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Introduction
Hidden England is more than a place on a map—it is a living storybook, woven with
centuries of history, laughter, and legend. Step outside the magnetic pull of London’s
bright lights, and you will find a land both quietly enduring and endlessly surprising.
The unhurried rhythm of the countryside still holds sway in thousands of villages, from
tumbling coastal hamlets to remote moorland communities. Here, ancient customs
and age-old celebrations bring people together, and the past is never far beneath the
surface of daily life.

This book invites you to journey into the heart of rural England, to places where
heritage is not just preserved but breathed—where the village pub is a meeting house
for friends and legends alike, where the lanes curve past stone cottages and wild
hedgerows, and where the calendar is marked not only by the seasons but by a
vibrant tapestry of fetes, festivals, and rural rites. It is an England rarely glimpsed by
visitors who confine themselves to city streets, yet it is this patchwork of landscapes,
traditions, and characters that truly defines the nation.

As an insider’s guide, Hidden England aims to do more than simply describe pretty
places or quaint events. Drawing on real-life anecdotes, interviews with locals, and a
deep love for these rural communities, this book blends the colour and flair of travel
writing with insightful explorations of culture and heritage. Here you’ll meet the Morris
dancer welcoming May, the baker crafting recipes passed down for generations, and
the old-timer at the end of the bar whose stories could fill a novel. Together, they
paint a picture of England that is as rich and textured as its patchwork fields.

Each chapter delves into a different facet of rural life: the landscapes that have
inspired poets and painters; the strange and lively customs that have defied the
march of time; the daily rituals of village living; the potent myths, haunting legends,
and spectral presences whispered about as the mist rises on the green. You’ll also
discover the delicious, comforting world of English countryside food, where
homegrown flavours and time-honoured skills meet new culinary creativity in farm
shops and food festivals.

Hidden England is especially for those who yearn to experience the country beyond
the familiar postcard scenes. Whether you are planning a journey, seeking to
reconnect with your roots, or simply fascinated by the enduring quirks and communal
bonds of village life, you’ll find stories, recommendations, and a window into a world
where the pulse of England still beats strongest. In these pages, you’ll be
transported—whether by memory, imagination, or inspiration for your next
adventure—into the tranquil lanes, bustling markets, and friendly gatherings of a
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countryside that is both historic and very much alive.

So let us turn down the narrowest lane, linger by the oldest pub, or join the villagers as
they cheer the cheese-rolling champion. Together, we will uncover Hidden England,
one tradition, one tale, and one village at a time.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Cotswolds: Honeyed Stone and
Timeless Charm
Imagine a landscape where time itself seems to slow, where rolling hills are dotted
with ancient woodlands, and villages appear as if painted onto the canvas, each one a
masterpiece of honey-coloured stone. Welcome to the Cotswolds, a region so
quintessentially English it has become synonymous with rural idyll. Spanning across
five counties—Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, Wiltshire, Warwickshire, and
Worcestershire—this designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty truly lives up to
its name, offering a journey into a pastoral dream.

The distinctive character of the Cotswolds owes everything to its geology. Beneath the
lush green turf lies Jurassic limestone, a sedimentary rock formed over millions of
years from the shells and skeletons of marine creatures. This golden-hued stone,
easily quarried and shaped, has dictated the architectural style of the region for
centuries. From humble cottages to grand manor houses, every building seems to
emerge organically from the very ground it stands upon, lending the villages an
incredible harmony and a sense of deep-rooted permanence.

Walking through a Cotswold village is like stepping onto a film set, and indeed, many
have been. The narrow lanes, often winding and without pavements, invite you to slow
your pace, to notice the intricate details: the perfectly manicured rose bushes climbing
ancient walls, the weathered oak doors, the small, leaded windows peeking out from
beneath thick thatch or stone tiles. Even the village signs, often carved from wood or
painted with a flourish, seem to whisper tales of bygone eras.

One of the most celebrated jewels in the Cotswold crown is Bibury in Gloucestershire.
Often cited as "the most beautiful village in England," its fame largely rests on
Arlington Row, a picturesque terrace of 14th-century weaver's cottages. These iconic
buildings, with their steeply pitched roofs and gabled dormers, were originally wool
stores before being converted into homes for weavers who supplied cloth to the
nearby Arlington Mill. The tranquil River Coln, a chalk stream known for its trout,
meanders gracefully through the village, adding to the serene atmosphere. It’s easy to
see why filmmakers, from Bridget Jones's Diary to Stardust, have chosen Bibury as
their backdrop. Despite its popularity, a visit early in the morning or late in the
afternoon can still provide moments of quiet contemplation, allowing you to
appreciate the timeless beauty that has captivated so many.

