
 

 

 

 

 

The GlosArch/Cleeve Common Trust self-guided archaeological walk 

around Cleeve Common. 

Cleeve Common, the highest point on the Cotswold escarpment, looks over the Severn 

Valley towards the Malvern Hills and the Forest of Dean to the west, with the Welsh hills 

beyond. Cleeve Common covers over 500 hectares (1300 acres), the largest area of 

Common land in Gloucestershire and its boundaries have survived largely intact for 1000 

years. 

 

Evidence of human activity on Cleeve Common can be traced back some 6000 years, with 

flint scatters and at least one possible Neolithic long barrow. There are also traces of Bronze 

Age (2450-650 BCE) occupation, and the large hilltop enclosure on nearby Nottingham Hill 

was probably constructed in the Late Bronze Age, around 800 BCE. As we shall see, the bulk 

of the evidence of prehistoric occupation dates to the Iron Age (650BCE-43AD) with sites on 

the hill and below the escarpment. No Roman remains have so far been found on the 

Common, but excavations at nearby Haymes in the 1980s by Bernard and Barbara Rawes 

found evidence of occupation between the 2nd and 4th centuries AD.  In addition, Cleeve 

Common shows archaeological evidence of Medieval and post-Medieval industry, farming 

and recreation.  

This walk takes you around many of the key sites on Cleeve Common. 

 

The walk starts at the Quarry Car Park (*). The car park is reached by the lane off the B4632 

from Prestbury to Winchcombe, which is signposted to the golf club. Pass through the gate 

at the top of the lane and turn left into the car park. 



The Walk. 7km (4.5miles), approx. 2h 30 minutes 

N.B. The walk is steep in places and some paths are uneven. Please wear 

appropriate footwear and take care on rough paths. Walking poles may be 

useful on the steepest parts. Wear appropriate clothing for the weather 

conditions. Please follow all National and local COVID-19 regulations whilst 

travelling to Cleeve Common and during the walk. 



 To start the walk, turn left out of the car park to join the Cotswold Way southbound 

(marked by wayposts bearing an acorn). The 

path swings left on the stony track past the  

golf clubhouse and quickly branches off 

slightly to the right to continue uphill. The 

golf course on Cleeve Common opened in 

1891 and has impinged on some of the 

prehistoric archaeology. 

 

Looking down from the Cotswold Way 

you may notice a roughly circular mound 

where the metal fence joins the stone 

wall. This may be the last of a group of 

Bronze Age round barrows recorded in 

antiquarian literature, the others having 

been lost into the quarry below. 

However, a recent geophysical survey 

showed no evidence of internal structure in the mound, so its nature remains unproven. 

 

Walk along the Cotswold Way for 600m with areas of quarrying to your left, (don’t go up 

to the golf tee). At the waypost, where the path splits into three, with the Cotswold Way 

turning sharply uphill,  continue on the middle path for another 100m. Above, to your left 

you will see two circular 

earthworks on the hillside. The 

larger, The Ring, is 67m in diameter 

and has an area of 0.2ha, with an 

outer ditch, banks and a central 

platform. The smaller ringwork is 

only 21m in diameter and has a 

central platform and banks but no 

ditch. These are thought to be the 

remains of an Iron Age settlement, 



or possibly animal pens, but they have not been excavated and so their exact nature 

remains a mystery. You may notice that the centre of The Ring is very flat. This is because 

when the golf course was first laid out, The Ring was used for the 18th green. Below The 

Ring, at the bottom of the escarpment, out of sight, a long mound, Ben’s Tump, is possibly a 

Neolithic long barrow, and at nearby King’s Beeches, excavation in the 1920s found Iron Age 

burials and artefacts. 

 

From The Ring, go left up the steep grassy path, keeping left to the top of the hill, 

rejoining the Cotswold Way, half-way up. Catching your breath here take a look back down 

the slope to get a good view of the Ring below to the right. At the top of the slope there is a 

toposcope table installed by Cheltenham Rotary Club pointing out a number of notable 

features visible from here.  

In fact, at least seven hillforts are visible from this vantage point. To the north in the 

distance is Bredon Hill (5) with Conderton Camp on its southern flank and Kemerton Camp 

on the western end. In the foreground, the flat-topped promontory is Nottingham Hill (6). 

The eastern end of the promontory is transected by a pair of banks and ditches, creating a 

large (28ha) enclosure. This is probably a Late Bronze Age or very early Iron Age hilltop 

enclosure. In the 1970s a chance find led to excavation of a Late Bronze Age metal hoard as 

well as evidence of settlement. To the north-west, on The Malvern Hills (4), there are forts 

on Midsummer Hill at the southern end and on the Herefordshire Beacon. British Camp is 

one of the finest hillforts in the country and is well worth a visit. South along the 

escarpment, Leckhampton (1) and Crickley Hill (2) hillforts are visible on promontories to 

the south of Cheltenham, whilst Kimsbury Camp on Painswick Beacon may just be visible in 

the distance. Note also the hill to the southwest across the valley, topped with a clump of 
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trees; May Hill (3), the source of many querns, used for grinding corn, found in the region. 

This was clearly an important landscape in the Iron Age. 

