Close by was the lily pond, which drew an appreciative 
audience to its lily pads and flowers. After that, we walked past the tennis court 
to the shelter of the New Orchard. Here we found a wooden bench and table in 

the shade of an apple tree, where we ate our packed lunch to the accompaniment 
of birdsong and bees humming, feeling at peace. 

 
Somewhat reluctantly, we left the orchard and ambled slowly down the avenue of 
Long Borders, savouring the perfume of the roses, the careful topiary of the trees 

and the fact that the sky had become partly blue. It was an area of the garden 
where there were fewer people than the Old Garden we'd first explored near the 

courtyard, which I have to admit was also appreciated. 
 

 
Blue sky appearing at the Long Borders 
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Not certain where our legs were taking us, we found ourselves in a lovely shaded 
and cool wooded area, before heading back through what seemed like astrantia 

alley and then the most heavenly part of all, where orange blossom flowers 
scented the air with what I consider the best perfume ever. 

 

 
Orange blossom, the best perfume ever 

 

The sky was now mostly blue and the heat a little overwhelming, so we decided 

to say goodbye to what was essentially not a show garden, but more of a personal 
gardener's garden, with lots of different areas and semi-hidden corners that kept 
interest alive, wondering what would be discovered next. In keeping with the spirit 

of a private garden, very few plants were labelled, with enquiries invited at an 
email address if visitors wanted to identify a particular plant. 

 
It was only just 14:00 when we left, but we were well contented with our visit and 
by the time we drove back down Sanatorium Road and sorted ourselves out, it 

was a perfect time to relax with a book and a mug of tea, followed by booking our 
tickets for the next day's visit. I couldn't believe a whole week had gone by! 

 
Friday 17th June – Day 8 
The weather forecast predicted heatwave temperatures, so we left in good time 

for a half-hour drive to Sudeley Castle, north-east of Cheltenham, in order to be 
among the first visitors. The grounds were open at 10:00, but the castle not until 

11:00, so when we arrived at 09:50 it was an ideal time to sit and drink our own 
coffee before venturing into the castle grounds. 
 

I must admit I had never heard of Sudeley Castle until I'd been researching places 
to visit on our forthcoming holiday. I was therefore astounded to discover it was 

the final resting place of Katherine Parr, the sixth wife of King Henry VIII. Henry 
himself had visited the castle in 1535 with his second wife, Anne Boleyn. 
 

Sudeley's early rise as a royal estate is most likely because of its proximity to 
Winchcombe, the capital of Mercia during the reign of King Offa (757-796). By the 

turn of the 11th century, it had become a manor house set in a royal deer park, 
given by King Æthelred the Unready to his daughter, Goda, as a wedding present. 
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Ruins (left) and lived-in castle (right) (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Goda's descendants managed to hold Sudeley for another four centuries, with the 

first castle being built there in probably the 12th century. Nothing is known about 
what the castle looked like, so it could have been either the fortification of an 
existing manor house, or a completely new structure. 

 
During the Anarchy, between the Empress Matilda and Stephen of Blois, Sudeley 

was attacked and captured. Little is known of what happened, but by the beginning 
of the 15th century, the Sudeley name died out and the Boteler family inherited 
the castle through the marriage of Joan, the sister of the last Sudeley member. 

 
Ralph Boteler is thought to have begun construction of the current castle in 1443, 

built on a double courtyard plan, with the outer courtyard used by servants and 
men-at-arms, while the inner court and buildings were used by Ralph and his 
family. He created a magnificent building, complete with the extravagant luxury 

of glazed windows, but he had failed to gain royal permission to crenellate the 
castle and was forced to seek King Henry VI's pardon. 

 
Ralph did not enjoy his castle for long, as Lancastrian Henry VI was overthrown 
by Yorkists in 1461 and Edward IV took the throne. Ralph was punished for his 

longstanding association with the Lancastrians by being forced to sell Sudeley to 
the new king. Ralph died four years later, without his castle and without an heir.  

 
In 1449, Ralph's son, Thomas Boteler had married 13-year-old Lady Eleanor 
Talbot, but Thomas had died before Edward IV took the throne in 1461. Edward 

IV was believed to have had a relationship with Lady Eleanor, involving a legal 
pre-contract of marriage and after his death in 1483, his brother Richard used this 

liaison to claim Edward's children and heirs with Elizabeth Woodville were 
illegitimate, thus clearing the way for his own path to the throne.  
 

Upon his accession, Richard came into possession of Sudeley and proceeded to 
transform it into a home fit for a king. The east range of Ralph Boteler's inner 

courtyard was replaced with a new suite of rooms, including a magnificent 
banqueting hall. The ruins of this hall were one of the first sights we noticed. 
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Ruins of King Richard III's banqueting hall 

 

The hall was built according to the latest fashion of the time, with a ground floor 

hall used for meeting guests and feasting and an upper great hall reserved 
especially for the king and his honoured guests. Richard's own bedrooms would 
have been connected to this room. 

 
Like Ralph Boteler, Richard didn't enjoy his new rooms for long, as he died at the 

Battle of Bosworth in 1485, less than two years after taking the throne. As Crown 
property, Sudeley Castle transferred to King Henry VII, who gave it to his uncle, 
Jasper Tudor. However, when Jasper died childless, Sudeley reverted to Henry 

and in due course was passed on to his son, King Henry VIII.  
 

While Henry VIII was staying at Sudeley for a week in 1535 with Anne Boleyn, he 
put into motion the Dissolution of the Monasteries. It was also during this visit 
that Pope Paul III and the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I started to discuss 

Henry's excommunication and removal. 
 

In 1543, Henry married Katherine Parr, his sixth wife, but died less than four years 
later in January 1547. In April 1547, Katherine married Thomas Seymour, 1st 
Baron Seymour of Sudeley and the brother of Henry's third wife, Jane Seymour 

(who had died in 1537). Katherine's marriage to Thomas may have seemed overly 
hasty, but she had wanted to marry Thomas before Henry had proposed and 

refusing the king's proposal could have had dire consequences. 
 
In 1548, a now pregnant Katherine moved with Thomas to Sudeley Castle, after 

Thomas had spent vast amounts of money to make it fit for a queen. One of her 
attendants was Lady Jane Grey, who would meet an unfortunate end by being 

beheaded, after being queen for nine days in 1553. 
 
Katherine herself died at Sudeley in September 1548 from 'childbed fever', five 

days after giving birth to a daughter. She was buried two days later at the chapel 
within the grounds at Sudeley, with the first royal funeral service that used 

Protestant rites. Over the next two centuries, however, her original tomb was 
defaced and the location of her burial place was lost. 
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Then in 1782, a coffin was discovered with a lead plate saying: "Here lyeth Quene 
Kateryne wife to Kyng Henry the VIII and Last the wife of Thomas Lord of Sudeley 

… dyed 5 September…". Sadly, vandals dug up the coffin in 1792, but by 1817, 
the remains had been safely placed in a stone vault. When the chapel was restored 

in 1863, it was re-dedicated as St Mary's Church and Katherine's remains were 
placed in a neo-Gothic canopied tomb. 
 

 
"Here lyeth Quene Kateryne…" (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

We entered the church and were pleased to find we were the only ones there. 
Suitable church music was playing subtly in the background and as well as exuding 

an almost tangible sense of history, the atmosphere was calm and peaceful. This 
was surprising considering the tumultuous history connected to the castle. For 

instance, a stained-glass window located behind Katherine's tomb depicted the 
murder of Thomas Becket, as it was believed that one of the knights responsible 
for the murder was a Sudeley family member. 

 

 
A peaceful place (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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There was still a sense of peace directly outside the church, where I stood in the 
tranquil White Garden and considered what a beautiful place we had the privilege 

of visiting. We continued to wander, finding behind the church a magnificent 19th-
century Cedar of Lebanon that was receiving some healing treatment in a bed of 

restorative mulch. There are times when I would appreciate a bed of restorative 
something, although probably not mulch. 
 

After Katherine's death, Thomas Seymour had retained Sudely until he was 
executed for treason six months later. Katherine's brother, William Parr, 1st 

Marquess of Northampton, then inherited the castle and held it until 1553, when 
he too was accused of treason and Sudeley was seized by the Crown. 
 

Queen Mary granted the castle to Sir John Brydges, the Lieutenant of the Tower 
and his descendants held Sudeley for the next century. It was remodelled in the 

1560s and 1570s, with the outer courtyard being completely rebuilt to what it is 
today. Queen Elizabeth I stayed at Sudeley three times, including during the 1575 
Royal Progress in which her famous 19-day visit to Kenilworth Castle took place. 

 
At the time of the Civil War (1642-51), the castle's owner was the royalist 

supporter George Brydges, 6th Baron Chandos and in January 1643, the castle was 
attacked by a Parliamentarian army of 500 soldiers, armed with two cannons. The 

60-strong garrison held out for two days before being smoked out, whereupon the 
Parliamentarians proceeded to loot the castle and desecrate the chapel, smashing 
monuments and digging up graves. 

 
The situation changed, however, when the Royalists took Cirencester and were 

thought likely to head to Sudeley. The Parliamentarians fled and later that year, 
it's thought that King Charles I probably used Sudeley as his base when the 
Royalist army attempted to take Gloucester. This ended in failure and as the war 

played out, the castle changed hands several times, until the Parliamentarians 
won and ordered the slighting of Sudeley, so it could never again be used as a 

military post. The inner court and royal apartment rooms were dismantled, but 
much of the outer courtyard was left intact.  
 

 
Looking towards the lived-in part of Sudeley Castle 



42 
 

Kay Santillo, 2022. 

For nearly two centuries and despite the estate changing hands several times, 
Sudeley was largely left to the ravages of the weather and local builders who 

helped themselves to building material. What little that was left of the castle was 
inhabited by tenants of the surrounding land, who used the ruins as shelter for 

their cattle and sheep. 
 
Fortunately, Sudeley Castle was purchased in 1837 by brothers John and William 

Dent of Worcester, who were wealthy glove manufacturers looking for a building 
project. By 1840, a large part of the castle was once again habitable, with part of 

it left as picturesque ruins, including King Richard III's banqueting hall. To my 
mind, this helped to create a powerful sense of history and character. 
 

 
History and character 

 

The building work was directed by George Gilbert Scott, who also restored much 

of the interior of St Mary's Church, although the exterior dates primarily to the 
15th and 16th centuries. As for the castle, the brothers sensitively furnished and 

filled it mostly with art and antiques that had some bearing on the castle. 
 
