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3: Through the Cotswolds to Oxford 

 
 

I’m back on the bike and am now heading for the Cotswolds, beginning with 
Chippenham. It is a dull, cool morning – ideal for a long journey. Fortunately the 
climb out of Bath is not as difficult as I have anticipated. As I make my way north-
eastwards towards Chippenham, I see a train passing by; I conclude that a recent 
strike has been resolved. 

Chippenham comes as a disappointment: it is a bustling city full of shops and 
people. I just stop long enough to change some money in a bank, and then I’m off 
north-westwards. I turn on to a class ‘B’ road and cycle towards Yatton Keynell and 
Castle Combe, passing through Tiddlywink and Kents Bottom, two hamlets not 
marked on my map. Where do they get these names? I imagine an address:  

Mr Edward T. Higginbottom, 
Tiddlywink, 
Near Kents Bottom, 
Chippenham, 
Wiltshire. 

Next come Burton, Acton Turville and the interesting little town of Badminton 
with its quaint stone houses. Unfortunately the fine Palladian mansion, Badminton 
House, is closed. (In fact, this is the second house that I have found closed today; 
earlier, I had discovered that Corsham Court, which I had passed just before 
Chippenham, was not open to the public.) I park the bicycle and walk around the 
large, imposing building, which I discover is rather dilapidated. I peer through the 
windows and see a magnificent hall, full of period furniture and paintings. The décor, 
or rather what I can see of it, is exquisite. The house, which gives its name to the 
game of badminton, was the principal seat of the Dukes of Beaufort and dates back to 
1612. Queen Mary stayed here for much of World War II, much to the owners’ 
inconvenience. I walk down the driveway to photograph the house and then leave. I 
am disappointed to find it closed, for I have come out of my way to see it. 
Unfortunately there seems to be no way of finding out whether such places are open 
to the public or not. 

 

         Badminton House 
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I find my way back to the main road and stop at Sherston, an interesting village of 

stone buildings, and eat lunch in a pub. The ploughman’s lunch here is rather basic 
and stodgy: a plate of Cheddar cheese, pickled onions and hunks of warm white 
bread. I drink a cup of coffee with this, buy an apple afterwards, then leave. At Easton 
Grey I turn off for the country lanes. Now I am back in the countryside; farmers are 
busy making hay in the fields, men thatch the roofs of their little houses, and rabbits 
dash along the lanes in front of me instead of diving into the hedges that line the way. 
I slow down to take all this in and savour it to the full, but hurtle down hillsides. I am 
obviously now in the famous Cotswolds: Laurie Lee country. 

Once I have passed through Shipton Moyne, I join the main road and approach the 
small town of Tetbury, which I find is full of character. I speed along the main road 
for a while, then make for the quieter country lanes. Despite the rather dull conditions 
today, the scenery is beautiful. I pass through the villages of Rodmarton, Tarlton, 
Coates and join the main road again for Cirencester. 

Cirencester looks like an interesting town, but it being Friday (and obviously 
market day) it is crowded and full of traffic. I see as much as I can, passing the 
Corinium Museum without going inside (I am wary of leaving my bike and luggage 
outside), and leave for more of the peaceful Cotswolds and, ultimately, the youth 
hostel at Duntisbourne Abbots.  

I am surprised that the ground here is not as hilly as expected, and so I make good 
progress. The lanes become very narrow after the hamlet of Daglingworth and silence 
descends. I am now in a delightfully old-world area, remote from modern ‘normality’. 
Here the scenery is wilder than what I have encountered so far – some of it reminds 
me of County Wicklow at home in Ireland. 

I now approach the first of the Duntisbournes: Duntisbourne Rouse, a hamlet so 
tiny that one can easily blink and miss it. The houses of rough local stone blend 
perfectly into their surroundings; it is as if they have grown naturally out of the rolling 
hills. 

Next up is tiny Duntisbourne Leer; then, as a signpost is missing, I take a wrong 
turn and get lost. A farmer in a van who speaks with a broad local accent puts me 
right and I turn back, take another lane and approach Duntisbourne Abbots, another 
sleepy, quiet hamlet, but by far the best of the three as the houses are older and have 
more character.  

 

                       
 
                                               Duntisbourne Abbots 
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After a little bit of difficulty I find the youth hostel. It’s a good place and I am 
pleased to discover that it is not crowded. A bed for the night, an evening meal and 
tomorrow morning’s breakfast costs me £5.25 – good value, it seems. I wash off the 
grime from travelling and amble outside for a walk around the village, which is full of 
quaint dwellings. Many of the occupants are having tea in their flower-filled gardens. 
I stop to compliment an elderly couple on their beautiful plants and flowers. I return 
to the hostel by seven and sit down to an excellent meal of soup, cold meat with salad 
and homemade scones, followed by a fruit flan and tea. 

