
 
Friday June 20 th – Sunday June 22 nd 

Weekend excursion to the Cotswolds 
Director: Andrew Swift 

 
For many years a repeated (and thoroughly justified) request from certain factions of the 
membership has been to hold the weekend excursion in The Cotswolds, and finally in June 2008, 
it came to pass. Being only too aware of the relative lack of Cotswolds geological expertise in my 
own case, and perhaps the Section as a whole, I made strenuous efforts to identify and secure a 
leader from the ranks of the knowledgeable, but without success. So if you can’t find anyone else 
……. First job was to locate suitable localities, mug them up and then do preliminary field 
assessments. Fortunately those tasks are not too difficult, as the Cotswolds have many wonderful 
exposures of Mesozoic sequences, especially of Jurassic age, all well documented. The 
Chairman and I undertook a reconnaissance trip in April and found that the chosen sites were 
both geologically interesting and accessible, so it was all systems go. I particularly wanted to 
uphold the (sometime) tradition of having the excursion over the midsummer solstice, and 
fortunately this year the 21st of June fell on a Saturday, so that weekend was designated for the 
trip. Winchcombe was chosen as a base and the party was invited to book accommodation in or 
around that attractive small market town. The one variable is always the weather, and sadly, apart 
from later on the Sunday morning, the skies were mostly steely grey and threatening rain, 
accompanied by decidedly unsummery temperatures, but we were very lucky and avoided getting 
soaked. 
 

 
In the cutting shed at Guiting Quarry 

 
   Continuing the trend of recent years and in view of the fact that most of us are able to get away 
on the Friday morning, the excursion commenced with a couple of visits from 1.00 on Friday. The 
first of these was to the working Oathill Quarry near Temple Guiting, which exploits mostly ‘Yellow 
Guiting Stone’, aka the classic ‘Cotswold Stone’ of the picture postcards, for building purposes. 
That was very much a last minute visit, as I’d decided against trying to include that locality, but the 
owners rang on the Thursday and were very keen that we should make the visit, so it was 
somehow fitted in over lunchtime. Because the notice was so short, only a handful of members 
were able to attend, but that detracted not at all from the fine geology, highlighted by the presence 
of a rare mudmound in the ‘White Guiting Stone’. From Oathill we drove the short distance along 
the B4077 to Guiting Quarry, where the majority of the rest of the party joined the trip. Guiting 
Quarry is another working (but much larger) quarry extracting the Middle Jurassic Guiting Stone 
(Jackdaw Quarry Oolite and Devil’s Chimney Oolite of the Lower Inferior Oolite Group). Younger 
units were exposed at the top of the quarry and these proved to be good levels for fossils. We 
were also allowed by the very obliging manager Phil Wood to see the stone cutting and dressing 
facility.



   The full party of 19 convened in the evening in Winchcombe, where we met in the Plaisterers 
Arms. Many of us ate there before taking off for an inspection of the delights of a typical stone-
built Cotswolds town. Saturday dawned with cool temperatures and grey skies but enthusiasm 
was not dimmed by such trifling drawbacks. First stop was the landfill site at Bishops Cleeve 
(llamas or alpacas?), a large concern where Lower Lias clay was dug out, rubbish piled into the 
resulting hole and the clay put back as a seal. Some quite dangerous materials, like fly ash, were 
disposed of in that way, but we preferred not to dwell on that aspect. What was important to us 
was that the excavations exposed vast amounts of very fossiliferous clay, and little more was 
required of the leader than to briefly explain the stratigraphy and then turn the party loose. From 
Bishops Cleeve we made the somewhat tortuous traverse of Cheltenham on a busy Saturday in 
order to access Leckhampton Hill. This marvellous open access highland is a natural history 
paradise, and not least of its attractions is the geology trail laid out by the Gloucestershire 
Geoconservation Trust around the hill, with stops at the most interesting geological features. The 
trail is somewhat testing in places and quite long, but there were no complaints and the excellent 
geology, views, hill fort, tumuli, bee orchids, other wild flowers, birds and roman (edible) snails 
were more than adequate compensation. 
 

 
The party on Leckhampton Hill 

 
   Saturday’s programme ended with a visit to Hornsleasow (Snowshill) Quarry, literally in the 
middle of nowhere, but a geologically famous spot nonetheless. The sequence exposes younger 
rocks than we saw at our other localities, these being of Bathonian age (Fuller’s Earth and Great 
Oolite groups). These days Hornsleasow is abandoned and peaceful, and nature has made a 
comfortable home amongst the old excavations, but not so long ago a clay horizon yielded a 
startling array of vertebrate material, including dinosaur remains. And plenty of fossils were left for 
us, as demonstrated by the party’s close attention to the faces, but sadly no vertebrates turned 
up. 
   Saturday concluded with the customary Section meal, taken in the evening at the White Lion in 
Winchcombe, and a convivial time was had by all. Just one locality remained to be visited on the 
Sunday, Hock Cliff on the Severn estuary near the village of Freherne. This is a long low cliff that 
exposes a Lower Lias sequence, of the usual shales and subordinate limestones type, and is 
another locality famous for its fossils. The traverse along it forms a most enjoyable promenade in 
scenic surroundings with the cliffs on one side and the Severn lapping at the shore on the other. 
On arrival the tide was at its maximum and wind was whipping the waves up into a slightly 
intimidating configuration, but the timing was perfect for a steady lowering of the waters as we 
walked. We ended our walk where the cliff disappeared and took a route back along the top 
through woods and verdant meadows. It had been a poor year for butterflies but one Clouded 
Yellow was spotted and several dragonflies. 
    
 



 

  
Fossilling in Hornsleasow Quarry  

 

 
The party at Hock Cliff 

 
The party broke up on the return to Freherne with the usual expressions of regret, but a splinter 
group found its way to the Bell at Frampton on Severn where the excursion concluded in 
appropriate style as we watched a cricket match on the village green in midsummer from the 
garden of an English country pub. 

Andrew Swift 
 

 
 


