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DISTANCE / TIME 
20 km / 7-8 hr
 
TOTAL ASCENT 
590 m 
 
START 
Hall Leys Park, Matlock  
SK 298 602 DE4 3AT 
 
FINISH 
Ore House, Winster 
SK 238 601    DE4 2DR 
 
MAP 
OS Explorer Map OL24 1:25,000 
White Peak area 
 
REFRESHMENTS 
Cromford village 
National Stone Centre 
Middleton Top Countryside Centre 
Winster village 
 
ELEVATION PROFILE

SUMMARY 
Matlock is accessible by road or rail and there are plenty of parking areas and amenities 
to ease the logistics at the start of a long walk. Occupying the narrow flood plain of the 
River Derwent, Hall Leys Park is one of the loveliest parks in Derbyshire and it provides a 
suitable starting point. The route initially follows the Derwent valley, a cradle of industry, 
and then heads west along the High Peak Trail to Harboro’ Rocks. From that fine vantage 
point you skirt the limestone quarries at Grangemill before climbing again to traverse high 
pasture land with much evidence of former lead mining activity around the village  
of Winster.

This opening section of the GeoWalk involves some quite intricate route-finding and 
several steep hills. It is also one of the longer sections, so if you complete it comfortably 
you are set fair for the remainder of the walk.

Matlock to Winster 
Matlock – Masson Hill – Cromford – Middleton Top – Harboro’ Rocks – Ible – Winster

SECTION 1
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S  Set off from the War Memorial in the NW corner of the park and follow the 
boulevard that runs next to the river, past the bandstand, bowling green and 
playground to leave the park. Turn right almost immediately, following signs to 
Knowleston Gardens and Pic Tor. After crossing a wooden bridge turn right again  
to re-join the path next to the River Derwent. Small crags to the left of the path  
soon coalesce to form a high cliff of nearly horizontal Monsal Dale Limestone  
that comprises both thick and thin beds (Photo 1.1).

The lower part of the cliff is easily accessed from the path and is much frequented by 
rock climbers. Notice that dark grey chert nodules occur quite commonly and whilst 
they vary in size and shape they are broadly aligned with bedding planes in the 
limestone. Some of the rock is crowded with fossilised shells called brachiopods that 
are elliptical in cross-section.

After another 50 m there is an information sign describing the rather unsuccessful 
Ladygate Mine that operated here in the late 1700s, one of many in this area that 
attempted to exploit the metallic lead ore galena. The large cleft in the rock here is 
a worked-out mineral vein or rake. Notice that the limestone cliff here shows little 
sign of bedding, has few obvious fossil shells and is characterised instead by numerous 
sub-circular pock-marks and irregular fractures. It is therefore very different from 
the riverside cliff seen earlier, although both are made of limestone. Such differences 
between adjacent masses of limestone are quite commonly seen in the rock record and 
they are best explained by the changeable nature of the sea bed on which the original 
lime-rich sediment and shell fragments accumulated. 

Continue along the riverside path, go under the railway bridge, and then turn right 
over the metal river bridge. Carefully cross the busy main road and turn left. After  
100 m fork right up St. John’s Road and look for the public footpath opposite Primrose 
Cottages. The path weaves its way uphill past cottages and crosses a stile to enter 
open ground. Continue uphill for 100 m to reach an intersecting path that contours 
around the hillside. 

Photo 1.1 A prominent 
riverside cliff created by 
the erosive power of the 
River Derwent. At the base 
of the cliff there are many 
chert layers and isolated 
nodules, suggesting that 
silica-rich solutions 
circulated within the 
limestone after it had  
been deposited.