Refreshed and fed, I walk down to Duntisbourne Leer, where I find a little river, 
complete with ducks, which crosses the road. This, I am told, is the ‘ford’. At a nearby 
house, some people are finishing their evening meal in the garden. A tiny dwelling 
nearby has a light on indoors and I can see its neat interior through the window. I 
conclude that these houses, many of which feature beams under the ceilings and fine 
furniture inside, must be summer retreats for the rich, for I notice that there are 
exclusive cars parked outside them, including a Rolls Royce. 

I return to Duntisbourne Abbots, where I find the little church open. I wander 
inside; it is old, plain and homely. Here I am able to read about its history. The 
etymology of the place name interests me: ‘Duntisbourne’ means Dunt’s burn or 
stream, and ‘Abbots’ is added to distinguish it from the nearby baronies of Lyre (or 
Leer) and Rousse (or Rous). 

When I have finished admiring the lovely church, I switch off the light, as 
instructed, and amble back to the hostel, where I spend the rest of the evening writing 
my diary and trying to telephone the Stow-on-the-Wold youth hostel. I finally succeed 
and speak to the warden about tomorrow evening’s accommodation. 

 
I set off this morning with a new and more detailed map that I have bought in the 

hostel. At first I find it very difficult indeed to get my bearings, but with a little help 
from a lady I finally make my way to the village of Winstone, which is not very 
interesting. From here I continue along the lanes and, once I have passed through 
Elkstone, I take the main road to Cheltenham, which I feel I ought to see. 

I arrive in the town centre by about eleven o’clock, only to find myself in the 
middle of heavy traffic and milling crowds. I make my way to the Promenade and 
Royal Crescent in order to see the Georgian architecture that I have read about, but I 
find it very poor in comparison to what I have seen in Bath. Most of the windows in 
what were once fine houses have had their glazing bars removed. Having bought 
some provisions in a shop, I move off. I have already wasted too much time cycling 
through the suburbs in order to reach the town centre, and now I spend even more 
time trying to find my way out.  

The uninteresting route that I now take in order to reach Winchcombe and avoid 
the hills takes me past the famous race course and through Bishop’s Cleeve. 
Gotherington, however, is a little better. Eventually I reach Winchcombe, an 
interesting little town, and find my way to Sudeley Castle. Fortunately it is open; I 
pay an entrance fee and sit down at a picnic table, where I eat a lunch of bread and 
cheese. Refreshed, I visit the castle and have a look around inside. I find it rather 
disappointing, as most of the interior has been ‘restored’ in the late nineteenth century 
– very little of anything original survives. I walk through what are described as 
‘Royal’ apartments and view a collection of antique furniture and paintings, though 
there is little of much interest. A few of the items date from the time of Catherine Parr 
(King Henry VIII’s last queen) and King Charles I. I walk around to the back to see 
the chapel, where Catherine was buried – it is rather plain – and stroll in the Queen’s 



 22 

garden, which I find rather uninspiring. Back in the inner courtyard, I discover that I 
can see an exhibition of toys and dolls, which does not interest me, and a collection of 
Victoriana, which I look at briefly. 

Leaving at about three o’clock, I set off, wondering which is the best way to Stow-
on-the-Wold and how much time I have for sightseeing. Because of steep hills and 
swarms of flies, I have to modify my route and end up seeing almost nothing of 
interest. Thankfully the landscape becomes flatter as I head to Lower Swell. 

It is just as well that I have told the warden of the Stow-on-the-Wold youth hostel 
that I will arrive by six o’clock, for it is as much as I can do to get there by this time. 
After more pushing uphill, I finally reach the touristy town by five thirty. I have no 
difficulty in finding the hostel, which is situated in the main square. The square itself 
is full of tourists and parked cars. Nevertheless, the hostel appears to be reasonably 
pleasant. 

 

  Stow-on-the-Wold 
 
Checked in and washed, I go outside and amble around the town with my camera; 

by now the sun has kindly appeared and has brightened up the place. I eat my evening 
meal in the pub of a hotel next door to the hostel. Afterwards I sit on a bench in the 
square, watching the world go by. I fetch my diary, return to the bench and sit down 
to write. Once I have finished, I take a quick walk and look in the windows of the 
exclusive antique shops, then return to the hostel for a night’s sleep. 

 
I rise at seven, having slept badly, for a man has kept most of us awake during the 

night, snoring noisily. Breakfasted and ready, I leave at nine and set off northwards. 
Although it is a sunny morning, it is pleasantly fresh and cool. As it is Sunday, the 
lack of traffic and the sunshine makes for pleasant cycling and the countryside now 
looks more attractive. 

