


SIMPLY

GORGEOUS
James Fossdyke spends an afternoon  

exploring Cheddar and the surrounding  

area in INFINITI’s 0 crossover

0

God, this is good fun. A 350-million-year-old lump of jagged 
limestone flashes past the passenger window and I boot it as I 
sweep through the hairpin bend. Blasting up Cheddar Gorge, it 
feels like I’ve been away from the drudgery of the office for a 
lifetime, rather than just an hour-and-a-half.

Just this morning, I was sitting at my desk, answering phone 
calls from people I’d rather not speak to and writing emails to 
people who’d rather not hear from me.

But then came a phone call I did want to answer, as luxury 
car manufacturer INFINITI invited me to vacate my desk and 
head out in their 0 crossover for the afternoon in search of 
the South West’s best driving route.

Never one to pass up an opportunity to get away from 
Microsoft Word’s blinking cursor (read that how you will),  
I grabbed the keys, set up an out-of-office reply and left. 
To my colleagues, it must have looked as though I’d simply 
vanished. One minute I was there, the next I wasn’t.

Leaving the office, I still wasn’t sure quite where I’d go, 
but with my editor’s rules still ringing in my ears (don’t be 
longer than two hours), I pointed the nose at the Mendips and 
cruised into the countryside.

If you were going to build the perfect region to drive around, 
the Mendip Hills would be a pretty close facsimile of what 
you’d end up with. Like the Yorkshire Dales and the Highlands 
of Scotland, they provide an ideal concoction of elevation 
changes, isolation and rolling scenery that’s perfect for a 
stress-relieving drive.

HEADING FOR THE OPEN ROADS
About 20 minutes out of Bristol, I found myself crawling 
through the village of Chew Magna, which boasts some 
narrow streets and an understandable 20mph speed limit. 
Other than the odd artisanal shop, a bank and a couple of 
pubs, there’s little to the village, but it’s pretty enough and 
seemed as good a place to start as anywhere. At the top of 

the village, I peeled off to the left, a low brick wall flashing 
past on my right as I left the claustrophobic main street behind 
and ventured out into the countryside. Soon enough though,  
the greenery of the Mendips’ farmland was replaced by 
another village.

Chew Stoke, like Chew Magna, is a diminutive village with 
even more diminutive roads, but despite its apparent lack of 
population it seems to go on forever, almost fizzling out before 
another clump of buildings re-establishes its presence.

Eventually the road opened up, but rather than being 
surrounded by a patchwork of fields, the view from my 
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passenger window was filled with restless grey water.

Chew Valley Lake is the largest artificial lake in south-west 

England, and among the largest in Britain. As well as having 

been occupied by the Romans long before its inundation in the 

1950s, the lake is also a site of special scientific interest, and a 

national centre for birdwatching.

If Wikipedia is to be believed, a massive 260 different 

species of birds live there, so the real number could actually 

be anything between 26 and 260,000. Today though, the 

only things spreading their wings in the mucky weather were 

a couple of rather miserable-looking geese. Hardly enough to 

bring out my inner Bill Oddie.

After leaving the lake far behind, I scythed through a small 

collection of houses in a seemingly nameless hamlet. The 

satellite navigation offered little in the way of clues, and even 

Google Maps couldn’t put a name to it, but the sweeping 

road meant I wasn’t too worried about where I was going. 

Fortunately I only had one corner to take and a navigation 

system to guide me, but I was caught a little off guard when 

the road suddenly stopped at a slightly skewed crossroads.

Turning right, I wound my way through Compton Martin, 

only to be faced by another huge body of water when I 

emerged on the other side. Blagdon Lake, the predecessor to 

Chew Valley Lake, is neither Britain’s largest nor best-known 

reservoir, but it certainly looks dramatic from the roads above.

EFFORTLESS FUN
Sadly, and despite its best efforts, the road couldn’t quite 

match the view for drama, but it was still entertaining 

enough. Gentle elevation changes, sensible speed limits 

and an unending stream of sweeping, fast S-bends made 

it fun without being hard work. Only the tight streets and 

unforgiving limestone walls of Blagdon and Upper Langford 

interrupted a thoroughly pleasant drive.

Joining the A38 at Churchill, I found myself with an 

overwhelming sense of being too close to civilisation. The 

junction looks far more complicated than it actually is when 

seen on a map, but the collection of shops and pubs that 

cluster around the crossroads give an urban feel that jars 

when compared to the landscape I’ve travelled through so far.

There’s something very odd about sliding through a 

landscape that epitomises rural England, then finding yourself 

faced with what appears to be an inner city chip shop, but the 

unsettling sensation was soon relieved.

I peeled off the main road like a fighter jet abandoning its 

formation, and found myself back in the countryside I had 

momentarily left behind. The short, straight blast down the 

narrow, tree-lined road to Shipham brought me back to the 

isolation of rural Somerset, and I was strangely comforted  

at the prospect of being returned to a world of cattle and 

quaint villages.

But it wasn’t long before I ended up in Cheddar, the village 

famed for its cheese and which seems incapable of deciding 

whether it wants to be a vast urban area, a quiet Mendip 

village or a teeming tourist trap.