 

Turn right and continue south on the 

Cotswold Way for another 100m to a 

banked ditch running across the path from 

the escarpment edge eastwards. This is the 

Crossdyke.  In Medieval times this was a 

manorial boundary, but it is probably much 

older, constructed in either the Bronze Age 

or Iron Age. Similar boundaries are found 

elsewhere on the Cotswolds and the Shire Ditch on the Malvern Hills which was also used as 

manorial boundary, was similarly probably dug in the Bronze Age.  

 

Continue on the Cotswold Way following the waymarkers through some further small 

areas of quarrying. If you take a detour on the lower path closer to the cliff edge you can 

appreciate the extent of quarrying of the escarpment, with exposed stone cliffs and spoil 

heaps below. This is mostly post-Medieval industrial exploitation of the Cotswold limestone 

for buildings in nearby towns and for road construction, which continued into the late 19th 

century. 

 

The path crosses a couple of ridges before the final rise, from where the banks and ditches 

of the Cleeve Cloud hillfort are clearly seen. 

About 100m down the slope towards the hillfort 

a low circular bank is seen crossing the path and 

extending into the longer grass. This is the first of 

three such structures. It was once interpreted as 

a round building, but more likely it is a tree ring, 

built to enclose a clump of trees. 

 



Another 100m brings you to the outer ditch of the hillfort. The fort is enclosed by two lines 

of substantial ditches and banks. The outer bank is cut 

by a golf green, but elsewhere the banks are largely 

intact, although crossed by several paths. The original 

entrance, at the northern end of the fort, is long 

gone, having been quarried away in the 19th century 

so follow the Cotswold Way across the fortifications 

and enter the fort. The interior of the fort today is 

around 160m end to end with an area of 1.2ha. The 

fort was probably constructed in the Early Iron Age, 

between 600-400BCE, based on a single find of 

pottery and a very limited excavation of an area of 

rampart damaged by erosion. Recent work by GlosArch suggests that the fort was at least 

half as large again with around one third of the fort having been lost to quarrying. The 

interior slopes downwards and is largely featureless apart from the footpaths. A rectangular 

platform by the bank to your left, near to the seat was probably part of the original golf 

course, which had a green and tee inside the fort. 50m along the path to the right along the 

cliff edge, another tree ring is just visible to your left, in the long grass. Recent geophysical 

surveying has suggested the presence of settlement within the fort, but more work is 

needed. 

 

Continue to the southern end of the hillfort and look 

down the escarpment where you can see a square 

block of stone by a path. This is Huddlestone’s table. 

Local myth tells that it is connected to King Kenulf of 

Mercia in the 9th century, but in reality this is probably 

a romantic Victorian fiction. 

 

On leaving the hillfort at its southern end, follow the Cotswold Way past the third tree 

ring (which actually contains trees - The Three Sisters). At the second waymarker the 

Cotswold Way branches to the right, but instead carry on up the hill on the track towards 

the radio masts. At the top of the rise, after 500m, the ground levels out. This is the site of 



the original Cheltenham Racecourse. No trace of the course remains, but an area of slightly 

elevated ground to the left of the path may be all that is left of the grandstand. 

 

By the gate beyond the masts a finger post indicates a path heading off left, diagonally 

back across the Common. Take this route which joins a stony track after some 400m. To 

the left the ramparts of the hillfort come into view. Continue on this track for a further 

300m where you take a grassy path forking right, initially running parallel to the track 

before swinging away right along the far side of the hill (N.B. ignore the paths coming from 

behind and up the gully to the right). The path is initially fairly flat as the Postlip quarries 

come into view. This area was quarried from Medieval times and the stone used in 

Winchcombe and Tewkesbury abbeys.  

 

Ahead, in the valley below the town of Winchcombe is visible with Sudeley Castle to the 

right. Above Winchcombe, Broadway Tower is visible on the top of the ridge. 

 

After 500m the grass gives way to a rough stony path winding down through a quarry, 

meeting a path by a fence at the bottom. Take this 

path to the right. You will hear running water for the 

first time on the walk. This is the River Isbourne and 

after 400m you reach a small pool with a stone dam 

across it. Below, the stone-built circular structure 

with steps running into it is the Washpool, a late 

Victorian sheep-dip, one of the last to be built. It was 

last used in the 1930s. 

 



Return the way you came and then follow the path by the fence around the boundary of 

Postlip Hall. There is yet more evidence of quarrying to your left. After 500m the Cotswold 

Way joins from below right. Carry on along the Cotswold Way, uphill through two gates, 

for about 1km. As you emerge through the second gate, look left up the slope where you 

can see earthworks near the top of the hill. The nature of these is entirely unknown 

although they may have been some form of settlement. They show some similarity to The 

Ring, we encountered at the start of the walk. If you detour to the earthworks and turn and 

look back down the slope you are looking into the Carrant Valley, between the Cotswolds 

and Bredon Hill. Cropmarks and excavation have shown extensive Iron Age farming 

settlements in this area. 

 

Head back down the hill to the Cotswold Way, turning left and continuing along the path 

for a further 400m which returns you to the Quarry Car Park. 

 

 

Further reading: 

Tim Copeland. Archaeological Walking Guides: The Cotswold Way. 2013. Stroud. The History 

Press. 

 

David H Aldred. Cleeve Hill: The History of the Hill and its People. 1990. Stroud. Alan Sutton 

Publishing Ltd. 

 

 

 

  

 