Just a short drive away, in Wiltshire, lies Castle Combe, another village frequently
vying for the title of "prettiest in England." And it’s easy to understand why. This
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village has remained remarkably untouched since the 17th century, a testament to its
protective valley setting and the dedication of its residents. Here, picturesque stone
cottages with their immaculately kept gardens line a quiet stream, and the imposing
St. Andrew’s Church, with its striking Norman tower, stands as a sentinel over the
community. The Market Cross, an ancient stone structure, hints at the village’s
mercantile past, though today, the loudest sound you’re likely to hear is the gentle
babbling of the Bybrook. Like Bibury, Castle Combe has graced the silver screen,
featuring prominently in blockbusters such as War Horse and, again, Stardust. It’s a
place where you can truly feel transported back in time, away from the clamour of
modern life.

Beyond these well-known stars, the Cotswolds are brimming with less-frequented but
equally enchanting villages. Take Broadway, for example, often referred to as the
"Jewel of the Cotswolds." Its wide, tree-lined high street is flanked by elegant period
buildings, housing independent boutiques, art galleries, and inviting tea rooms. At one
end, the iconic Broadway Tower stands proudly atop Broadway Hill, offering panoramic
views across the Worcestershire plain and beyond. Built in the late 18th century as a
folly, it's now a fascinating destination in its own right, with a visitor centre and a
nuclear bunker from the Cold War era, offering a surprising glimpse into a very
different period of history.

Then there’s Chipping Campden, a vibrant market town with a rich wool trade history.
Its glorious High Street, lined with stunning golden stone buildings, boasts a
magnificent Market Hall dating back to 1627, still serving as a focal point for the
community. The town’s rich past is evident in every corner, from the almshouses to
the grand St. James’ Church, whose impressive tower dominates the skyline. Chipping
Campden also marks the start or end of the Cotswold Way, a 102-mile national trail
that winds its way through some of the region’s most breathtaking scenery, inviting
walkers to immerse themselves fully in the landscape.

For those seeking a taste of authentic village life, a visit to a local event or festival is
highly recommended. Throughout the year, Cotswold villages host a variety of
gatherings, from traditional village fetes in the summer, complete with tombolas, cake
stalls, and dog shows, to more peculiar local customs. The Tetbury Woolsack Races,
held annually in May, see competitors carry woolsacks (60lb for men, 30lb for women)
up and down a punishingly steep hill, a quirky nod to the region's prosperous wool
industry. These events offer a wonderful opportunity to mingle with locals, sample
regional delights, and experience the enduring community spirit that thrives in these
rural pockets.

Exploring the Cotswolds is not just about visiting specific villages; it’s about embracing
the journey itself. The picturesque routes wind through rolling farmland, past ancient
dry-stone walls, and through small hamlets where little seems to have changed for
centuries. Driving is, of course, an option, but for a truly immersive experience,
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consider exploring on foot or by bicycle. The numerous public footpaths and
bridleways criss-crossing the landscape allow you to discover hidden churches,
secluded valleys, and breathtaking viewpoints that are inaccessible by car. A gentle
stroll along a section of the Cotswold Way can be incredibly rewarding, offering vistas
of patchwork fields and distant church spires.

Accommodation in the Cotswolds ranges from luxurious country house hotels to
charming bed and breakfasts in historic cottages, and even quirky glamping sites.
Staying within a village offers the chance to experience its evening charm, perhaps
enjoying a meal at the local pub, where crackling fires and friendly banter are as much
a part of the experience as the locally brewed ale. Many pubs pride themselves on
serving hearty, locally sourced food, from classic fish and chips to gourmet takes on
traditional English dishes.

The Cotswolds are more than just a collection of pretty villages; they represent a way
of life, a commitment to preserving heritage, and a deep appreciation for natural
beauty. It's a region where the past is not a distant memory but a tangible presence,
woven into the very fabric of the landscape and the lives of its inhabitants. Whether
you're drawn by the architectural splendour, the tranquil scenery, or the promise of a
hearty pub lunch, the honeyed stone and timeless charm of the Cotswolds will
undoubtedly leave an indelible mark on your heart. It’s a place that invites you to slow
down, breathe deeply, and discover the true essence of rural England.
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