4

2  Turn left and follow the path through a wood next to a substantial wall, with views 
of the gorge below and crags of pale grey limestone on the right. Re-join the road 
and head uphill past a former chapel, built in 1897 from local stone. As you approach 
Cliffe House, leave the road to follow a path on the right that rises steeply through a 
wood, circumnavigating local properties. Emerge into open ground and follow the path 
diagonally right, up the hill, to enter woodland at a small gate. The path continues to 
climb steeply to find large boulders of dolostone scattered around a concrete path that 
zig-zags still higher. Pass the exit to Great Masson Cavern to reach low crags of dolostone 
and a marvellous view across the valley that is dominated by High Tor1, a massive 
limestone cliff about 100 m-high (Photo 1.2).  

3  This area is known as Masson Hill and it is a Site of Special Scientific Interest, 
primarily for geological reasons, because it is honeycombed with a network of natural 
caves and mines that contain a wide variety of minerals. The lead mines were exploited 
from Roman times, reaching a peak in activity during the 1500s and 1600s. Since then lead 
production gradually declined, although the subsequent search for baryte and fluorite 
stuttered on until the 1900s. At ground level the industrial legacy of the area is seen in 
the mosaic of grassland habitats that result from lead-rich spoil heaps and old mineral 
workings, along with patches of regenerated woodland. The elevated viewing platform 
that also serves to cap an old mine shaft is surrounded by information boards and is well 
worth a visit.

Take the high path from the viewing platform and turn left. Avoiding the return route 
to the Heights of Abraham, contour around the hillside on a gravel road to find yellow 
waymarks on a path to the right of a cattle grid and gate. Follow the path into the wood 
via a gate and then traverse along the valley side. These woods are typical of those found 
on alkaline soils and are dominated by beech, ash and hawthorn. Blocks of dolostone 
occasionally surface in the path and there are several deep gullies nearby that are 
remnants of old lead workings along the Coalpit Rake. Exit the wood by a squeeze stile to 
fine panoramic views over Dene Quarry and, further left, the Black Rock of Cromford that 
is in woodland near the skyline, just below the Bolehill transmitter.

Photo 1.2 View looking 
east from Masson Hill 
towards High Tor and 
Riber Castle. The solid 
yellow lines outline several 
carbonate mud-mounds 
which appear rather 
structureless, apart from 
their distinctive dome-like 
shape. They are flanked 
and overlain by Monsal 
Dale Limestone that is 
clearly bedded and dips 
away from the mounds, 
as shown by the dashed 
yellow lines. The wooded 
slopes above High Tor are 
underlain by younger shale 
and sandstone on which 
the castle is built.
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Turn left onto the track that leads downhill, through gates and down the left-hand side of 
the field. Just beyond the water trough, turn left to follow Derwent Valley Walk waymarks 
above some cottages, through a wood and over a wooden stile to a junction of paths 
at Upperwood, an old mining settlement. Carry straight on down the overgrown path, 
emerging onto the narrow road near Cumberland House. 

4  Turn right and walk past more cottages before merging into a public footpath 
signposted to Scarthin. The path contours and then descends steeply to a path 
intersection. Keep right here and look out for an adit on the right-hand side of the path, 
shortly before a second path junction. The adit can be entered for few metres with a torch 
and some prudence, sufficient to spot some veins of calcite in the limestone.

When you reach the second path intersection, keep right and continue to follow the 
Derwent Valley Walk around the hillside. The imposing mansion on your left is Cromford 
Court, built in 1907 for the works manager of nearby Masson Mill. The path soon crests 
the hill; keep right here and after another 30 m turn sharp left and descend into the 
historic village of Cromford. Meet the road at the former Methodist Chapel and turn left, 
passing between Scarthin bookshop and Cromford pond, both of which provide attractive 
diversions. At the main road turn left and head for the traffic lights.

5  Turn right on the A6 for 200 m and then fork right up Intake Lane. Climb steadily up 
the hill which is underlain by Bowland Shale. As you leave the valley, notice that the 
River Derwent is no longer deeply incised into a limestone gorge, but flows across a wide 
flood plain developed on the shale. Most of the steep slopes on the far side of the river are 
also underlain by shale that is prone to minor landslides.

