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Sunday  Travel

It was also the venue for 
actress Elizabeth Hurley’s 
wedding to Indian textile heir 
Arun Nayar — a relationship 
which was fated to last about 
as long as one of King Henry’s. 

All these outings are just a
short taxi ride from the town 
centre and also offer the 
excuse to pop in for a drink in 
a country pub on the way 
back. “The champagne of the 
Cotswolds,” was how the 
barman described the local ale, 
Old Hooky, when he handed 
my pint to me. He wasn’t far 
off — and if your wallet is 
suffering after the races, it’s 
certainly less expensive than 
the fizzy French stuff. 

swooping in to grab a piece of 
raw meat off your arm, you 
will need all your self-control 
to resist the urge to stroke a 
harris hawk or cuddle a 
chilean blue eagle.

Alternatively, spend an 
afternoon at Sudeley Castle 
(sudeleycastle.co.uk, tickets 
from €18.65). Built in 1442, it 
was the backdrop to much of 
the plotting and power politics 
that characterised British 
history in the middle of that 
period, including the Wars of 
the Roses. The Sudeley chapel 
is the resting place of Henry 
VIII’s sixth and final wife, 
Catherine Parr, who was 
lucky enough to survive him. 

Cotswolds. While you may not 
be able to clear your gambling 
losses, the chance to clear 
your head with a walk on 
Cleeve Hill, the highest peak of 
the Cotswold Hills, should not 
be missed: breathtaking views 
are guaranteed — and free.

A rural excursion of a 
different kind can be found on 
a Walks with Hawks experience 
(walkswithhawks.co.uk, tickets 
from €24). Falconry might not 
be an obvious way to spend a 
couple of hours, but owner 
Clare Lott’s passion for the 
subject is as impressive as her 
feathered friends themselves. 
Once you have overcome your 
initial fear about a bird of prey 

which provided most of the 
locations for “If...”, director 
and producer Lindsay 
Anderson’s 1968 film about 
boarding school rebellion. 
Anderson had attended the 
college and when he sought its 
permission to film there wisely 
withheld some of his movie’s 
more violent plot points.

Tempting though it is to 
spend any time within 
Cheltenham just looking 
around the town — and the 
Wilson art gallery is worth a 
visit — it would be inexcusable 
not to explore the surrounding 
countryside. Travel just five 
kilometres from the centre 
and you are in the wilds of the 

Cheltenham. The
very word sparks 
a frisson of
excitement among
the horse racing set.

In a fortnight, Irish fans will 
begin the mass migration to 
the Cotswold town that is 
home to the national hunt’s 
greatest festival. Bets will be 
placed, fortunes squandered 
and sorrows drowned, and yet 
everyone will agree at the end 
that they had the time of their 
lives. A hardened few may 
even be plotting a move east to 
Twickenham, where a possible 
St Patrick’s Day Six Nations 
rugby decider between 
England and Ireland awaits the 
day after the Gold Cup. 

Many who make the journey
will be unaware of the non-
sporting delights Cheltenham 
has to offer, however. The other 
Cheltenham is a Regency spa 
town with period architecture 
to match, nestled within some 
of the most picturesque 
countryside England has to 
offer and rich in cultural and 
culinary attractions.

It was here in 1788 that King
George III — pre madness — 
came to “take the waters”. 
Once the springs got the royal 
thumbs up, entrepreneurs 
moved in to open up new wells. 
A host of rival pumps sprang 
up to cope with an influx of 
paying visitors eager to drink 
the mineral water and later, 
when spas were built, submerge 
themselves in medicinal baths. 

If you want to locate the 
origin of modern Cheltenham, 
then take a small detour as you 
make your way back along the 
main road that connects the 
Prestbury Park racing venue 
to the town centre. There, 
just on the left and 10 minutes 
from the jumps, you will find 
the Pittville Pump Room, 
named after a banker called 
Joseph Pitt, who had the idea 
of creating his own rival town 
with a pump building as the 
centrepiece. Today Pittville is 
just a suburb of the main town, 
but the classically-designed 
pump room, built between 
1825 and 1830, remains an 
impressive monument to that 
dream. You can still drink 
natural alkaline water from the 
original marble and scagliola 

spa pump which stands proudly 
in the apse of the building.

These days “spa” tends to 
refer to luxurious venues 
where participants can soak 
in hot tubs, have massages 
and generally be pampered 
rather than drink salty water. 
Cheltenham’s most prestigious 
is at Ellenborough Park, a 16th 
century manor house that by 
the 20th century had become 
a private school for girls — not 
to be confused with the famous
Cheltenham Ladies’ College — 
and today is a five-star hotel.

On the subject of local 
education establishments, cult 
movie fans won’t be able to 
resist Cheltenham College, 

Punters hit the pumps 
for a dip into history

Irish racing fans 
in Cheltenham 
will see just 
how much the 
spa town has to 
offer away from 
the turf, writes 
Nick Greenslade 
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The town’s Cleeve Hill 
area, right, and Sudeley 
Castle, far right


