The Cotswold Way - Chipping Campden to Bath (approx 100 miles) Easter 1992

After last year's exploits on The South West Way, Graeme, Steve and myself decided that we should embark on a less intensive hike for the Easter Holiday.  The Cotswold Way seemed an ideal challenge in terms of sufficient length and varied landscape to warrant a leisurely stroll up and over the rambling countryside.  But, on reflection, we found the new adventure a fairly stiff reminder that initial appearances can be at times very deceptive.

The walk southwards begins in Chipping Campden, the 'marker' or 'signing' for the Cotswold Way is symbolised by a white circle.  We began the trek with a certain amount of trepidation as the weather was in the balance, and knowing our luck, we would get a right soaking before getting to our first night's destination.  But fortune smiled on us for the whole trip, as the only 'real rain' fell during the second night to leave the path treacherously muddy in places. 

The first day's walking was merely 15 miles of easygoing terrain.  We met a couple who lived in the area who were walking the Cotswold Way on the same schedule as us, but only needing to carry a minimum of gear.  It serves as a warning to us that the amount being carried was over the top, except from the point of view of having plenty of change of clothing should the weather turn foul!  At the end of day 1 we reached Temple Guiting, approx. 2 miles off the Cotswold Way, and approx. 30 min from the nearest pub!  We did however notice a B+B opposite Stumps Cross (the 13 miles point) which would be obviously more convenient for others to note down.

the second day was slightly longer in length (18 miles) and took in such places as Hailes Abbey (B+B nearby), Winchcombe, and Cleeve Hill.  The landscape starts to change when you leave Winchcombe and is more undulating than what has preceded.  However, the height gained up Cleeve Hill gives the benefit of superb views of the Malvern Hills, and the surrounding Cheltenham-Gloucester enclave.  Cleeve Hill also marks the highest point of the walk, but the route misled us to miss out on the topograph!  

That second day we spent the night on Ham Hill Farm with John and his wife.  The size of their welcome and hospitality (John even drove us 3 miles to the nearest pub!) was only equalled by the size of the next morning's breakfast which demonstrated that Farmer's do indeed have a hearty appetite.  The fried breakfast consisted of double egg and bacon that seemed hand cut like Gammon.  The combination of wholemeal bread left everyone 'stuffed' before starting day 3.

This third day was meant to be about 16 miles in length, but with a detour, boggy conditions, many hills and hollows, the walk turned into a march to find Painswick before dusk!  This section of the walk also passes by the Devil's Chimney a craggy finger of rock projecting from a scarp face on the much-quarried Leckhampton Hill.  A welcome stop was needed at the Air Balloon pub to refresh the aching muscles before we set off once more searching for the end of this upward section of Witcombe and Cooper's Hill Wood.

We had some fortune to stumble upon The Haven TeaRoom at the end of a long ascent through the constant woodland and found our friends (the B team!) from the first day had passed this point a few hours earlier.  Replenished for the second time we made our way to Coopers Hill (used for Cheese Rolling and Maypole dancing, please note) before the descent through more woodland to Painswick where at 5.50pm we finished this shorter section!!!!  The B+B was opposite the 17th hole on the local Golf Course and for the duration of the walk it would have been possible to play out a hole each day - providing you had sufficient room to carry your clubs and balls!  The night was spent eating and drinking our way through the crowded nightlife of Painswick, which had 2 pubs. One did no food, the other was too quiet by half! 

Day 4 was another murderous milage (15.5 miles Graeme said!) Another long day in prospect judging by the contours on the OS map.  We looked around Painswick properly before moving towards Haresfield Beacon where we finally caught up with our B team Heather and Phillip who spun us a yarn about a over friendly talking Magpie, anybody out there to confirm that?  So we walked down into Ryeford together before parting company once more.  

We traversed the busy roads out towards open country again, but Gra spotted a pub with his acute vision and we sallied across to try their fare.  The pub (Kings Stanley?) did very good sandwiches and a notorious brew called Old Spot which Steve had to try out.  After sustenance we ventured forth upwards of course to gain the higher ground through yet more woodland (Stanley Wood, Buckholt Wood) until we reached a crowded picnic area and the first ice cream van.  It was at this point that another couple appeared who claimed to be doing the Cotswold Way in 3 days.  They were virtually travelling with no gear, and I fancied that the clothes they wore were for the duration of the 72-hour marathon!  

We looked around an unusual Long Barrow called Hetty Pegler's Tump which was explored for signs of life before heading along another section of wood to Uleybury Hill Fort (just a large ditch really) which affords a view across the last part of this day's walk to Dursley.  But before we could finish this particular day, we had to meet our 'Land's End to John O'Groat' Walker who was on Day 19 of a 7 week affair.  He was still managing to carry less than us and was camping as well!  

That night the guesthouse in Dursley was reached at about 5.15pm.  We went down into the town centre and met Manuel and Basil at the Old Bell Hotel.  This establishment offered a range of food, but we were recommended the mixed grill, which came on an 18" plate and contained more meat than I think I have ever eaten in my life!  Then after a few pints of Courage best bitter later it was time to call it another day.