Intake Lane gradually becomes a path through the wood. Rocks soon appear on the 
slopes above the path and it is evident that the hill top is formed by resistant layers of 
sandstone; these are known as the Ashover Grit. Ignore the footpath that joins from 
the right and continue uphill, through a short tunnel, before doubling back right on a 
short path to join the High Peak Trail. The trail used to be the Cromford and High Peak 
Railway which opened in 1830 to connect canals on either side of the Peak District. 
During the course of its 130-year life it carried freight, mainly quarried limestone, across 
the undulating upland plateau with the help of nine inclines to overcome the height 
differences.

6  On your way up Sheep Pasture incline there are many moss-covered outcrops of dark 
sandstone and gritstone and these rocks were used to build the engine house at the top. 
A few metres beyond there is an information board and a panoramic view to the north; 
the large hill is the one that you have just contoured around (Masson Hill, made mainly 
of dolostone and lava), to the right is a flat-topped ridge capped by Ashover Grit and in 
between is the valley of the River Derwent with High Tor prominent.

Beyond here it is easier going and after passing Vic Edge’s Bike Shed (yes – really!) there 
are good views into Dene Quarry which extracted the limestone that lies beneath the 
gritstone you’re standing on. Beyond Dene Quarry, abandoned quarries in the wooded 
hillside have a different appearance because the distinctive buff-brown rock is dolostone; 
the rock seen briefly at Masson Hill.
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7  A little further along the trail there are several enormous blocks of sandstone that 
show little sign of bedding. An even larger block, called Black Rock, is perched high on 
the slope above you and it is worth visiting for the view alone. It has been suggested that 
these sandstone blocks are not in place, but have slid into their present position2. This 
is remarkable enough, but detailed geological work indicates that the slide occurred way 
back in Carboniferous times, some 320 Ma, rather than during the recent past. 

DIVERSION TO THE SUMMIT OF BLACK ROCK (30 minutes) 
At the car park follow the sign to Cromford Moor and head uphill, past an information 
board, before skirting the edge of the spoil heap of the former Cromford Moor Mine. Cut 
across left, to the flat grassy plateau at the top of the spoil heap, to examine Black Rock. 
This huge, coarse-grained, faintly laminated sandstone block slid down the front of an 
unstable delta that was building out into the Carboniferous sea, tilting backwards (south-
wards) during the process. 

You can reach the top easily enough by walking anti-clockwise through the woods to the 
right, or scramble up steeper weaknesses between the rocks. The panorama is magnificent 
but take care not to fall off the overhanging prows! 

Return to the High Peak Trail as you will.

As you continue westwards along the trail you pass from gritstone to limestone, the 
characteristic rock of the White Peak. After 600 m you reach the National Stone Centre3, 
which is a great place to visit if you are interested in looking at limestones, fossils and 
minerals in some detail. The Centre also has fine examples of most of the major rock types 
in Britain, variously incorporated into drystone walls and a flight of steps that transport 
you through geological time. Amenities here include a car park, café, toilets and a  
small museum.

The trail continues easily before ascending Middleton Incline where Monsal Dale 
Limestone is seen in both sides of the cutting. Halfway up the incline pass under a high 
bridge and look for a point about 100 m beyond where the nearly horizontal beds intersect 
the trail (Photo 1.3). 

The sequence comprises two thin beds of 
rubbly limestone, surrounded by thicker 
beds of solid-looking grey limestone. Close 
examination will reveal that the lower 
rubbly limestone rests on a thin, disrupted 
layer of pink and yellow clay that contains 
brachiopods. The shells lived on the sea 
floor whilst the limestone was being 
deposited, but they were entombed in a 
layer of volcanic ash that was ejected from 
a nearby active volcano. These clay-rich 
layers of altered volcanic ash are known 
locally as clay wayboards and they occur 
commonly in the White Peak limestone. 