Both brothers had died by 1855 and the castle was inherited by a nephew of the 

Dent brothers, John Croucher Dent, with his wife Emma. They continued improving 
the castle and adding to its collections. Emma devoted much of her energy to 

improving Sudeley, both the house and the gardens. 
 
John and Emma had no children and Sudeley was inherited by Emma's nephew, 

Harry Dent-Brocklehurst. World War I naturally changed much and in 1927, Harry 
handed Sudeley over to his eldest son, Jack. Death duties and the impact of the 

Great Depression in the 1930s led to straitened circumstances. 
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Much of the land had to be sold, so much so that the estate is now a tenth of its 
former size. World War II also saw changes, with what is now the visitors' car park 

the location of a prisoner of war camp (Camp 37) for captured German and Italian 
soldiers. The POWs worked on local farms until the camp was closed in 1948. 

 
Jack died in 1949, but his wife Mary continued to live in the castle while it fell into 
an increasingly sorry state, as no work had been carried out since the 1930s. In 

1969, Mary handed over the castle to her son Mark and his wife Elizabeth, who 
decided that in order to survive, Sudeley needed to be opened to the public. 

 
Mark died in 1972 and in 1979, Elizabeth married Henry Cubitt, 4th Baron 
Ashcombe and uncle of Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall. They decided to keep 

Sudeley open to the public and embarked upon further major refurbishments in 
the early 1980s. Henry Cubitt died in 2013, but the family is committed to the 

continuing preservation of the castle and all it involves. 
 
The time was 11:00 and time to enter the castle rooms open to the public. 

Disappointingly, but also understandably, no photography was allowed. I must 
confess I was surprised so little of the interior was open to public view, but it is a 

family home after all and there were some fascinating exhibits on display. I wish 
I could remember what I'd seen, but it has become a bit of a blur. 

 
As far as I can remember, we walked into a lobby, along a corridor, saw a 
sitting/dining room, climbed some stairs to a bedroom, a dressing room, a 

bathroom and another bedroom, before going down more stairs and outside again. 
However, the outside was looking simply lovely in the sunshine. 

 
There are ten separate gardens, with the centrepiece being the Queens' Garden, 
named after four of England's queens – Anne Boleyn, Katherine Parr, Lady Jane 

Grey and Elizabeth I. It would have been planted in Tudor times with herbs and 
also probably vegetables and flowers. It has been redesigned many times over 

the years, nowadays being planted with over 80 varieties of roses. The large yew 
hedges surrounding it dates back to 1860. 
 

 
The Queens' Garden 
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I'm not sure how it happened, but we failed to visit each of the ten gardens. This 
may have been because we decided it was lunchtime and had noticed an 

unoccupied wooden bench in the Secret Garden. However, an oversight on Alan's 
part meant our lunch was still in the car, so we decided to go and collect it. 

 
On our way, we encountered a Roman mosaic floor, an exhibition of stones from 
nearby Winchcombe Abbey in the old Victorian coal cellars, the remains of a 15th-

century tithe barn and various animal sculptures from the Sudely Coexistence 
Sculpture Safari, spreading a universal message of peaceful coexistence with 

nature. The mosaic was a replica of one from a nearby Roman villa and the tithe 
barn was nearly 180 feet/55 metres long, beautifully planted next to a koi carp 
pond (and polar bears, as it happened), with a great view of the castle. 

 

 
The tithe barn, complete with polar bears (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

It had been an exceptionally interesting walk back to the car! When we returned 

to the Secret Garden, the wooden bench was still unoccupied, so we enjoyed a 
pleasantly tranquil half-hour in the garden that had been replanted in 1979 by 

Elizabeth, Lady Ashcombe and then further replanted in 1998. 
 
Reluctant to leave, we continued to wander around, although many more visitors 

had arrived and it was becoming increasingly hot. Mainly due to ornithophobia 
(mine), we eschewed the Rare Breeds Pheasantry and instead found ourselves 

heading towards the café for an ice cream, before finally leaving at 13:30. It had 
been a wonderful visit filled with surprises and despite the somewhat random 
features, there was a harmonious feeling to the entire place. 

 
It was only later that this harmonious feeling ebbed slightly when I realised I 

hadn't seen, or noticed, a certain artefact in the house that interested me greatly, 
namely a love letter belonging to Katherine Parr. Still, I had seen her tomb… 
 

The harmonious feeling ebbed even further for a completely different reason, as 
shortly after leaving the castle, we drove by a signpost for Belas Knap Long Barrow 

and decided to make an impromptu visit. It was beginning to seem that the 
Cotswolds were intriguingly full of Roman villas and long barrows. 
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We parked at the side of a country road next to woodland, with an English Heritage 
signpost pointing the way upwards through the trees. After only five minutes or 

so, the woodland opened out on to a large field, still going up. There was no further 
signpost, so we followed our noses – which were rapidly becoming too hot, as the 

sun was beating down. Being sensible, we'd brought our water bottles with us, 
but I still found it an uncomfortable, uncertain slog up the side of the field.  
 

As the field ended, the track continued, still with no signpost. I was becoming 
overheated and disillusioned, but Alan wasn't going to give up (and I didn't want 

to either). We soldiered on … and on … until heaven be praised, the long barrow 
came into view. It really was quite a long one, too, at about 178 feet/54 metres 
in length, about 60 feet/18 metres wide and nearly 14 feet/4.3 metres high. 

 
We stopped at the information board and learned it had been constructed around 

3,000 BC and used for successive burials over many years, until the burial 
chambers were deliberately blocked. The mound was trapezoid and rather 
unusually oriented north-south, with a drystone retaining wall. Four burial 

chambers have been identified inside, each probably enclosed by its own small 
mound that was later incorporated into the main structure. 

 
We first investigated what was interestingly a false portal, as the burial chambers 

were entered from the sides of the barrow and would have been invisible when 
closed and covered by earth. The reason for this is not known for sure, with 
theories that it could have been to deter robbers, or the false entrance could have 

been intended as a 'spirit door' to allow the dead to come and go, as well as 
perhaps partake any offerings brought to the tomb by their descendants. 

 
Be that as it may, I was in desperate need of partaking water from my rapidly 
emptying water bottle. A group of walkers also seemed to be partaking in a rest 

further up by the north-east chamber to the left of the false portal. Since we really 
wanted to take photos, Alan politely asked the ones right by the chamber entrance 

if they could possibly move their rucksacks. They more or less politely complied, 
although I felt scrutinised and somewhat embarrassed. 
 

 
Belas Knap false portal (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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This north-east chamber had contained twelve burials, but altogether the long 
barrow was found to have contained 38 people of all ages, along with animal bones 

and flint artefacts. During the first excavation between 1863-5, a drawing from 
that dig shows an intriguing circle of flat stones, with wood ash in its centre. It 

could indicate that on special occasions, surviving members of the particular clan 
would sit around a fire in the middle of the chamber so the clan would be complete. 
Although conjecture, the idea of this and the 'spirit door' seem to fit. 

 

 
View into the south-east chamber (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

 
Alan by the north-west chamber entrance 
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Although Belas Knap looked to be in very good condition, there had been several 
restorations. Romano-British pottery had been found in one of the burial 

chambers, indicating it had been opened in Roman times. Some years after the 
excavation in the mid-1860s, Emma Dent of Sudeley Castle had set in motion the 

barrow's restoration. This was followed by another excavation in 1928-30, after 
which the site was restored to its present-day condition. 
 

My present-day condition was decidedly wilting as we began the trek back to the 
car, this time in a downwards direction, of course. I noticed Sudeley Castle in the 

distance, nestling in the Cotswold valleys and although the traffic was fairly heavy 
and crawling in places on the way back, it had been an absolutely brilliant day. 
 

Saturday 18th June – Day 9 
There was a change in the temperature this morning, of around 13° Centigrade 

cooler! Rain was forecast, so this was the perfect day for a visit to Gloucester 
Cathedral. We'd originally been deliberating the Park & Ride option for Gloucester, 
but as it turned out, the only problem with the drive there was working out how 

to use the car park ticket machine. 
 

It was a mere five-minute walk to the cathedral, the only pity being that the sky 
was grey. Undeterred, Alan took photos of the magnificent building, before we 

diverted into The Monk's Kitchen nearby, for some welcome cappuccino and cake. 
 

 
Gloucester Cathedral (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The minster of St Peter had been established by Osric, a king of the Hwicce in 

around 679, on the north side of Gloucester. The rather bizarrely-named Hwicce 
was a tribal kingdom in Anglo-Saxon England. After 628, the kingdom had become 

a sub-kingdom of Mercia, as a result of the Battle of Cirencester. The day's history 
lesson was beginning in earnest… 
 

The church became a Benedictine abbey in 1022 and was probably a modest wood 
or stone building. Records state it was rebuilt in 1058 by Ealdred, the bishop of 

Worcester at that time, probably on the same site as the Norman church that 
replaced it in the late 11th century, built over old Roman walls. 
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The foundations of the current church were laid by Abbot Serlo, originally a native 
of Normandy and a monk at Mont Saint-Michel, who was named Abbot of 

Gloucester by William the Conqueror in 1072. The abbey was far from thriving and 
Abbot Serlo set about building its wealth in order to create a building that reflected 

its status. Construction of the new Norman abbey began in 1089, with Serlo 
serving as abbot until his death in 1104. 
 

On entering the cathedral, we were happy to give a voluntary donation, since the 
cost of keeping the cathedral open is £7,600 a day, with no regular Government 

funding. I was immediately in awe of the Norman nave and the additions in many 
styles of Gothic architecture that for me created a benign, but intense atmosphere. 
The ceilings were so inspiring that we spent much of our time looking up. 

 

The nave is 420 feet/130 metres long and 144 ft/44 metres wide, with a 15th-

century central tower rising to a height of 225 feet/69 metres, topped by four 
delicate pinnacles. I was so taken with the wonderful history and atmosphere of 
the cathedral, that I often lost track of exactly where I was at any given time, but 

it didn't affect my appreciation and enjoyment one jot or tittle (to wax biblical). 
 

In 1216, the abbey saw the coronation of King Henry III, commemorated in a 
stained-glass window. To be honest, I had one main objective, to see the tomb of 
King Edward II, but found myself being constantly astounded by the incredible 

oldness I was coming across. In 1222, a fire had damaged the timber roof, along 
with several of the monastic buildings. To repair the damage and update the 

architecture, the nave was re-vaulted in Early English style, completed in 1243.  
 

