
Offbeat Cotswolds
Quirky places and tales

Sean Callery

Enjoy a collection of offbeat sights and stories in 
the Cotswolds, set out so you can visit the places 
mentioned or just enjoy the tales. Find out:

• The origins of the American flag and anthem
• The first parachute jump
• A town named after sheep washing, and 

another swapped by Henry VIII
• An invention that inspired croquet and tennis
• How sparrows became weapons
• What a hoddidimod is
• Where the real Long John Silver came from.

This is not so much a guide book as a wander 
along the byways of the beautiful Cotswolds 
taking in more than 350 surprising sites and 
strange tales.

Sean Callery is an experienced writer and 
Cotswolds Blue Badge tour guide.

978-1-78972-780-7
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home from home
Henry Ford’s name was never mentioned when he fixed the purchase  
of Chedworth’s pretty, 350-year-old Rose Cottage in 1930 – word of  
the American industrialist’s interest might have pushed the price 
up. Once the deal was done, the timbers, stones and slates were 
numbered and taken apart piece by piece. It took two trains to 
carry the 500-ton cargo to London where it was flown out to 
Ford’s Greenfield Village museum in Dearborn, Michigan. 

royal trip
Henry VII’s queen, Elizabeth of York, visited Chedworth in  
1491. One of the corbels in the church roof is supposed to  
depict her, and the main street was renamed Queen Street  
in her honour. 

stone me!
From the 14th to the 18th centuries, Oxfordshire milk maids used certain 
rocks as counterweights when they were weighing out butter. 
The stones were much the same shape, size and weight – thus 
avoiding arguments over the balance scales at the market stall. 
The rocks are fossilised sea urchins (Clypeus ploti) from the 
Middle Jurassic period, a reminder that the Cotswolds was once 
a warm, tropical sea. Their local name was Chedworth buns, and elsewhere 
they were called ‘poundstones’. 
          A 14th-century statute set the official poundstone measure (‘stone’ 
for short) as one for butter, eight for beeswax and sugar, and 14 for a bale 
of wool. This language of stones and pounds is still used in the USA and by 
some people in Britain. 

a spade and some holes
You hardly need reminding of death in a church, but Yanworth has a wall 
painting of a skeleton (Father Time) leaning on a spade, ready to dig the 
next grave. Outside at the back of the church are some large holes said to  
be from musket shots fired during the Civil War. This might relate 
to the story that six Royalist soldiers fleeing the Battle of Stow-
on-the-World in 1646 (see Last stand, page 43) were caught, 
killed and buried here in an unmarked grave. 

bourton-on-the-water
the ‘venice of the cotswolds’ was created in the early 
17th century when the river windrush was redirected 

through the middle of the village to power three 
mills. various attractions have been added to entertain 

the many visitors drawn by the five scenic bridges 
along the village green. the vast car park was the 

setting for some scenes in the 2002 bond movie  
die another day.

4000BC Nearby was one of the earliest towns in Europe, protected by 
ditches and ramparts. It is now Greystones Farm Nature Reserve.
AD43 The Romans invaded Britain and later built a base here.  

Bourton means ‘village by the camp’.
708 A wooden Saxon church went up.

1110 The Norman church was built.
1654 A stone bridge replaced one of the fords over the river. 

1937 The 1:9 scale model village opened having taken five years to build.
1957 Birdland Park and Gardens opened.

1997 The Dragonfly Maze opened.

splat! holy penguins! 
The penguins who march menacingly through the 
streets of Gotham in the 1992 film Batman Returns 
were not from Gotham Zoo: their real home was the 
Birdland attraction. 

ho! ho! 
Bourton’s village christmas tree stands in, not by, the river. The 
lights sparkle even better when reflected in the water. Actually you 
can celebrate Christmas all year round here because there’s also a 
specialist yuletide shop. 



splash! 
Wear waterproofs if you visit on August Bank Holiday. Two teams of six from 

Bourton Rovers thrash 
about in the shallow 
waters of the river 
playing a splashy 
game of football.  

The large crowd is sure to get  
a dowsing too.

no hidden clues
The 150-year old Mousetrap Inn is apparently the only pub in Britain with 
such a name. Local legend has it that Agatha Christie, author 
of the long-running play The Mousetrap, once visited. Maybe it 
inspired the story? Hmm. In fact, her famous murder mystery 
was based on a true tale and originally entitled Three Blind Mice. 
This was changed to an enigmatic quotation from Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet. Sorry about that. The pub was built to cater for workers building  
the railway that opened in 1881.

near bourton-on-the-water

maze mass
Twelve wood carvings in the chancel of Wyck Rissington  
church were once pilgrim statues for a maze in the rectory. On  
St Lawrence’s Day on 10 August, Canon Harry Cheales would lead 
the congregation around the maze, visiting each station without 
retracing their steps. The statues came inside in 1984. 

key fact 
In May 1892, a new organist started at Wyck Rissington church on  
a salary of £4 a year to play every Sunday. He was only 17 and 
lived in Cheltenham, so he came by train every Friday and  
stayed with choir member John Wilkins in his house by the  
green until Monday mornings. After a year the lad moved on 
to study at the Royal College of Music in London. His name was 
Gustav Holst (see page 76). 

quiet spot
Little Rissington’s 12th-century church was once in the middle of the 

village, but now stands isolated on a hilltop. It’s possible that  
the plague forced the villagers to move.  
          There was an RAF base here from 1938 to 1994, which  
was once home to the Red Arrows flying display team. The base 
buildings have become the village of Upper Rissington. There  

are memorials to casualties from World War 2 in the graveyard and also in 
the west window.

such a lovely couple 
How do you want to be remembered? For James and Jane Dutton  
of Sherborne, it seems to have been: ‘With a monument where 
a large angel leans on a medallion decorated with our profiles … 
while it crushes a skeleton under its feet.’ Offbeat or what? The 
white marble was sculpted by Richard Westmacott in 1791 and is 
in Sherborne church. Another memorial is for astronomer James 
Bradley, who first stared into the heavens here but is buried  
in Minchinhampton (see page 110).

we’re going on a deer hunt
Lodge Park in Sherborne is a very smart grandstand built in about 1635 for 

watching deer coursing. From it the spectators watched 
deer gallop a mile between the walls (now gone) of the 
straight course, chased by an eager pack of greyhounds. 
There were plenty of opportunities to bet on the results, 
and the slaughterhouse beyond the finish line indicates 

what happened to the losers.

crocodile tears
You might get a surprise if you fill your bottle from the spring at 
Compton Abdale. The water pours from the stone jaws of a crocodile 
first carved in the mid 19th century. More than 150 years of service 
wore its sharp teeth down, and the head was recently re-carved by 
local stonemason Richard Pods.