My route takes me through the pretty little villages of Broadwell and Evenlode. 
Sweeping round in a semicircle, as many of the lanes on my map do not seem to exist, 
I reach the splendid little hamlet of Chastleton, where I stop to photograph a 
magnificent thatched house and speak to a friendly farmer. He rails against the rich 
townsfolk who grumble about prices, yet can afford to buy country cottages and who 
park their caravans everywhere. I wander off to see the famous Jacobean Chastleton 
House, dating from 1603, but of course it is closed at this hour of the morning. I 
content myself by gazing through the gate at the fine façade and taking a photograph. 
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        Chastleton 
 

   Chastleton House 
 
I continue south-eastwards through peaceful countryside to Cornwell, where I stop 

to admire and photograph the magnificent mayor’s house, set in a beautiful garden 
and surrounded by trees. I notice that the houses are becoming more elegant as I 
slowly inch my way towards Oxford. In fact, by now I have crossed the border into 
Oxfordshire and have left the Cotswolds behind. 

After Cornwell I lose my bearings, but some people who are out cycling put me 
right. Taking minor roads, I reach Chipping Norton, a fine town – but not as 
spectacular as Stow. It is a busy place and much of it is modernized. 

I continue southwards – and downhill – to the lovely, tranquil village of Dean, 
where the profound silence is only broken by the sound of cocks crowing. Next come 
the villages of Spelsbury and Charlbury. In order to get to Woodstock, my destination, 
I turn off the main road and pass through the villages of Stonesfield and Combe, and 
meet another cyclist who is going my way. The man tells me that he has just moved to 
this area and is now out exploring the minor roads and the countryside. I leave him at 
Combe and unwittingly take a long, roundabout way to reach Woodstock. 

I arrive at this pretty, though bustling town, at about one o’clock (much sooner 
than I have anticipated) and head straight for Blenheim Palace, the principle residence 
of the Dukes of Marlborough and the birthplace of Sir Winston Churchill. The 
entrance fee is a hefty £2.40, but I pay up as I am interested to see this magnificent 
building – the only non-royal, non-episcopal English country house to hold the title of 
palace. Once in the grounds, which are enormous, I can barely see the palace for all 
the coaches and cars parked in front of it. Fortunately I am able to leave my luggage 
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with the porter in a washroom, where I am able to freshen myself up and change into 
a civilised pair of trousers. I then walk through the entrance squares and find myself at 
the palace proper.  

However, as it is hot and I am hungry by now, I head straight for the cafeteria, 
where I sit outside under the shade of a large parasol to eat a welcome lunch. From 
here I can see the elegant gardens, where fountains play and tourists mill around in 
their summer clothes. 

 

                       
  
                                                     Blenheim Palace 
 

                                          
 
                                            Library, Blenheim Palace 
 
Rested, I make my way to the main entrance and discover that the queue is not 

very long. While waiting to be admitted, we watch people performing folk dances to 
the accompaniment of music played on accordions, tin whistles, and a double bass. 

At last the massive doors are swung open and we are ushered into the huge and 
magnificent hall. When everybody is together in a group, a young man introduces 
himself and begins by telling us about the palace, designed by Sir John Vanbrugh, and 
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its history. He points out several features of the hall and shows us the large, intricate 
lock on the door, a copy of one that had been on a gate in Poland. We learn that the 
magnificent lock is still in perfect working order. 

We then move off to look at a small exhibition of Churchill memorabilia, which 
does not interest me and, after a rather pompous lady has explained more points of 
interest in the hall, a girl introduces herself and brings us off on a tour of the 
apartments (as the rooms are called). They are huge and magnificent – in fact they are 
quite overbearing. No wonder my father has told me, with an impish grin, that this is 
the only house in England where you can have your hat blown off indoors. The vast 
apartments feature ornate ceilings and are filled mostly with French furniture and 
French clocks. The library, which houses an enormous organ, is particularly 
impressive. Fortunately, as there are not many people in our group and the tour is not 
rushed, the visit is very enjoyable and I am able to see everything that interests me. 
However, I am surprised at the number of rooms that are to be seen; for such a huge 
palace, there are relatively few of them. Our tour does not include the private 
apartments in the east wing. The chapel, which we visit last, is particularly fine and is 
painted in pleasing pastel colours. 

After the tour, I wander out into the grounds and gardens, which were improved by 
the famous Capability Brown during the 1700s. As it is cooler by now, I take some 
time to ramble about, taking photographs. By four o’clock I feel that I have seen 
enough, and I decide to leave. It has been a pleasant experience visiting this famous 
palace, and it has provided a welcome interlude after so many tiny villages and 
cottages. 