 
Vaulted ceiling (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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The south aisle was rebuilt between 1318-29 and in 1327, a funeral service was 
held at the abbey for King Edward II. To this present day, doubt still exists as to 

whether he had died (by a red-hot plumber's soldering iron up his nether regions 
or otherwise), or had escaped to Italy and died in 1341. 

 
Whichever is true, a space was created two feet under the floor with room to 
accommodate a coffin and was initially covered with a plain marble slab that 

stayed there until the mid-1940s, when the tomb as it is today was put in place. 
It sits under an arch on the north side of the Presbytery – and I was remarkably 

and quite peculiarly pleased to see it. 
 

 
Tomb of King Edward II (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The tomb is covered with an ornate canopy, one of the earliest styles now termed 
Perpendicular Gothic, as confidence in English architecture grew. There is a lot of 

detail, with the effigy made from finest alabaster. Unfortunately, some features of 
the tomb have been lost, including eight carved figures known as 'weepers' and 

twelve more carvings thought to have been the twelve apostles. 
 
The tomb, commissioned by Edward II's son, King Edward III, would originally 

have been far more colourful and richly decorated with gilding, yellow ochre, blue 
azurite and red ochre. Surviving colour traces are barely visible to the naked eye, 

but have been identified by conservation work in the last two decades. The crown 
would have been filled with paste jewels, no doubt to promote the royal status. 
 

Two angels support the king's head either side, as he holds a sceptre in his right 
hand and an orb in his left hand, while his feet rest on a sleeping lion. Some graffiti 

is said to be the work of bored boys from The King's School in the 18th century. 
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The shrine-like tomb became a place of pilgrimage, bringing a huge influx of gifts 
from pilgrims and royals alike, which enabled the rebuilding and redecorating of 

the south transept, the north transept and the choir. The Norman choir walls are 
sheathed in Perpendicular tracery, while the choir vaulting is especially detailed. 

 
There were other outstanding tombs, including Osric, king of the Hwicce; Robert 
Duke of Normandy, eldest son of William the Conqueror; and several bishops of 

Gloucester. Other remarkable features included 14th-century wooden choir stalls; 
St John the Baptist Chapel (set aside to pray for issues of peace and social justice); 

the immense Great East Window; and the 15th-century Lady Chapel that had been 
mostly destroyed during the 16th-century Reformation, but restoration work 
completed in 2018 had sensitively returned it to a state of inspiring old beauty. 

 

 
The beautiful Lady Chapel (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In 1540, during the Dissolution of the Monasteries, King Henry VIII had dissolved 

the abbey, creating a new diocese of Gloucester. The old abbey then officially 
became Gloucester Cathedral, the seat of the Bishop of Gloucester. 

 
During the Civil War (1642-51), some troops let off their muskets in the nave and 
damaged cloister windows. It could have been a lot worse, however, as there was 

a move by Oliver Cromwell to demolish the entire building, but thankfully the 
cathedral was saved when the mayor and burgesses of Gloucester took over its 

care in 1656. When King Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, the 
cathedral was once again run by the dean and chapter. 
 

Between 1873 and 1890, as well as in 1897, the cathedral was extensively 
restored by George Gilbert Scott, a prolific English Gothic Revival architect, mainly 

associated with the design, building and renovation of churches and cathedrals. 
 
During World War II, the glass from the East Window was removed in the winter 

of 1939-40 and put in storage for safety. Half of it was put in the crypt and half 
was stored at a nearby stately home, Misarden Park. The cathedral only lost one 

of its treasures during the war, when a 16th-century altarpiece that had been sent 
to London for restoration, was destroyed during the Blitz of 1940-41.  



51 
 

Kay Santillo, 2022. 

Other treasures, such as the wooden effigy of Robert Duke of Normandy, were 
more fortunate, having been stored in the crypt. The tomb of King Edward II was 

unable to be moved, but was heavily protected by sandbags. 
 

A literal highlight (although rather dim up there) was climbing up to the Tribune 
Gallery behind the Great East Window and along the narrow confines of the 
Whispering Gallery, about 60 feet/18 metres long. In the shape of half an irregular 

polygon, a gentle whisper at one end is audible for the entire length of the gallery. 
It effectively acts as a tunnel within which the sound can't escape and so travels 

easily from one side to the other. To be fair, we didn't try it out… 
 
I was interested to see what looked like a very old chapel leading off from the 

gallery, which was the only place in the cathedral that felt slightly spooky to me. 
There was a dark allure in its stark oldness, but I found I didn't want to linger. 

 

 
Strangely spooky  

 

 
'Careless pensioner drops phone from dangerous height' 
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I also didn't want to linger in the Tribune Gallery for an entirely different reason, 
as I had caught sight of Alan leaning out over the glass barrier to take a photo 

with his phone. It wasn't so much that I was afraid of him falling, but an imaginary 
scene of horror had instantly formed itself in my fevered imagination, as my mind's 

eye 'saw' him dropping his phone all that way down to the cathedral floor – or 
even worse, on top of somebody's head. 
 

I started to think of forthcoming headlines: 'Cathedral canon critical after careless 
pensioner drops phone from dangerous height' … but perhaps borderline vertigo 

was rendering me delirious. I decided to distract myself by looking for medieval 
graffiti. I spotted a simple likeness of a church and although I have no idea when 
it had been etched into the stone, it took my mind off the present situation! 

 

 
A bored mason's work? 

 

I was undeniably glad to descend the steps to the cathedral floor – and I should 

mention here the wonderful tiling that could be seen in many areas of the 
cathedral. However, a guide in the Tribune Gallery had told us of a mysterious 

'mason's bracket' from around 1335 that was supposed to represent an apprentice 
mason falling from a great height, while the master mason looks on in horror. 
 

According to legend, a 14-year-old apprentice had fallen from a great height to 
his death. The boy's spirit had lingered to taunt his former colleagues, so it was 

decided an exorcism needed to take place. The officiating priest managed to coax 
the spirit into a leather bottle, which was sealed inside one of the huge pillars 
lining the nave. Methinks a different sort of spirit in a bottle might be at play here? 
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No health & safety back then (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Our visit was coming towards an end, but there was a final delight in the cloisters, 
where monks used to work, learn and relax. This area is now famous for other 
reasons, as the site featured in the first, second and sixth Harry Potter films. 

 

 
The wonderful cloisters (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The detail in the cloisters was wonderful, while the lavatorium looked ancient and 

atmospheric. It was built between 1351-77 and is the oldest surviving lavatorium 
in the country. Monks were required to wash hands before meals, but the lead 

pipes providing water from a local stream were removed during the Dissolution. 
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The lavatorium (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

It was a fascinating end to a visit surprising in its variation. On stepping outside 

the world of medieval mysteries, we saw it was raining, so headed quickly back to 
The Monk's Kitchen, to attend to our corporeal needs. It was a lot more crowded 
now it was lunchtime, but we found a table and were fairly soon fortifying 

ourselves with a 'monk's vegan sausage bap' – what more could we want? 
 

As it happened, we wanted to visit Blackfriars Priory, one of the most complete 
Dominican priories that has survived from the Middle Ages in England. It was very 
close to the car park, but as we expectantly approached the gates, a man with a 

clipboard asked if we were guests. When we replied that we weren't, the man 
politely said the priory was closed to the public for a wedding. It was basically a 

case of our names weren't down, we weren't going in. 
 
Since it was still raining and we could think of nowhere else to go, we decided to 

return to Cranham for a relaxing rest of the day. I was enjoying the holiday 
lifestyle of morning and early afternoon visits and explorations, followed by a more 

languorous rest of the day. Sunday's weather forecast was doubtful, but I was 
perfectly happy as the satnav directed us once again down Sanatorium Road. 
 

Sunday 19th June – Day 10 
The rain had stopped by morning and we were greeted with a capricious sky of 

white/grey cloud in many forms of density, colour and shape. Sometimes there 
was a tantalising glimpse of blue, but it generally lost out to the cloud. Our daily 
jaunt was to an unfinished Gothic revival mansion house in Nympsfield, about half 

an hour away. It opened at 11:00, so we left after a mid-morning coffee. 
 

We arrived a little uncertainly (the satnav seemed as confused as us) at the 
Woodchester Park National Trust car park, which seemed fairly busy with walkers 
preparing to … well, walk. There was an information board, which Alan looked at, 

seeing my sense of direction is abysmal. He seemed confused… 
 

We set off in the probable direction of the mansion, noticing some lovely 
wildflowers at the side of the track, including bright, fresh pyramidal orchids. 
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Pyramidal orchid (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

After about ten minutes of walking, however, Alan's personal satnav kicked in and 
he decided we were going the wrong way. We retraced our steps and once back 
at the car park, set off in the other direction, which did eventually lead us to 

Woodchester Mansion. The sky was still doing its white/grey thing. 
 

 
Woodchester Mansion (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The mansion is a Grade 1 listed house, more or less hidden in a Cotswold valley 
and built in the Victorian Gothic style. It's currently open on Fridays, Saturdays 

and Sundays, with guided tours on offer – an offer which we decided to accept. 
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Since I realised I had left the day's sandwiches in the car, we headed straight for 
the café and bought two tuna and mayo rolls, freshly made, for after the tour that 

was beginning shortly. When we arrived at the meeting point outside the mansion, 
about ten people were already there, with what turned out to be a very 

knowledgeable (if not slightly long-winded) guide. She smiled at us and began…  
 
George Huntley had originally bought the estate in 1564, planning to create a deer 

park for hunting, so he had a small mansion built for hunting party purposes. The 
expense nearly bankrupted the family, so the mansion and surroundings were sold 

to Sir Robert Ducie in 1603. A grand country house was built with a landscaped 
park, with construction completed in 1750. 
 

Despite a visit from the Prince of Wales in 1750 and King George III in 1788, the 
house wasn't used as the Ducie family's primary residence, but more as an isolated 

holiday home. Prior to the king's visit, the estate was re-landscaped and a more 
naturalistic park created, with fish ponds being turned into lakes. 
 

In 1840, the 2nd Earl of Ducie wanted alterations made to the house, but they cost 
a small fortune and when repairs were needed, he was forced to sell.  A buyer 

named William Leigh proceeded to demolish the house completely and begin the 
construction of the current Woodchester Mansion, designed by the architects 

Charles Hansom and Benjamin Bucknall. 
 
