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Northleach, England - We decided to take a leisurely drive west from Oxford on the A-40 west toward Cheltenham to investigate an area of England called the Cotswolds. I had been told by many previous visitors, both American and British, that it is a "delightful place" and that I should definitely check it out.
The A-40 is a mostly two lane blacktop highway reached from Oxford City Centre (as it is called), via a round-a-bout just to the north of the city. Once outside most larger cities here in Britain, there are few traffic lights at intersections.  Instead there are round-a-bouts, that is, traffic circles with this rule:  whoever is in the round-a-bout has right of way.  Surprisingly, it all works quite well.  As a nation, both the British, and its millions of immigrants, are inherently civilized.  They queue up to wait for busses and are genuinely non-aggressive when driving.  Obviously, these statements are generalizations, but I have seen few exceptions.  In fact, I have never seen anyone attempt to jump the queue when boarding a bus.  I suspect that the offender would be instantly pummeled by a cadre of little old ladies with their handbags.
When we were about 40 miles west of Oxford, I saw a road sign with an arrow pointing toward "The Wool Church."  "Why not?" I asked my wife, so off we went in search of this church with the curious name.  
In a few miles we came to Northleach, a small town which was so totally quaint that it seemed to be directly from a postcard.  The center of the village consisted of a few shops, a post office, and a small parking area.  All of the buildings were of stone construction and appeared to be really old.  We knew immediately that we were in the Cotswolds because the first building to our left had a large sign proclaiming "Cotswold Store."  Next to it was an equally old stone structure with its sign saying "BAKERY - FRUITERER- GREENGROCER."    Because we had been in the rental car for over an hour, we decided to stretch our legs by taking a walk uphill toward an incredibly beautiful old church;  urely this was the Wool Church?
First we had to navigate through a cemetery with scary-movie-like tombstones, most of which had writing which had become illegible with age.  I was able to read a few marking the graves of locals who had passed away in the early 1800's.  Some of the stones were covered with green moss and others were no longer vertical.  The front of the church had five tall stained glass windows with a taller tower to the rear housing a bell structure.  We located the entrance on the left and soon found ourselves inside the ancient parish church of St. Peter and St. Paul, often called, I soon learned "The Cathedral of the Cotswolds."  The initial construction dates from the 14th century, when the chancel, church tower and font were built - primarily from funds provided by local merchants known as woolmen who had become wealthy due to high demand for the top quality Cotswold wool produced locally.  Over the next several centuries, additional funds were provided by other local woolmen to complete an additional chapel, two-storied porch with pinnacles, battlements, statues, and a peal of six bells and clock in that magnificent tower, which I learned was over 100 feet high.
We spent nearly an hour in the church by ourselves marveling at the excellent condition of the brasses imbedded in the stone floor marking the grave site of wealthy parishioners from long ago.  Many of the brasses had images of husband and wife alongside each other in flowing robes.  One had a sign simply saying "Unknown Woolman and his wife with woolpack and lapdog at their feet, 1400."  We smiled realizing that 40 years earlier my wife had come to several of these old English churches to do rubbings on the incredibly detailed brass markers.   Each of the wooden seats in the church had a rectangular maroon or blue cushion with colorful gold embroidery honoring the Queen or various military units.  As we left the church, we deposited several pound coins to assist the congregation in keeping this wonderful landmark and house of worship in such superb condition.  It was indeed a most informative, and somber, history lesson.
We continued our walk through Northleach and discovered a dog-friendly pub and associated hotel, the Wheatsheaf Inn, which had housed British fighter pilots who were based here in 1940 during the Battle of Britain.  The Inn was quite crowded with diners, many who had driven quite a distance for the renowned food.  Every third couple seemed to have a dog at their feet.    
Northleach itself pre-dated the wool church by a century, having been founded in 1227 following a grant by King Henry III to the Abbot of Gloucester to hold an annual market, perhaps where we had parked.   Compared to this centuries old history, we spent only a few hours here.   But you could almost feel some of those woolmen of old asking how we liked their village.  I would have answered in the affirmative.
I thought that you might like to know.
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