Back in my shorts and tee-shirt, I cycle along the uninteresting main road and 
reach Oxford, the city of dreaming spires, at around five o’clock. I find the youth 
hostel and have no trouble obtaining a bed as an American fellow, whom I have met 
in the previous hostel, has kindly telephoned in advance and booked me in. I sort out 
my things, wash, and cycle back into the town centre as it is far away from the hostel. 

Hungry by now, I search for something to eat and end up buying a bag of greasy 
fish and chips. I find somewhere to sit beside the Radcliffe Camera and eat my simple 
meal. A girl approaches me and presents me with a leaflet advertising a performance 
of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, which will be staged in the Merton College Fellows’ 
Garden this evening at eight o’clock. It sounds like a nice way to spend the evening. 
Therefore, after I have refreshed myself with a half pint of cider in a nearby pub, I 
make my way to the college, buy a ticket and find a good seat on a stand that has been 
constructed for the performance. The setting is perfect: the stage below us is placed in 
a clearing between the trees and the venerable buildings. The performance is 
excellent; as the actors are free to make their entrances from everywhere, there is a 
real and natural sense of space. As dusk falls, the stage is illuminated gradually. 
Music and sound effects come from loudspeakers hidden in the trees. The acting is 
deliberately exaggerated for comic effect, and the audience responds with uninhibited 
laughter.  

During the interval, mulled wine and coffee is on offer. Unfortunately I cannot stay 
for all of the second part, as I must be back at the hostel before 10.30 p.m. Just as the 
play is getting interesting and even funnier, I leave discreetly, jump on my bike and 
go peddling back in the darkness. I arrive just before the hostel closes and make ready 
for bed. A wonderful day. 

 
Today is the start of something completely different; I can put the bicycle away for 

a week and exercise my brain rather than my legs, for I am about to embark on a 
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summer school course in Chinese Studies at the Lady Margaret Hall, one of the 
colleges of the University of Oxford. To explain why I had decided to do this, I must 
turn the clock back to 1976, six years previously, when I had noticed that BBC Radio 
3 was about to broadcast a course in Mandarin Chinese. I bought the book, and, using 
my large reel-to-reel tape recorder, I taped all the lessons. As I was in no hurry to 
study the language, I put both the book and tapes to one side. Later in the year I 
attended a music course in the Irish Countrywomen’s Association headquarters at An 
Grianán in Termonfechin, which is north of Dublin. During one of the evenings, an 
English musician gave us a slide show and talk about a recent visit of his to China. 
Knowing little or nothing about the country, I was fascinated by what I saw. As soon 
as I arrived home, out came the book and the tapes, and I started to learn the language, 
which was a real challenge. I bought books about China and Chinese history and 
devoured them. I then discovered that an extramural course in the Chinese language 
had started in the Earlsfort College premises of UCD. I wrote to the professor, Tao 
Kiang, asking if I could join his class, and he willingly accepted me. 

At around the same time, I learned that a travel agent in Dublin, Shamrock Travel, 
was organizing a trip to China; in fact, this was to be the first time when Irish tourists 
would be allowed into The People’s Republic of China after the appalling Cultural 
Revolution. I applied to go, paid a deposit, and waited until the following February  
for my visa to arrive by post. It arrived on my birthday. 

The holiday, which lasted eighteen days, took place in May 1977, and was a great 
success. Because of the poor state of the country at that period, it was like stepping 
back in time. Although we were subjected to a great deal of ridiculous propaganda 
(we even joked with one of our guides about being brainwashed), the trip had a 
profound effect on me in many ways. I now found myself looking at Western culture,  
its traditions and religions in a completely different light. 

On my return, I was approached by the Irish-Chinese Cultural Society (of which 
Professor Kiang was a member) and asked to give a talk, illustrated with slides and a 
ciné film that I had made, to its members in Carroll’s Theatre, by the banks of the 
Grand Canal in Dublin. Now a member of the society, I addressed a large audience 
that included Mrs Hillery, the President of Ireland’s wife. Although it was hailed as a 
great success, I later realized how naïve I must have been, for I was young and 
inclined to believe much of what we had been told by our Chinese guides. 

I stayed a member of the Irish-Chinese Cultural Society, which used the Chester 
Beatty Library in Shrewsbury Road as its headquarters, and attended many of their 
lectures, which, as programme officer, I helped to organise. It was this society, 
therefore, that had joined forces with the Europe-China Association and had 
organized the summer course that I was about to join here in Oxford.   