In about 1856, building began in the Gothic Revival style and continued until 1873, 

when William Leigh died. He had been a fervent convert to Roman Catholicism 
and had wanted to create a Catholic community at Woodchester. In 1894, the 

drawing room was renovated prior to a visit from the Roman Catholic Archbishop 
of Westminster, but the house was abandoned unfinished after he left. 
 

In 1938, the mansion was sold to a mental health charity, with plans to turn it 
into a hospital, but this never materialised. During World War II, the estate was 

used as a camp for American and Canadian troops, who practised there for the D-
Day landing. A bridge over one of the lakes collapsed during an exercise and 
several soldiers drowned. The bodies were brought back to the mansion. 

 
After the war, Woodchester Mansion was once again abandoned, but local people 

ensured the building and estate didn't fall into complete disrepair. Stroud District 
Council eventually purchased a small area of the surrounding land and leased it 
to The Woodchester Mansion Trust in 1992. The National Trust now owns the 

surrounding parkland and several buildings, such as a boathouse, the gatehouse, 
an ice house and several cottages. 

 
I confess I was becoming fidgety by the time the guide started to mention that 
Woodchester Mansion is said to have been haunted for over 200 years. For 

instance, during a dinner party given by the 2nd Earl of Ducie, he'd had such a 
fright when the ghost of his father appeared and demanded to sit at the head of 

the table, that the esteemed 2nd Earl had left the property shortly afterwards. 
 
What had they been imbibing?! Back in present day reality, the group was asked 

if any of us felt strange vibes, but nobody admitted to anything, ghostly or 
otherwise. The guide seemed slightly disappointed, as she then led us into the 

building and began the tour of the inside rooms, which were far from finished. 
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We first of all entered the corridor, with a fine stone vaulted ceiling. All the main 
ground floor rooms open off the corridor and would have had ornate vaulted 

ceilings. It all looked particularly pleasing because it appeared fresh and new. 
 

 
The great corridor (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

We went into the dining room, where the main feature was the wooden centering 
for the arch, which supported the stone or brickwork and would have been 

removed when the mortar had set. A really tall builder's ladder was still in situ. 
 

 
The dining room (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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The next room was the library, which also would have had an elaborate vaulted 
ceiling. It was a massive space and would no doubt have been a magnificent 

library filled with row upon row of books. We were realising at this point that we 
were lagging behind the rest of the group, as we lingered to take photos… 

 

 
The library 

 

The next room was the drawing room, which we entered after the guide had 
started speaking. This room had been completed in 1894, so the finished vaulted 

ceiling could be seen, albeit unpainted. 
 

Next it was the chapel, which had some high-quality carved ceiling bosses. For 
some reason there are four dogs and two green men bosses, although they were 

too high up for a decent photo. I find it interesting that for a devout Catholic, 
William Leigh was happy to incorporate the pagan Green Man into his chapel, 
although of course, many pagan elements were incorporated into Christianity. 

 
A door led to the sacristy, where the priest would have prepared for services, but 

of more interest was a room adjacent to the chapel and sacristy that's presumed 
to have been intended as a mortuary. As a zealous Catholic convert, William Leigh 
would have adhered to the church's demand for a three-day period between death 

and a requiem mass. The coffin would have been placed on a shelf, with the feet 
pointing to the east. The room also had an elaborate ventilation system… 

 
It was then onwards into the game larder, followed by a look at the laundry, where 
there was a most interesting and varied exhibition of sculpture. 
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We next trailed after the group into the scullery and kitchen, looking across the 
courtyard to see the outside of the restored grand staircase. Leaving the kitchen, 

the guide led us up the stairs to the bat observatory, where breeding colonies of 
rare horseshoe bats in the attics can be viewed via high-definition cameras. 

 
It was then out of the bat room and into the bathroom! The bath was carved out 
of a solid limestone block, possibly inspired by a classical sarcophagus or stone 

coffin, to create a Gothic impression. Water was to have entered the bath through 
two miniature gargoyles and beyond was a shower cubicle, thought to be one of 

the earliest and most unusual in British architecture – but cold water only. 
 

 
Anyone for a Gothic bath? (photo by Alan Santillo) 

  
We continued up the back stairs to the second floor. On the landing, a wide arch 
held up the 30-ton weight of the roof of the clock tower, then more stairs led us 
to where guest bedrooms would have been, with some amazing wishbone arches. 

 

 
Wishbone arches (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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It was here that we lost the group completely, as we were so caught up taking 
photos of the magnificent arches. As unique as the mansion was, with its missing 

floors and ceilings, its unplastered walls and unglazed windows that gave a brilliant 
insight into architecture and construction, we were tiring and decided to find our 

way downstairs and out into the picnic area. 
 
It was a good move, as the wooden benches were filling up. Also, the tuna mayo 

rolls needed to be consumed. They were delicious and the view of the surrounding 
Cotswold hills was very calming, with what looked like birds of prey circling trees 

in the distance, with their evocative calls adding to the whole experience. 
 
I was interested to learn later that Woodchester Mansion is considered a very 

haunted place, particularly the chapel, kitchen and grand staircase. As well as 
ghostly presences, huge bangs have been heard from within the building, 

suggesting poltergeist activity. Visitors have apparently collapsed, which seems 
extreme. I'm not completely insensitive to these phenomena, but all I felt from 
the mansion and grounds was a benign sense of life in a different era.  
 
On the way back to Cranham, we stopped at the Wotton-under-Edge radio station 

to take a photo of Alan at his previous place of work. Where we parked was frankly 
quite dangerous for me to get out of the car and back in, but I managed not to be 

mown down by a sudden speeding vehicle. The sky was overcast, but the mission 
was accomplished to Alan's satisfaction and we eventually drove down Sanatorium 
Road feeling contented with our slightly unusual day. 

 
Monday 20th June – Day 11 

This was to be another slightly unusual day, but in a completely different way, as 
we had arranged to meet our son and his family at Wye Valley Butterfly Zoo, about 
50 minutes away. The weather was much drier and warmer, as we greeted one 

another in the car park and headed towards the butterflies. 
 

   
Ella & Reuben with butterflies! (photos by Alan Santillo) 
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It was necessarily warm in the butterfly area, but not too horrific. We all wandered 
around and marvelled at many large and colourful butterflies, some of which were 

too flighty to pose for a photo. It became apparent, though, that Ella was some 
sort of butterfly whisperer, as she was able to gently and carefully coax them onto 

her hand and even transfer them onto Reuben's hand. 
 
The next activity was a walk around a maze, although since my sense of direction 

is atrocious, it was all the same to me! 15-year-old Ella took charge of 3-year-old 
Reuben, while their mother Neeka called out every now and again to check they 

weren't hopelessly lost. I think the rest of us were more hopelessly lost than they 
were, but we all found our way to the centre and out again without a search party.   
 

 
Not quite hopelessly lost in the maze 

 

The third and final activity was a game of miniature golf, which is about as far as 
my sporting capacity goes. It was a good course and so much fun that I think we 

all enjoyed it. Reuben took to it at once and worked his way around the course 
eagerly, while others of us took time to optimise our putting skills: 
 

 
Three golf goddesses deliberate Dan's strategy 
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It was lunchtime and it was hot, so the obvious solution was to see what was on 
offer at a nearby pub, The Old Court Hotel. We sat at a large table underneath a 

not-so-large umbrella and enjoyed an hour of good food, interesting chat and 
some precious family time together. Alan was particularly pleased with his prawn 

and crayfish salad, while Reuben seemed particularly interested in the serviette. 
 

 
A happy lunchtime 

 

Dan and Neeka suggested driving for about 15 minutes to a car park, from where 

we could walk to Symond's Yat Rock, a famous viewpoint with an expansive view 
over the River Wye. The drive was straightforward, but before walking to the rock, 

we stopped at a log cabin café for an ice cream cone. This went down well. I'd 
been noticing a distinct lack of flavoured ice cream options during our stay in the 
Cotswolds, with usually only a minimal choice of ice cream tubs on offer. 

 
Symond's Yat Rock is managed by Forestry England and is a brilliant place for 

watching peregrine falcons, with a possibility of also spotting goshawks, tawny 
owls, buzzards, sparrowhawks and others. There is a choice of circular walks into 
the forest, as well as a cycle trail option. The walk from the café to the viewpoint 

was a pleasant stroll in woodland surroundings, punctuated by many stops, as 
Reuben discovered interesting sticks, leaves, insects, or anything at all! 

 
The site is now a certified ancient monument, as excavation evidence has 

suggested a hill fort was built at the site by Iron Age settlers over 2,500 years 
ago. This is hardly surprising, considering it's such an amazing vantage point. 
Apparently, banks and ditches are visible next to the path, which are remains of 

the hill fort, although I wasn't aware of these at the time – and probably wouldn't 
have recognised them anyway, as I've always found hill forts difficult to discern. 

 
When we reached the top, the view was everything it had promised and more, 
with a beautiful blue sky to enhance the verdant green of the trees and grassland. 

We stood there for quite a while, drinking in the sweeping vista below and beyond 
us. Fortunately, there was room at the safety rail that stopped people from 

plunging hundreds of feet/metres to an untimely death. Reuben, of course, was 
more interested in the surroundings – sticks, leaves, insects, anything at all… 
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The River Wye from Symond's Yat Rock (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Finally, at around 15:30, it was time to say au revoir. It had been a delightful day 

and a very special addition to what was turning out to be an incredible holiday for 
us. The traffic was quite heavy on the way back and it was an hour or so later 

when we finally heard the emphatic tones of the satnav directing us down the 
mysteriously named Sanatorium Road. I really had to look up its history. 
 

Tuesday 21st June – Day 12 
It was a sunny morning and another castle visit day – number five, to be precise. 

We more or less retraced our journey of the day before, as Goodrich Castle was 
in Ross-on-Wye, so we left at 09:00 in order to arrive there for opening time. The 
drive was uncomplicated and we arrived a little early. As soon as we were allowed 

in, we were advised a school party was due, so we zoomed off to take photos first. 
 

 
Solidly built on bedrock 
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The castle rises from a high spur of land above a broad loop in the River Wye, 
another of the many castles along the Anglo-Welsh border. According to English 

Heritage, it's one of the "finest and best preserved of all English medieval castles" 
and English Heritage should know. Approaching from the visitor centre and along 

a lane, our first sight of the south-west tower and south-east tower, with the grey-
coloured keep further back between them, had been impressive. 
 