Day 5 and hope is in the air.  Hope that this day of 18 miles isn't another crippler.  We left Dursley twice going in the wrong direction and even when we found the path we were confused on reaching the traditional daily golf course.  But after this initial set-back, we continued on our merry way. Today, we passed by several prominent landmarks, including Tyndale (the translator of the bible into English) and Somerset Monuments which were readily seen for some part of the day's walking.  We entered the B Team's home territory at Wotton-Under-Edge where Sunday Services were just coming to an end.  We decided not to stop at the tempting pubs at the hour of 12am and marched on up to "Nanny Farmer's Bottom"(!) which provided quite a view of Wotton.  

We continued looking out for that pub stop but in the end had to venture off the official route to Hillsley to The Fleece Inn.  After that detour and stop we were raring to go once more.  The next section was now more gradual and kind to us.  We passed by Somerset Monument (built for one of Wellington's generals after the battle of Waterloo) and onto Hawkesbury Upton along the first flat part of the route in ages.  

The legs were growing weary as we arrived at Horton knowing that only a mile or two were left to finish that day. But like a bad dream, another rise in the contours meant that ETA had to be revised by the minute.  We eventually crossed another Hill Fort, pass two churches and arrived at Old Sudbury at our B+B which overlooked the local pub (Dog Inn).  The B+B was immaculate and the sight of the pub simply yards away was pure heaven.  However, the pub charged the highest price for beer (1.65p) on the whole trip.

Day 6 The sense of the finish in sight started us all at a brisk pace not seen since the first day.  The knowledge that Bath that goal was at hand meant that no barriers (not even having to cross the M4) would prevent us finishing now.  However, our carefully laid plans where nearly scupper when at about the 8 mile mark (10 miles left to Bath ) we caught up the B team outside a pub.  

Ironically, I had seen a note pinned to a branch in Dyrham Woods only min before we recognised Phillip and Heather (plus two more) outside the Swan in Pennsylvania (yes its called that).  We chatted as we made our way to the next village of Cold Ashton, intent on stopping for a quick drink and for myself food.  The pub wasn't open (its 11.45) but the landlord probably seeing 6 thirsty punters deciding whether to move on or not open the doors 10mins early.  We saw the selection of beers and thought, well one pint will do.  But Phillip insisted on buying another round and so we stayed a fraction longer than expected and left slightly less confidant that when we entered.  After all we still have nearly 10 miles to complete.  A further set back came when Phillip led us down a field (I thought he knows a short cut) which took us off the path.  After that minor delay we started pumping the legs in earnest and made steady progress to Granville monument on Lansdown Hill and thereafter pass Bath RaceCourse.  We bagged Kelston Hill and looked down on that majestic view of Bath.

But there is still some miles to go.  Despite the rising tide of optimism as we reach Weston.  We are forced to climb another hill (Primrose Hill) which literally takes us up alleyways and destroys the feeling of certainty of a successful finish.  But as always, we are storming down as the streets of Bath come into view.  Down pass yet another Golf Course, through Royal Victoria Park, opposite Royal Crescent, onwards to the city centre.  We pass by the many tourist entrapping that plague this place all year round to The Abbey, to the finish.  

Our destiny is completed as we round the last corner and there is The Abbey all covered up in plastic sheeting, which doesn't provide the best backdrop for a photograph of the lads from Huncote Harriers.  Steve has been wearing his club vest all day, with the aim of having the perfect photo.  We settle down in The Pump Room for a Cream Tea, in lavish surroundings.  No complaints about our style of dress, and we are shown to a table to rest at long last our weary, batted legs, and aching body, to the sound of classical music provide in The Pump Room, free of charge.  The Cream tea is 4.50 which perhaps reflects the clientele and the expensive surroundings we are privileged to be in.  They are even charging for the famous 'spa' water!

We arrive at the B+B for 5.10 and make ourselves comfortable.  Later that same night we go on a pub-crawl of Bath, having a meal in the famous Sam Wellars, which boasts a claim of good value food, and lots of it too.  They seem justified by the meal we had.  We tried three other pubs, culminating in a Courage pub, which was showing The Freddie Mercury tribute. It couldn't have finished in a better way.

General Advice

The best advice about walking this 100-mile route is to decide whether you are going to treat it as a holiday or forced march! We were walking on average for 7 hours a day.  

Obviously, the terrain changed in nature over the course of the route, but it seems that there are some tough sections after the descent off Cleeve Hill to Painswick and this trend continues towards Dursley and beyond.  There are of course occasion pubs, but these need to be in a strategical position in case they are closed!  Not many official camp sites exist, but B+B are in evidence along the way (some right on the route (Stumps Cross, Hailes Abbey, Winchcombe, Painswick, Dursley, Old Sudbury). 

Wearing boots is preferable too.  There are some boggy sections in wooded areas that were muddy.  Could be do in trainers if the conditions were right.  