Photo 1.3 Thin rubbly limestone beds (in dashed 
yellow lines) seen in the Middleton Incline cutting.
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8  Walk past the Middleton Top engine house which was last used in 1967, and a small 
visitor centre with toilets and a car park. After a further kilometre, on the approach to the 
Hopton Tunnel, you enter a deep cutting which reveals a thick succession of limestone. 
Towards the top of the cutting the thinly bedded limestone contains many chert nodules 
and it has been partially altered to pale brown dolostone. Small faults disrupt the beds 
and create gullies, such that gabions have been placed in the cutting to stabilise it. 

Continue along the trail, passing the large Ryder Point quarry and processing plant before 
ascending the Hopton Incline. At the top, cross the road and re-join the trail that now 
runs through the middle of the Carsington Pasture Wind Farm, an area that was formerly 
worked extensively for lead and silica sands. After a further kilometre you reach Hoben’s 
mineral processing plant at the foot of Harboro’ Rocks. 

9  Leave the High Peak Trail at the works and follow the signpost to Harboro’ Rocks up  
a path to open ground. Weave your way through several rocky terraces, aiming for the top 
of the hill and a trig point that remains out of sight until the last minute. The crags are 
formed of grey-brown dolostone that feels rough to the hand and is peppered with small 
holes. In places it is possible to see remnants of bedding planes and fossils, but it is the 
ridge-forming rocky outcrops that are distinctive (Photo 1.4). 
 

Photo 1.4 Imposing crags of dolostone at Harboro’ Rocks that originally formed as limestone before 
they were altered by infiltrating magnesium-rich hydrothermal fluids4. 

There are fine views from the summit of Harboro’ Rocks, dominated by Carsington Water 
to the south. This reservoir was opened in 1992, having been rebuilt following the collapse 
of the original dam in 1984. The flooded valley is floored by impermeable Carboniferous 
shale, whilst the high ground to the east is formed by more resistant sandstone, similar to 
that already seen at Cromford. There’s no obvious path leading away from the trig point, 
but follow the line of crags towards the wind turbines for about 50 m and then turn left, 
towards a drystone wall where there is a stile between two large sycamore trees. Walk 
across four fields, skirting New Harboro’ Farm and join a broad track.

Turn left and follow the track, ignoring the entrance drive to Griffe Walk Farm, before 
descending gradually towards Grange Mill Quarry, a large working quarry that is 
extracting and processing very pure Bee Low Limestone for pharmaceuticals and 
industrial aggregates. Across the steep, wooded valley to the right is the hamlet of Ible, 
the next destination.
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Close to the quarry, turn right onto the Limestone Way and admire the drystone wall, 
recently constructed from local limestone. Then bear right, away from the wall and 
obvious footpath, to follow the wire fence steeply downhill to the valley bottom; great 
care is needed as you cross the stile and exit onto the roadside. Be very vigilant because 
the road is on a blind bend and is potentially dangerous. Cross it quickly to find a finger 
post that points to the inconspicuous path that climbs up through the wood before 
emerging into fields that lead toward The Beeches Farm at Ible. The path is to the right of 
the farmhouse and when it reaches the minor road turn right and walk for 30 m to find a 
footpath on the left. The way on crosses a back garden and two fields, joins a green lane 
for a few metres and then heads diagonally left across another two fields to join the minor 
road that leads towards Whitelow Farm. 

10   Pass the farm, now on a track, and when it turns sharp right, keep ahead to follow a 
public footpath towards Winster. Follow the drystone wall on your right through typical 
White Peak scenery, with evidence of disturbed ground created by former lead workings 
and wide views across enclosed pastures. After 900 m pass beneath a line of electricity 
cables and look for a small squeeze stile in the wall that directs the path to the right of a 
ruined barn. Beyond the barn the path continues, but now with the drystone wall on your 
left.  When you reach the end of the wall, head diagonally left across a couple of fields, 
aiming for the rock outcrop on the far hillside.

Turn left at the road, pass the barn and after 50 m take the footpath on the right, up the 
hill. The geological map (see page 11) shows that this slope is formed by an igneous rock 
called basalt – part of a lava flow nearly 10 km long that spilled out from a submarine 
volcanic vent onto the floor of a shallow sea where lime mud was accumulating. 