As we turned the corner, the view changed to show more detail of the different 
sections. The south-east tower was prominent on the left, with the garderobe 

tower beside it, then the east range, the chapel and the gatehouse. The path from 
the visitor centre, though, took us to the semi-circular courtyard of the barbican, 
where visitors would have been greeted. A wide stone causeway allowed entrance 

to the exceptionally substantial gatehouse. 
 

 
From the south-east tower (left) to the gatehouse (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

It had once had battlements and an upper fighting platform projecting from the 
towers, but there is still much of the gatehouse remaining. Where two portcullises 
would have been is still marked by vertical grooves in the walls, with further 

protection from murder holes and arrow slits. Halfway along the gate-passage, a 
door on the right leads to a narrow vaulted passage built into the thickness of the 

wall, which ends with a rectangular guardroom. 
 
However, I'm getting ahead of myself and it's time for some history. It's possible 

that earthworks around the castle belonged to a hill fort dating to the Iron Age 
(800 BC–AD 43). It's certain that for many centuries near where Goodrich Castle 

now stands, there had been an important crossing point on the River Wye that 
was one of the major routes between England and Wales.  

 
After the Norman invasion of 1066, many castles were built along the border lands 
by Norman lords, as defences against Welsh rebels and raiders. As for Goodrich, 

an English landowner named Godric Mappeson succeeded in having a castle built 
by 1101-2. Nothing now remains of that first castle, except the legacy of his name. 
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Godric's castle is thought to have been passed to his son-in-law William fitz 
Baderon and then to William's son. By the late 1130s, King Stephen (reign 1135-

54) was having difficulty keeping the loyalty of local Hereford barons and in about 
1138, he transferred Goodrich to Gilbert fitz Gilbert de Clare (a pleasing name) 

and promoted him to be Earl of Pembroke. 
 
In 1148, Gilbert's son Richard de Clare inherited Goodrich and started building. 

He was almost certainly the one to build the keep with coursed ashlar – a block 
construction using finely cut worked stone, in this case grey conglomerate that 

was probably from the nearby Forest of Dean. The keep still forms the core of the 
castle, but taking photos was directly into the sunlight on a very bright day. 
Richard fought for King Henry II in Normandy and since his son and daughter were 

still children when he died in 1176, his estate reverted to the Crown. 
 

Goodrich Castle stayed in royal hands until 1204, when King John awarded it to 
William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, who had married Richard de Clare's daughter, 
Isabella, in 1189. William had already modernised and extended his other border 

castles at Chepstow and Usk and most likely did the same at Goodrich, upgrading 
defences and building new towers and curtain walls in stone. 

 
William and Isabella's five sons inherited Goodrich in turn, but by 1245, they had 

all died. The estate was divided between their five daughters and then their 
descendants, with Goodrich passing in 1247 to William's granddaughter Joan. In 
the same year, she married William de Valence, a French nobleman and Henry 

III’s half-brother. Under William and Joan, Goodrich Castle enjoyed a new period 
of favour and rebuilding, with much of today's ruins dating from their time. 

 

 
View of courtyard from top of keep (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In fact, they made Goodrich Castle one of the most up-to-date ones of the time, 
its defensive perimeter concealing complex residential buildings of architectural 

sophistication. The buildings as they are now have been dated to the late-13th and 
early-14th centuries and attributed to William de Valence, his widow Joan, or their 

son Aymer. William died in 1296, but Joan kept Goodrich Castle as part of her 
dower and spent much time there, often with her son Aymer and his wife Béatrice. 
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Joan died in 1307 and Aymer inherited Goodrich Castle, but he was captured by a 
French nobleman on his return from a mission to the Pope in Avignon. For his 

freedom, he had to pay ransom payments that ruined him financially. He died in 
1324 with no heir, so the lordship of Goodrich passed to his niece, Elizabeth 

Comyn. As she was a minor, the castle was taken into custody by the Crown.  
 
There was scandal at the court of King Edward II at that time, concerning his 

favourites, father and son both named Hugh le Despenser. They pressured 
Elizabeth Comyn into surrendering her possessions to them, kidnapping her and 

holding her prisoner. In March 1325, she had no option but to release Goodrich 
Castle to Hugh le Despenser the younger. However, shortly afterwards she 
married Richard Talbot, 2nd Lord Talbot, who in 1326 seized the castle in her name. 

As for Hugh le Despenser, both senior and younger were brought to brutal justice. 
 

Richard Talbot was both a courtier and a distinguished soldier and for many years, 
along with his descendants, he was caught up in much unrest and fighting. In 
1402, the Welsh Marches were threatened by the rebellion of Owain Glyndŵr and 

in 1404-5, Gilbert, 5th Lord Talbot (great-grandson of Richard, 2nd Lord Talbot), 
was instrumental in repelling them and securing Goodrich Castle. 

 
Some of the alterations at Goodrich were carried out by the Talbots in the 15th 

century, according to architectural evidence. These include an extra storey above 
accommodation in the north range, also known as the solar block; extended 
accommodation in the east range; and an internal gallery at the west end of the 

chapel. The solar block had stood out as an attractively interesting part of the 
castle as we'd entered the courtyard after coming in through the gatehouse. 

 

 
The solar (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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By the 16th century, Goodrich Castle was used less frequently as a residence, 
mainly because the Talbots had larger properties elsewhere, although it was used 

as a judicial centre and prison. George Talbot, 6th Earl of Shrewsbury, found 
himself the custodian of Mary Queen of Scots between 1569 and 1584, spending 

much time at his Yorkshire residence. His son Gilbert moved to Goodrich in 1575, 
acting as his father's steward. 
 

On Gilbert's death in 1616, the castle passed via his daughter Elizabeth to Henry 
Grey, heir to the earldom of Kent, whereupon the Greys let it to tenants. In 1632, 

a local attorney named Richard Tyler became constable of Goodrich and lived there 
with his family, undertaking several renovations. In 1643, however, the castle was 
caught up in the English Civil War that had broken out the previous year. 

 
It was initially garrisoned by Parliamentarians, but was taken over by Royalists 

and by the end of 1645, had become the centre of Royalist activity in that area. A 
surprise attack by Parliamentarians in March 1646 centred on the castle stables, 
stealing the horses and setting fire to the buildings. This came to no avail, but 

three months later, another attack led to a ferocious siege. The Royalists 
surrendered, as they were facing threats of undermining and a powerful mortar 

nicknamed Roaring Meg – the only mortar surviving from the English Civil War. 
 

 
Roaring Meg 

 

Despite the castle having been damaged, enough survived for Richard Tyler to 
move back in, with the result that Parliament ordered it to be slighted. This was 
probably achieved by damage to the main defences and removal of the 

battlements. To my mind, the Parliamentarians have a lot to answer for. The castle 
remained the property of the earls/dukes of Kent until 1755, when it was sold to 

Admiral Thomas Griffin. It remained in the family until eventually passing into the 
guardianship of the HM Office of Works in 1920. 
 

Since the 18th century, it had taken on its latest role as a tourist attraction, 
because being only about four miles downstream from Ross-on-Wye, it made an 

ideal stop for travellers on boats. In the early days, though, visits were somewhat 
hazardous, necessitating the use of ladders to reach high places! 
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From 1873, visiting became easier and therefore attracted more tourists, thanks 
to a new railway line, but much of the castle was structurally unsafe. The Office 

of Works cleared vegetation, made underlying stonework sound and rebuilt 
several areas of degenerated masonry, as well as improving access around the 

site. Since 1984, English Heritage has taken over the conservation, archaeological 
recording and presentation to the public. 
 

By the time we'd explored several areas of the castle, including the keep, the east 
wall-walk, the south-east tower and the east range, we were more than ready for 

some coffee and we'd also noticed incoming visitors with audio guides. It was time 
to return to the visitor centre and collect an audio guide each, before enjoying 
cappuccino and cake in a seating area outside the tearoom. 

 
As we walked back to the castle, we were more familiar with where everything 

was along the east side. The chapel looked particularly good and once we were 
inside the courtyard, we went into the chapel for a more thorough investigation. 
 

 
Chapel part of the gatehouse (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The chapel occupies the southern half of the gatehouse and was first constructed 
in the late 13th century. Despite slighting damage in 1648 and being roofless and 

floorless from then until the late 1950s, several original features have survived. 
These include a trefoil-headed sedile (niche containing a priest's seat); an aumbry 

(cupboard for sacred vessels); and a piscina (sink for washing holy vessels). 
 
We wandered around the castle with our audio guides, listening to descriptions 

downloaded from information panels. Unfortunately, some of them appeared not 
to work, but we still enjoyed listening to the ones that did. It was becoming a lot 

hotter as we investigated the towers, the great hall, the stables, the portcullis 
chamber and the guard chamber, although not necessarily in that order. 
 

We'd encountered a number of enthusiastic junior school children during our 
wanderings, but they were accompanied by teachers and assistants who were 

teaching and guiding them well. After being at the castle for three hours, however, 
we were tired and left to seek some shade where we could eat our picnic lunch. 
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The school children had also sought out the shade for lunch, so we drove to our 
next destination a mere nine miles away, which was St Mary's Church, Kempley. 

Almost opposite the church was a field with room to park on the road verge, so 
we spent a pleasant, quiet fifteen minutes or so eating lunch in rural surroundings. 

 
St Mary's Church was another English Heritage gem, in the shape of a tiny church 
built around 1130 by Baron Hugh de Lacy, owner of Kempley manor. The de Lacy 

family was one of the wealthiest early Norman families in England. It's believed 
Hugh may have built St Mary's to commemorate his father Walter, who had fought 

at the Battle of Hastings and owned large areas of the Welsh Marches. 
 

 
St Mary's Church, Kempley 

 

Immediately we entered the church, it exuded almost a blast of ancient vibes that 
wasn't all about the background mustiness. I've seen wall paintings before, but 
never as many in one place, with the result that they felt all-encompassing. 

 

 
From chancel to rear of church (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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In fact, this unassuming church was decorated inside with the most complete and 
well-preserved wall paintings in England. The ones in the chancel are particularly 

rare, dating from the early-12th century and the most complete set of Romanesque 
paintings in northern Europe (Romanesque referring to a style of architecture 

characterised by semi-circular arches that prevailed in Europe c. 900-1200).  
 