The town’s outskirts are unremarkable in the extreme, with 
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the windows full of the nondescript housing estates that seem 

to be the stock precursor to any small town in the country. 

The town centre, though, is much more picturesque, featuring 

dark stone buildings, drystone walls and a selection of touristy 

village shops stocking all manner of souvenirs and keepsakes.

It was certainly a big hit with the tourists, who had turned 

up in their droves to explore both the cheese shops and the 

famous gorge, which sits at the top of the town, its stone 

walls casting a shadow on the amassed cafés and pubs that  

gather beneath it. And it’s that gorge I’m now climbing, 

following a path forged 200 million years ago by glacial 

meltwater. The river has now migrated underground, and in its 

place lies a ribbon of tarmac that wriggles and writhes around 

unforgiving outcrops of solid limestone.

A SIGHT TO BEHOLD
The penalty for getting it wrong up here is severe, but the 

rewards for getting it absolutely bang on are huge. There isn’t 

too much scope for exuberance lower down the gorge, simply 

because of the sheer volume of tourist traffic, parked cars and, 

in school holidays, errant children. For the first few corners, 

you have to sit back and enjoy the view.

That’s no great problem, though, given the awe-inspiring 

scale of my surroundings. It’s difficult to believe that Cheddar 

Gorge was created by anything other than a couple of 

builders with a barrow of dynamite and a couple of pickaxes, 

but knowing that it was created simply by nature leaves you 

marvelling at the sheer power of our world’s natural forces.

I’ve soon climbed beyond the badly-parked visitors and 

runabout youngsters however, and my mind has returned 

to the road. From this point, I could open the 0’s taps 

and enjoy myself a bit more. Few things are as satisfying as 

perfectly judging a corner, whooshing past the cliffs and diving 

into the next bend.

At the top of the gorge, the road opens up into countryside, 

with fields of long grass acting as a pleasant foreground 

to the curvaceous hilltops characteristic of the area. I leave 

the main road and head for Wookey Hole, the little village 

famed for its caverns, and end up on a viciously narrow road 

punctuated by tiny spaces where two cars can just about 

pass each other. Now and then, I have to stop for something 

coming the other way, but for the most part I’m left to enjoy 

the view. And what a view.

From the crest of the Deerleap Road you can see for miles, 

right across the vale to the next ridge on a clear day. I pull 

over into the car park that serves as a viewpoint and look 

out across a valley that was forged slowly and painstakingly 

over millions of years. Out in the distance, the towns of 

Glastonbury and Street are swallowed up by a chaotic – but 

oddly tranquil – mess of fields, hedgerows, rocky outcrops 

and villages. At this distance, separating one from another is 

almost impossible.

But with time constraints lurking in the murky depths of 

my consciousness, I tear myself away from the view and hop 

down into Wookey Hole, then back onto main roads.

I skirt around the edge of Wells – the city often referred to 

as England’s smallest, despite the fact that the City of London 

is actually smaller – and cut through the outskirts in a bid to 

steer clear of the strains of modern town life.

Avoiding the city centre means ploughing through a maze of 

industrial and housing estates, but it’s a relatively clear run to 

the A39. This is the last leg, and I’m soon heading north again, 

aiming for Chewton Mendip. 

It’s the first real A-road I’ve been on for a while, and its 

relatively well-maintained road markings and abundance of 

signposts mean some of my workload is reduced, allowing me 

to enjoy the scenery.

In all honesty, the road isn’t exactly scenic in the classical 

sense, but there’s plenty of greenery, and the odd glimpse of 

southern Somerset can be found peeking through the gaps  

in the trees. 

The rolling topography gives the road a gentle and pleasant 

rhythm, but the traffic is slightly more noticeable now I’m on a 

busier road, and it’s about to get even heavier.

STRESS-RELIEVING
Almost without noticing, I find myself on the A37. The two 

roads merge almost seamlessly, and carry me swiftly back 

towards Chew Magna. 

After a good hour of going without seeing a truck, following 

wagons across the landscape has somehow now become 

a slightly alien concept, but finding myself stuck at 50mph 

proves oddly therapeutic, without severely denting what 

remains of my allocated time.

Certainly, I have long enough to enjoy one last view before 

I leave the fast roads behind me and sweep back into Chew 

Magna. As the road plunges down the hill after Clutton, 

Bristol’s far-reaching urban sprawl is just about visible,  

sitting in stark contrast to the green foreground of the  

North-East Somerset countryside that lies beneath the  

fuzzy grey blanket of clouds.

Returning to the city centre half an hour later, I look at my 

watch. I’ve been gone a touch longer than I should have, but 

who cares if my boss has a little tantrum? If that’s the only 

penalty for two hours of stress-free me-time, some stunning 

scenery and a little bit of good, honest fun, I’ll happily do it 

again tomorrow. n
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IT LEAVES YOU MARVELLING AT THE SHEER 

POWER OF OUR WORLD’S NATURAL FORCES

SAY CHEESE
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