At the top of the hill find the gap in a drystone wall, from where the path goes diagonally 
left across three fields. Drop into a green lane (part of the Limestone Way) that contours 
around the hillside above Winster and turn left. After 400 m you reach a road junction and 
a solid-looking building constructed from dressed blocks of limestone (Photo 1.5). This is 
an ore house, now much restored, that provided a safe repository for lead ore, particularly 
during the boom years of the 1750-1760s when local mines such as Portway were at their 
most profitable.

Photo 1.5 The Winster 
ore house had a chute for 
depositing the lead ore at 
any time, and a vaulted 
roof for security.

For those finishing their walk here, car parking, accommodation and a local bus service 
can be found 750 m down the hill in Winster.
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Footnotes 
1. Landmark of Geology in the East Midlands: The reef at High Tor 
Peter Gutteridge, 2003. Mercian Geologist, 15, 235-237.  
A description and explanation of one of Derbyshire’s most conspicuous carbonate mud mounds. 
www.cambridgecarbonates.com/assets/gutteridge_mercian_geologist_high_tor_reef_2003.pdf

2. Syn-sedimentary deformation of the Ashover Grit (Pennsylvanian, Namurian, 
Marsdenian Substage) deltaic succession around Wirksworth, Derbyshire, UK 
John Chisholm & Colin Waters, 2012. Proceedings of the Yorkshire Geological Society, 59, 25-36. 
Interesting interpretation of large masses of rock that slid down the front of a delta soon after they 
were deposited, 320 million years ago.

3. National Stone Centre, Wirksworth 
A large site incorporating six former limestone quarries and a rich heritage related to lead mining 
and quarrying. A walker’s trail weaves through this Site of Special Scientific Interest, introducing 
visitors to various aspects of geology, industrial history, stone-walling and ecology. There is also a 
Visitor Centre with shop, café, exhibits, meeting room and toilets. www.nationalstonecentre.org.uk/

4. Mineralization of the South Pennine Orefield, UK — A Review 
Trevor Ford & Neil Worley, 2016. Proceedings of the Yorkshire Geological Society, 61, 55-86.  
A detailed review of how and when the Peak District limestones were mineralised with important 
resources of fluorite, galena, sphalerite, baryte and calcite. 
 
Photo credits 
Cover: David Bentley 
Photos 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 & 1.5: Martin Whiteley 
Photo 1.4: Julie Harrald 
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This page will have a copy of the 
waymarked map on it, so that when 
it is downloaded it can be used in the 
field for navigating. It might be best 
to bleed the map just over the page 
width to make it as big as possible. 
The map is provided as a PDF and we 
need to check its print quality when 
reproduced.
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Base Map; outdooractive Cartography; © OpenStreetMap; (www.openstreetmap.org)
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SECTION 1 - Geological Map
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This map shows the rock formations that occur along this section of the GeoWalk, 
although it is important to realise that the rock may not be particularly visible on the 
ground because it is usually concealed by a cover of vegetation, soil and superficial 
deposits such as alluvium, head or peat. The best places to see the solid bedrock are in 
natural exposures such as cliffs and river banks, or when revealed in quarries and road/
railway cuttings. For a more detailed key that shows the age relationships between rock 
formations, see the original BGS map(s).

Fault

Geological boundary

Inclined strata,
dip in degrees

Mineral vein

Landslide deposits

Geological symbols
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Carbonate Mud  
Mounds (‘Reefs’)K

Extrusive  
igneous rocks

Intrusive  
igneous rocks

Dolostonedo

Eyam LimestoneEyL

Widmerpool 
FormationWdF

Bowland ShaleBSh

Ashover GritAsG

Bee Low  
LimestoneBLL

Monsal Dale  
LimestoneMo

Alluvium

Head

Boulder  
Clay (Till)