 
Wall paintings in the chancel (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

There were indeed a number of semi-circular arches. There had probably been an 
earlier Saxon church on the site, as the Norman church has retained the simple 
Saxon layout, with a rectangular chancel and a nave without an aisle. The tower 

that blocks the church's west entrance was added in around 1276. 
 

There were so many different images, it was hard to know which to photograph. 
A chequerboard-pattern stood out, drawing the eye to its narrow window. A 
painting of the walled city above the window represented the gates of Jerusalem. 

 

 
Apocalypse & chequerboard window in chancel photo by Alan Santillo) 
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As well as being beautiful in their day, the purpose of medieval wall paintings was 
to educate and inspire a congregation who probably didn't understand the Latin 

of church services. At St Mary's, the chancel illustrated heavenly subjects, such 
as a vision of Christ at the Apocalypse, while the nave depicted more earthly 

subjects, such as a wheel of life. The paintings had been rediscovered in 1872. 
 
The first artists around 1130 would have painted onto fresh lime plaster (the fresco 

technique) and added further details when the plaster was dry (the secco 
technique). They would also have painted directly onto the stonework. The tragedy 

of all this amazing creativity was that paintings were deliberately covered over by 
whitewash in the Reformation, when religious art was frowned upon. 
 

Dendrochronology has revealed that St Mary's still has its original roof and doors, 
having been built in the early-12th century, which makes it the earlies and most 

complete timber roof known in Britain. The west door into the 13th-century tower 
is one of the earliest doors still being used in England. It was originally an external 
door, but building the tower later helped to protect it from the elements. 

 

 
Norman woodwork (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

It's an incredible building managed by the Friends of Kempley Church and is still 
in occasional use for services. Continued investigation into the wall paintings is 

planned in September 2022, with a programme of works by specialist wall painting 
conservators, involving repair work, investigation and monitoring. A geospatial 
survey team from Historic England will also carry out detailed imaging. 

 
It's so good to know such historically significant places are being cared for. As we 

drove back to Cranham and once again down Sanatorium Road, I reflected on 
what a brilliant day's history it had been … again! 
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Wednesday 22nd June – Day 13 
We awoke to blue sky on the penultimate day of our holiday, which boded well. 

Our chosen destination was Hailes Abbey, the ruins of a 13th-century Cistercian 
monastery. We left at 09:10 for our journey to Hailes, near Winchcombe, about 

40 minutes away. We took our own coffee and enjoyed a quiet ten minutes in the 
car park that was a short walk away from the abbey. 
 

We were the first visitors of the day, which isn't an unheard-of occurrence. It has 
definite benefits, as apart from the utter peace of the site on a clear, bright 

morning with birds singing and bees buzzing, we were able to take people-free 
photos and imagine more easily what life would have been like at the monastery. 
The English Heritage audio guides that were included in the admission charge 

(although we're members) would later supply us with a lot of detail. 
 

 
Utter peace at Hailes Abbey (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Hailes Abbey owed its existence to Richard, Earl of Cornwall, who in 1242 vowed 
to found a monastery as a way of giving thanks to God after surviving a storm at 

sea. When his brother, King Henry III granted him the manor of Hailes three years 
later, he decided it was time to fulfil his vow. 
 

The new monastery would belong to the Cistercian order, probably after Richard 
had been inspired by a visit to Royaumont Abbey, near Paris. In June 1246, 20 

monks and 10 lay brothers under the leadership of Prior Jordan came to Hailes 
Abbey, with the lay brothers undertaking much of the manual labour. Richard 
donated money generously for his cause, with the abbey's construction speedily 

achieved. The church was consecrated with great ceremony in November 1251. 
 

From the start, Hailes became the burial church for Earl Richard's family, as burial 
in a Cistercian church was considered to help the soul's passage through purgatory 
to heaven. The prestige of the abbey was increased further in 1270, when 

Richard's son Edmund presented a portion of what was believed to be some of 
Christ's blood shed on the cross. The east end of the church was rebuilt to house 

the Holy Blood Relic, which was placed behind the high altar and Hailes Abbey 
thus became one of the most important pilgrim destinations in England. 



73 
 

Kay Santillo, 2022. 

 
Cloister arches 

 

Earl Edmund died without an heir in 1300, meaning Hailes Abbey no longer had a 

royal benefactor and began to experience significant financial problems. The 
monks complained the buildings were incomplete and providing hospitality to 
guests (an obligation of all monasteries) was a problem. Then in 1348-9 and again 

in 1361-2, the Black Death swept across England, with a high mortality rate 
amongst the monks and lay brothers at Hailes. 

 
The abbey's troubles continued into the 15th century, with an abbot who accrued 
debts and let the abbey buildings fall into ruin. However, anti-pope John XXIII 

came to the rescue. I admit I had never heard of an anti-pope, sounding as it does 
suspiciously like an anti-Christ. This anti-pope was the marvellously named 

Baldassarre Cossa, who opposed Pope Gregory XII and whose claim to papacy 
was nevertheless recognised by the English Crown. He gave spiritual privilege to 
pilgrims visiting Hailes and also made gifts to the abbey. 

 

 
Not exactly a pilgrim… 
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In 1431 and beyond, pilgrims visiting the Holy Blood Relic and contributing to the 
upkeep of the church were granted further privileges, including remission from 

penances. Gifts from pilgrims were used to fund building work at the abbey and 
thus much repair and renovation was carried out. In the 14th century, lay brothers 

had become no longer part of the community and their previous accommodation 
was converted into a house for the abbot. This house came with halls, chambers 
and a private chapel, indicating the importance of the abbots of Hailes.  

 

 
The abbot's house (photo by Alan Santillo) 

  

The abbey had become prosperous by the early part of the 16th century, with 

investment in art and architecture. People at the high end of Tudor society were 
admitted to the abbey's brotherhood, including Charles Brandon, 1st Duke of 
Suffolk. Some of the local gentry had become patrons of the abbey, which 

benefitted from generous bequests. 
 

However, King Henry VIII's Dissolution of the Monasteries was in the offing and 
by 1538, the Holy Blood Relic had been denounced as fake and its shrine had been 
destroyed. On Christmas Eve 1539, the abbot and the community of 21 monks 

had no option but to sign the surrender deed of Hailes Abbey, which was some 
cruel Christmas present – couldn't it have waited a few days? 

 
The lead was stripped from the roofs and melted into 119 large bars known as 

fothers, while the gold and silver plates were taken away to the Tower of London. 
Quick on the uptake, local people pillaged what they could and the buildings were 
sold to a dealer in monastic property. The church and many other buildings were 

regarded as superfluous and demolished, but the abbot's house and some other 
agricultural buildings were kept and turned into a country estate. 

 
Between 1607 and 1686, the Tracey family lived at Hailes, but by the early-18th 
century, they had left Hailes for their residence at nearby Toddington, with Hailes 

allowed to deteriorate. However, by the mid-19th century, the taste for Gothic 
ruins was alive and well, so that the abbey remains began to attract tourists. 

Excavations were carried out between 1899 and 1908, with the results published 
in learned journals, but then interest waned and the site again fell into disrepair. 
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Arches (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

In 1927, Sir James Fowler, an eminent physician and warden of Beaulieu Abbey, 

visited Hailes and was appalled at its sorry state. He raised money by a public 
appeal and carried out a strategy for presenting the site to the public, which 
included the construction of the museum still in use today. He even persuaded 

Great Western Railway to open a halt on a line running close to the monastery. 
 

In 1937, the site was donated to the National Trust and in 1948, the Ministry of 
Works (the predecessor of English Heritage) took over responsibility for the 
management and maintenance of the abbey. 

 
As the morning had progressed, the temperature had risen and so had the number 

of visitors, although it remained an essentially peaceful site. The audio guide was 
excellent at setting the scene of how the monastery would have been run in its 
heyday, with its daily routines and the arrival of pilgrims. 

 
The most important abbey buildings were arranged around the cloister, which was 

an open courtyard surrounded by covered walkways. To the monks, the cloister 
represented their removal from the outside world and it was also seen as a 
heavenly paradise. It was a ritual space and on Sundays and important feast days, 

the monks would process around the walkways. Also in the cloister, monks could 
tend the garden, study, meditate or write. I rather think I would like a cloister 

existence, although possibly not quite as much in winter. 
 
The monks followed a very strict regimen, rising between 01:00 and 02:30 for the 

first service of the day. They would spend approximately 11 hours of each day 
praying, 5 hours sleeping, 3 hours working, 3 hours reading and 2 hours eating. I 

can't help thinking some of them succumbed to a power nap whilst praying… 
 
Diet-wise, a monk's life was about nourishing the soul, but not indulging the body. 

There was one main meal of the day consisting of bread, vegetables, beans and 
beer – it could have been worse. On feast days, cheese or fish from the fishponds 

was allowed and from the 14th century, there was meat on special occasions. They 
ate in silence, while a monk read scriptures from a pulpit in the wall. 
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Before even entering the refectory where they ate their meals, the monks would 
stop at the laver (also known as lavatorium) to wash their hands in a stone trough, 

with water that was piped directly from the Cotswold hills. 
 

 
The laver, centre (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Also close to the refectory was the kitchen on one side and the warming room on 
the other side. The latter was where the only fire in the monastery was allowed, 

apart from the kitchen and the infirmary. It must have been a haven in winter, 
where monks could warm up after long hours of study in the cloister. 
 

 
The refectory left & warming room right (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

It was midday and I was finding the heat uncomfortable, so we left the ruins and 
went inside the cooler museum, where there were some quietly amazing artefacts. 

They included a 13th-century sculptured stone boss from the vaulted ceiling of the 
chapter house that depicts Samson wrestling with a lion, some 13th-century tiles, 

sculptures, stonework and a whole lot more. 
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I felt reluctant to leave the tranquil atmosphere that seemed redolent with the 
hopes, aspirations and struggles of a once fascinating and generally very sincere 

section of society. As a ruin, there are still some fantastic arches – and the English 
Heritage shop sold some really tasty jams and chutneys too. 

 
Still, it was time for our packed lunch back in the car, with the doors open to 
lessen the heat. We kept noticing people with rucksacks walking purposefully down 

the road and entering a field opposite, to continue along a path that must have 
been one of the many Cotswold routes. I admired their stamina in what was 

becoming a relentlessly hot day, but our next move was to investigate the small 
church that was situated just behind the car park. 
 

 
Hailes Church (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The small Norman church, simply known as Hailes Church (sometimes Hailes Old 
Church or Hailes Chapel), pre-dates the Cistercian abbey by a century, although 

it came under the control of the monastery until the demise of Hailes Abbey in the 
Dissolution. The outside is modest enough, but the inside is far from ordinary. 

 
In around 1135, a Norman lord named Ralph de Worcester seized land at Hailes 
and had a castle and church built. He asked the bishop of Worcester to consecrate 

the church, but the abbot of nearby Winchcombe Abbey objected and it was 
eventually confirmed by Pope Alexander that Winchcombe Abbey had the right to 

all local churches. 
 
When Hailes Abbey was founded in 1246, the church became a capella ante portas, 

meaning 'chapel before the gates', even though it was already a small local church 
serving a small rural village. To ensure Hailes Abbey achieved the remoteness 

from the outside world that the Cistercians preferred, the small rural village of 
Hailes was moved to nearby Didbrook! 
 

Unsurprisingly, the church was closely connected to the abbey, with many pilgrims 
on their way to see the Holy Blood Relic pausing at the church to pray beforehand. 

The quiet, unpretentious church as it is today must have been positively humming 
with people and movement in medieval times. 
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As we entered the church, an atmosphere of great oldness encompassed us, but 
with such a sense of survived experiences, that I wondered if it was due to the 

fact that the wall paintings themselves had actually survived the whitewashing 
that so many others had been obliterated with in the 16th-century Reformation. 

 
Directly opposite on the north wall was a very faded and indistinct painting of St 
Christopher, the patron saint of travellers, holding the Christ child. St Christopher 

was apparently nearly always painted opposite the entrance, so that people 
entering and leaving the church could see him.  

 
The church has no tower, but there is a small turret in the west end. The chancel 
and nave were almost the same width, which is an unusual feature in a Norman 

church. Facing St Christopher was another very faded painting of a huntsman with 
three hounds chasing a hare. 

 
In the Norman chancel, both north and south walls are covered in paintings, with 
some around the large east window. One that particularly stood out was a vivid 

painting of St Catherine of Alexandria in one of the deep window splays – a window 
splay meaning a window with a frame set at an angle to the face of the wall. On 

the opposite window splay, but not quite as vivid, was St Margaret of Antioch. 
 

 
St Catherine of Alexandria (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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The east window is notable, with large sections of medieval glass from Hailes 
Abbey depicting figures of saints. This glass was moved to Toddington in 1789 and 

placed in the church there, but in the early 20th century, the owner of the 
Toddington estate decided to restore Hailes Church and brought the glass back. 

 

 
The east window (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

There were quite a lot of repeated crests and symbols on the walls, including a 

castle symbolising Eleanor of Castile (the wife of King Edward I) and an eagle 
symbolising Richard, Duke of Cornwall (Eleanor's uncle). Strange medieval-type 
animal figures include what could be a dragon symbol and a winged elephant. 

 

 
Crests, symbols & strange animals (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

By the altar and on the north side of the chancel floor were some medieval 

encaustic tiles, moved from Hailes Abbey after the Dissolution. Encaustic tiles are 
ceramic tiles in which the pattern on the surface is a product of different colours 

of clay, rather than the glaze, so that the design remains as the tile is worn down.   
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Encaustic tiles 

 

On either side of the altar were some well-worn grave slabs set into the floor, 

thought to have come from the abbey, while the 13th-century font is a plain 
hexagonal shape. The pulpit is also undecorated, but dates back to around 1606. 

 
We hadn't expected to come across some 13th century wall paintings, so it was 
altogether a surprisingly rewarding add-on visit to what had already been a 

brilliant morning. However, the day wasn't over. On our way back from Hailes, 
Great Witcombe Roman Villa was less than a ten-minute drive away from 

Cranham, so it made perfect sense for a slight detour. The final stretch of road to 
the site was a one-way affair, but we arrived at the small car park with no problem. 
 

The sun was beating down as we walked uphill to the site, which was free to walk 
around, with information boards showing a plan, history, diagrams and general 

Roman particulars. I tried to make sense of the layout, which seemed quite large.  
 

 
Bath house top left, shrine top centre & corridor right (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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In fact, Great Witcombe was one of the largest villas in the Cotswolds, a wealthy, 
desirable part of Roman Britain. Some controversy exists as to when the villa had 

been built, as this is usually deduced by stratigraphy, referring to the layers in the 
soil. Unfortunately, the stratigraphy failed to be recorded when the site had first 

been excavated in the 19th century. 
 
The villa had gradually been buried by soil and subsidence over the centuries, but 

was rediscovered in 1818 by workmen removing an old ash tree from a field. The 
landowner employed Samuel Lysons, a well-known antiquarian, to dig the site and 

he uncovered nearly the whole plan of the villa, including some mosaics. 
 
A century or so later, the villa passed into public ownership and in 1938, a further 

excavation began. Sadly, World War II brought it to a halt and it wasn't until 1960 
when work resumed. Fourteen seasons of excavation finished in 1973, with a 

report published in 1998 by the archaeologist Peter Leach. It was concluded that 
the villa had probably been built in the early 3rd century. In 2000, English Heritage 
undertook a field survey of the surrounding area and located many more Roman 

features, thus proving the significant size of Great Witcombe Roman Villa. 
 

 
Shrine and hypocaust (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The original plan of the main villa was in a U-shape, terraced into the hillside, with 
the east wing consisting of kitchens and storerooms. During excavations, the 

discovery of a large number of cooking hearths suggested that elaborate meals 
would have been prepared. The west wing was almost entirely occupied with two 
bath houses. A rectangular dining room projecting from the north side of the 

central range would probably have been open on one side, thus providing a 
covered walkway with a view down the hillside.  

 
There was an upper floor in both wings, where the family lived, with possibly an 
upper floor above the walkway as well. The entrance to the villa may have been 

straight onto the upper storey. In the 4th century, a number of alterations were 
made, when one of the bath houses was remodelled and expanded, while the 

lower east wing was enlarged in order to create a large barn-like space. The dining 
room was replaced with an octagonal room that may have had a tower. 
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Kitchen area with view down the hillside (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

The Romano-Britons who lived at Great Witcombe were very wealthy and as was 

common for the rich and powerful in Roman Britain, they could very well have 
been involved in administration and politics at the nearby Roman town of Glevum, 
today's Gloucester. Despite choosing a peaceful, rural location for their home, they 

were close to Ermin Way, the road connecting Glevum and Corinium (today's 
Cirencester). A trip to either town on market day was totally feasible. 

 

 
Rooms in front of the kitchen (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

Many people in addition to the owners would have lived on the estate, including 

slaves to look after the animals, to farm fields and to stoke furnaces for industrial 
work. Various finds from excavations have indicated that metalworking took place 
at Great Witcombe, including lead working, iron working, copper-alloy and pewter 

casting. There is also evidence that tiles for the roof and the baths were made on-
site, since discarded tiles that failed to survive the kiln (referred to as wasters) 

have been discovered in the stream. 
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Corridor at top of site looking towards hypocaust (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

When we made our way down to where the mosaics found at Great Witcombe 

were housed in covered buildings, we were disappointed to find that it was all 
locked. We'd been hoping the mosaics might have been covered but still at least 
partly on display, like those at the Roman town house in Dorchester had been 

when we'd visited in 2016, with a plate glass and steel structure. 
 

There had been at least three mosaics in the lower bath house. Two were quite 
straightforward geometric designs, with only a few fragments surviving, but the 
most impressive mosaic had been in the frigidarium of the baths. It depicted a 

greater variety of sea creatures than any other Roman mosaic in Britain, including 
an electric ray, not found at all on any other Romano-British mosaics. 

 
Although local stone and reused tiles had been used, the very small tesserae show 
how expensive the installation would have been, with smaller tiles taking longer 

to lay and allowing for finer detail. It's likely a master mosaicist would have worked 
on the figures, while a less skilled worker would have filled in the blanks. 

 
A room existed at Great Witcombe that would have been partially underground, 
with walls elaborately decorated. This mysterious room may have been used for 

ritual activities, as the Romano-British world was full of gods. A water cistern in 
the centre of the room, about 11.8 inches/30 centimetres deep, was fed by natural 

springs. Niches in the walls probably held votive statues. Another nearby building, 
now lost, could well have been a nymphaeum (a temple for water nymphs), who 
were thought to protect natural springs. 

 
The decline of the Roman Empire in Britain is considered to have started in 383. 

At around this time, many soldiers were recalled to the continent to fight raiders 
from beyond the empire and fewer coins were shipped to Britain. By 402, the 
number of incoming coins had dropped to almost none, causing an economic crisis. 

 
Life at Great Witcombe changed dramatically, as the villa's owners struggled to 

maintain their lifestyle. The hypocaust space was filled in, meaning the baths could 
no longer be heated, possibly so the rooms could be used for food storage. 
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Major industries collapsed, so that it was harder to obtain goods, even if there was 
enough money to buy them. The residents of Great Witcombe may have left at 

this time, because it was more practical to live in a building that was easier to 
maintain – or possibly because living in a city behind walls was safer. Due to lack 

of clear dating evidence, it's not known how long Great Witcombe was occupied, 
but since Roman rule in Britain ended at around 410, it's unlikely that anyone 
lived there after the 5th century. 

 
As we'd walked around, I had steadily wilted in the heat, but I did happen to notice 

an interesting feature in the shrine. Just like in the Great Tower at Chepstow 
Castle, there were some orange tiles very visible a short way up from the base of 
two pillars. I felt pleased to have noticed this – it gave me the strength to walk 

back to the car with the relentless heat beating mercilessly down. 
 

 
Orange Roman tiles 

 

It had been another day of enthralling history, though! As we drove back towards 
Cranham in a direction opposite to the usual one, with Alan being forced to make 

a tricky turnaround in a narrow track after missing the inconspicuous road we 
should have taken, I was perfectly happy with our penultimate day. Not only that, 
we were back early enough to recline in comfort for a good few hours, as had 

become a much enjoyed bonus of the holiday. 
 

Thursday 23rd June – Day 14 
Our last day began cloudy with sunny intervals. We wanted to make it a not too 
strenuous one and decided on Cerney House Gardens, near Cheltenham. These 

gardens were described online as a romantic, secret place in the Cotswolds, part 
of the home of the Angus family. 

 
Country Living magazine had described the gardens as: "…what most people 
aspire to in their gardens – and few achieve." The late Lady Angus and her 

daughter Barbara took years to develop the garden, having first fallen in love with 
the Victorian walled garden when viewing the property. It was a short drive of 20 

minutes or so and we were soon safely parked in the grounds and raring to go, 
our first stop to pay £5 admission each in an honesty box. 
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I can't exactly say we became lost trying to find the bothy with self-service 
refreshments, but Alan did find it necessary to ask directions from a helpful lady 

who was walking briskly in our direction – we were almost there. We were also 
the only people there, but we managed to find out how to make our own coffee, 

choose a piece of lemon drizzle cake and pay for it using the card reader. 
 
After an extremely tranquil time sitting at a table looking out over the vegetable 

garden that was a part of the whole walled garden, we stirred ourselves to start 
walking. To our right there was a bee and butterfly border with many beautiful 

poppies, while to our left there were heritage vegetables and soft fruit, edged with 
flower borders containing colourful planting. 
 

At the far end of the walled garden, there was a gazebo and a very interesting 
bed planted with medicinal herbs. Further along, a more naturally planted area 

looked as if it might have led into a woodland trail: 
 

 
A path amid more natural planting 

 

We made our way back into the other side of the walled garden and into a large 
area of scented plants. A fair number of people had also been attracted to this 
section of the gardens, but it wasn't overcrowded and was very pleasant indeed 

to wander slowly along on the grass between the plants. Many visitors were taking 
photos, as the different colours and scents were so uplifting. 

 
As the owners explain, they favour the organic approach to gardening and because 
of this, there were signs of pests and diseases. However, because there was a 

natural diversity of life forms not being eradicated by chemicals (and thus allowed 
to be part of the holistic approach of organic gardening), there was a natural order 

of the life cycle taking place that was intrinsically self-regulating. 
 
It was fabulous! There were butterflies and bees galore, taking advantage of the 

many different scents and colours. I was extra-happy to see repeated clumps of 
one of my favourite flowers, astrantias, so naturally lingered while admiring the 

overall effect, as well as individual perfection. The pink variety in particular was 
perfectly complemented by purple geraniums: 
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Geranium and astrantia perfection 

 

Further down the walled garden, there were herbaceous borders planted with what 

were described as "old-fashioned favourites", although to my mind all flowers are 
relevant, whether they're in fashion or not. They were surrounded by roses and 
companion climbers, which created a strangely comforting country garden effect.  

 

 
Roses and climbers 

 

After exploring the walled garden, we investigated further regions, including part 

of a woodland walk that's filled with snowdrops in winter. Towards Cerney House, 
there was a rose walk, a pink border, an ice house, chapel ruins and a ha-ha. 

 
A ha-ha is very often a sunken grassy incline or ditch that prevents livestock from 
entering a garden, while not spoiling a view. From the French hâ-hâ or saut de 

loup, it's thought to have originated from the reaction of the son of Louis XIV of 
France, whose governess warned him from approaching a drop for fear of injury. 

He's said to have replied, "This is what I'm supposed to be afraid of? Ha-ha!" 
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Throughout the garden planting, there had been numerous sculptures that had 
added to the natural beauty of the flowers. In the rose walk, one in particular 

caught my eye, although I was unable to discover the sculptor. 
 

 
Roses and a blue-hued sculpture 

 

It was nearly midday and a shower of drizzly rain had decided to arrive, so we 

returned to the car and ate our packed lunch. For want of any further plans, we 
drove away somewhat desultorily towards Cranham, but soon passed an old-
looking church and decided to stop on a nearby grass verge. 

 

 
All Saints' Church, North Cerney (photo by Alan Santillo) 
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We discovered later it was All Saints' Church, sitting on a low hill across the river 
from the village, in a rural setting amid pasture and woodland. There was a large 

graveyard at the front and a 14th-century churchyard cross. We initially thought 
the church was closed, as the main door was clearly locked. It was a most unusual 

studded oak wood door, with small round pillars either side, under a round Norman 
arch with chevron carving. 

 

 
The old (locked) door (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

After looking around the side of the building, Alan reported that there was an 

unlocked door into the vestry at the base of the tower on the left side of the 
building. We ventured inside, feeling a little like intruders (well, I did). There was 

a spiral staircase leading up and down and then a pointed archway led into the 
church. All the time we were in the church, I was afraid someone would come in 
and we would have to explain ourselves. 

 
Looking tentatively around, the walls were whitewashed, which seemed to 

accentuate the beamed wooden roof supported on carved corbels. I don't know 
whether the difficulty of entering the church had unnerved me, but the 
atmosphere seemed slightly cold and unwelcoming. While Alan was engrossed in 

taking photos of the chancel area, I looked for some informative literature, but 
unfortunately found none. 

 
I had to admit it seemed like a church well cared-for, with a Norman chancel arch 
and a simple altar and altar rail. A huge brass chandelier was hanging from the 

ceiling and although the church has electricity, the candles are still lit at certain 
festivals, which must be very atmospheric in such an old church. The font is from 

around 1480, in a wine-glass shape and carved from a single piece of stone, while 
beside it stands a brass lectern from the same era. 
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Towards the chancel (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

I was intrigued by several corbels with individual faces, although because they 
were high up on the walls, they were tricky to photograph. Corbels on the north 
wall are believed to be King Henry VI, while one of the others is known to be a 

past rector of the church named William Whitchurch and another is the Duke of 
Buckingham, who was lord of the manor. None of them looked particularly happy… 

 

   
Duke of Buckingham centre 

 

There was much in the church that was ornate, including an organ with gilded 

pipes in a blue and gilt frame. The painted reredos on the wall at the back of the 
altar stood out brightly. In the centre is Christ with the Virgin Mary and angels. 
On either side, saints are coming forward to receive their crowns. There is a lot of 

finely worked detail and a Latin inscription reads: 'They shall receive a glorious 
kingdom and crowns of gold from the hands of their Lord.' I wondered if the church 

was of Roman Catholic denomination, but it turns out to be Church of England. 
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The ornate reredos (photo by Alan Santillo) 

 

I can't deny I was ready to leave, as we retraced our steps back out through the 

vestry. The drizzle was holding off, so we walked around the back of the church, 
noting what looked like very different ages and stages of building. 
 

In fact, the nave is from the 12th century, but the chancel was extended in the 13th 
century. There was a fire in the 15th century that gutted the church and wreaked 

considerable damage, as the Norman roof was destroyed. Fortunately, money was 
available to rebuild the church and two chapels were added. 
 

What interested me mostly, though, was the discovery of two distinct engravings 
in the outer wall. One was a bizarre beast with a human head and arms, an animal 

body and what could have been a sting in the tail. It is said to be a manticora, of 
Persian origin, its name translating as 'man-eater'. Why this would be engraved 
on the outside of a church is beyond me. 

 

 
A manticore, or man-eater? 
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Another engraving on the wall of the tower was not quite as menacing, looking 
somewhat like a leopard. I couldn't help it, though, something was feeling off-key 

with me and this church, as I wondered why somebody had once gone to all the 
trouble of making such engravings, as either warnings or protection? 

 

 
A leopard-like four-legged beast 

 

I was almost relieved that it had begun to rain again, so we quickly returned to 

the car and drove the rest of the way back to Cranham – almost sadly hearing the 
satnav directing us down Sanatorium Road for the final time. 
 

Part of the evening was taken up with necessary packing, but it was fairly easily 
achieved. Despite all the places we'd visited for 14 days solid, we'd still had plenty 

of time to relax. As I lay in bed that night, I reflected on the holiday, which had 
been remarkable for its historical interest. I knew a whole lot more about the 
Cotswolds now and our jaunt westward into Ross-on-Wye had been an added 

bonus. In fact, so much of the past two weeks had felt like an added bonus! 
 

Friday 24th June – travelling home day 
The weather was fairly cloudy but warm as we left Cranham and drove for about 
1½ hours to our planned stop at Fyne Court, a National Trust property at 

Broomfield in Somerset. I'm not entirely sure what happened, but we ended up 
driving down an extremely narrow lane that went on for miles and miles. That is, 

the satnav showed that we were one mile away for so long that I began to think 
we were driving around in a complete circle. 
 

I had severe doubts we were on the right road into a National Trust property at 
all, as the centre of the road was overgrown in places and we encountered one or 

two horse riders, but we eventually arrived at a fair-sized car park that seemed 
to be in a woodland area. 
 

We picked up a leaflet, looked at the map and walked down to the café – so far 
so good. There weren't many other people there, but the cappuccinos and the slice 

of cake we shared were very good, as we sat outside and perused the leaflet. 
There was a walled garden, so when we were finished, we set off to have a look. 
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All I can really say is that we were disappointed, as the walled garden looked as 
if it had been discovered only the week before. It was very overgrown, with weeds 

all over the place. A nearby pond was decidedly manky and there was a general 
atmosphere of a place that was pretending to be a lot better than it actually was. 

Perhaps the National Trust will be spending some time and money in the future to 
improve Fyne Court up to their usual standard. 
 

Having said that, there were woodland walks around that some people seemed to 
be enjoying, the coffee and cake was enjoyable and the toilets were up there with 

the best. We also came across some rather lovely foxgloves, so all was not lost! 
 

 
On the plus side - foxgloves 

 

We ate our packed lunch in the car and continued our journey home. Alan tried a 
different road out of the site, but it was just as narrow and winding as the way in 
had been, so unfortunately in our experience, we'd had a visit to Not-so-Fyne 

Court. I'd like to say we'd try again one day, but those roads in and out… 
 

However, we had totally enjoyed the whole holiday and since being home, I've 
discovered that Sanatorium Road did indeed once lead to a sanatorium. In 1898, 
the Cotswold Sanatorium had opened as a private hospital for the treatment of 

tuberculosis patients and occupied a group of buildings, including Cranham Lodge. 
 

In 1949, George Orwell (real name Eric Blair) stayed at the sanatorium for 
treatment of his chronic respiratory illness and corrected the proofs of his novel 
Nineteen Eighty-Four there, but died in 1950 at University Hospital, London. The 

sanatorium closed in 1956, with most of the buildings demolished in 1978. 
 

The Cotswolds contain layer upon layer of history, as well as the famous Cotswold 
Way, a 102-mile-long distance footpath combining footpaths, bridleways and 
minor roads. Walkers can use the whole route, while cyclists and horse riders can 

use parts of the route where marked. It was officially inaugurated as a National 
Trail in 2007, so what's not to love? Walking on minor roads, actually, but we 

won't go there – at least, I won't. All in all, the Cotswolds are simply lovely 😊 


