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Birchen Clough Bridge  
to Fairholmes

SECTION 11

GeoWalk
THE PEAK DISTRICT
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DISTANCE / TIME 
11 km / 4-5 hr 
 
TOTAL ASCENT 
290 m   
 
START 
Birchen Clough Bridge 
SK 109 914  S33 0AB  
 
FINISH 
Fairholmes   
SK 173 893 S33 0AQ 
 
MAP 
OS Explorer Map OL1 1:25,000 
Dark Peak area 
 
REFRESHMENTS 
Fairholmes car park café 
  
ELEVATION PROFILE 

SUMMARY 
A short and straight-forward walk through some of the lower-lying Dark Peak countryside 
that offers little in the way of geological variety, but nevertheless encounters lots of 
interesting landforms. The route starts by following part of a Roman road that used the 
Woodlands Valley to traverse the high Pennines. Then, at Hayridge Farm the GeoWalk 
heads north to reach the spectacular landslide at Alport Castles, an atmospheric place that 
is relatively isolated and full of features that appear rather other-worldly. Now beyond 
halfway you can stride out over Rowlee Pasture, which offers fine views to the south and 
west, before dropping down through Lockerbrook Coppice to reach the Peak District 
National Park Visitor Centre and car park at Fairholmes. 

A

Birchen Clough Bridge to Fairholmes
Birchen Clough Bridge – Hayridge Farm – Alport Castles – Rowlee Pasture – Fairholmes
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S  Leave the car park at Birchin Clough Bridge and walk carefully beside the A57 for 
300 m before joining a path (signposted to Alport Bridge) on the left that rises through 
the woods. This path follows the course of a Roman road that ran along the valley and 
connected the forts at Brough (Navio) in the Hope Valley and Melandra (Ardotalia) near 
Glossop. The strategic importance of Navio and the trans-Pennine roads grew with the 
inexorable northward Roman occupation of Britain and the development of lead mining 
in the White Peak during the first century. Above the path there are signs of quarrying and 
landslides on the steep, deforested hillside that is formed by the Shale Grit Formation.

Leave the woods and head towards Ashop Moor, taking care to follow an indistinct right 
fork in the path to contour around the hill just above the woods. The path then descends 
steeply into Oyster Clough (Photo 11.1) which bears the distinctive arcuate scars of 
small active landslides, climbs the other side and then meanders pleasantly across more 
disturbed ground towards Blackden View Farm. 

Skirting around the farm, the 
path then descends to Hayridge 
Farm. Small outcrops of shale 
with thin beds of sandstone can 
be seen in banks along the path 
and they belong to the same rock 
formation that was so evidently 
prone to failure at the massive 
Mam Tor landslide seen during 
Walk Section 9 (Photo 11.2).  
Here they serve a similar role and 
provide a zone of weakness for 
the major land-slides in this area; 
the Geological Map on page 8 
shows their enormous extent. 
 
 
 

Photo 11.1 Gently dipping 
sandstone beds within the Shale 
Grit Formation exposed on the  
right bank of Oyster Clough.

Photo 11.2 Thin, sharp-based sandstones 
with interbedded shales near Hayridge 
Farm belong to the Mam Tor Beds.



4

2  Follow the path behind the Hayridge Farm and join a gravel road (signposted to 
Howden Dam via Alport Castles) that runs above the right bank of the River Alport. Walk 
up the road for 1.5 km to reach Alport Castles Farm, noting the numerous landslides and 
managed woodlands on both sides of the valley. In this area, as throughout much of the 
Dark Peak, there is a drive to increase the extent of native woodland, scrub and trees, 
and manage existing plantations, in order to provide a range of benefits that include 
habitat and landscape restoration, reduced surface water runoff and increased carbon 
storage capacity1.

At Alport Farm follow the path in front of the buildings and cross the river at the 
footbridge. Climb steeply uphill, following the fence, to gain increasingly spectacular 
views of the Alport Castles landslide on your left. This is one of the largest landslides 
in the country, with a scarp face 400 m long and 55 m high2. Below lies a bewildering 
array of slumped blocks (some, such as The Tower, more-or-less intact), linear ridges, 
boulder-strewn slopes, pools of water and deep clefts. The Shale Grit Formation is well 
exposed in the back scarp and the sandstones are either sheet-like or lenticular, and often 
closely stacked on one another to produce units up to 10 m thick. As at Mam Tor, these 
sandstones were deposited by gravity currents, but here there is rather more sand being 
transported into the basin.

3  After looking at the landslide (which is well worth closer inspection2 if time allows) 
and at the top of the steep path, turn right onto the grass track that follows the edge of 
the plateau, soon joining a dilapidated stone wall on the right. The gently domed, grassy 
plateau beyond is known as Rowlee Pasture and it is underlain by hill peat and the same 
tough sandstone seen at Alport Castles.  
 
After crossing an intersecting wall, the way ahead is marked by rectangular stone slabs. 
Most of these slabs are recycled from derelict mills in Lancashire and they serve to protect 
the moorland from erosion by footfall. It would be perverse to ignore the interesting 
geological features revealed in these rough-hewn Late Carboniferous sandstones simply 
because they are not in situ, so watch your step and you’ll spot rippled surfaces, trace 
fossils, nodules and more besides (Photo 11.3). 
 

Photo 11.3 A: crescent-shaped ripples formed by the agitation of water flowing over a sandy river bed. 
B: small lozenge-shaped lumps associated with burrows occupied by bivalves that lived within a river bed. 
C: a cross-section through an iron-rich nodule. 

A B C
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The views from Rowlee Pasture are spectacular on a good day (Photo 11.4) and as the path 
descends gently it returns to a grassy track that takes you past a small outcrop of thinly 
bedded sandstone and close to Pasture Tor and Bellhag Tor. A wall reappears on the right 
and a gate therein allows you to follow the path across a field to a high ladder stile. The 
path then curls its way downhill and joins a gravel road at Woodcock Coppice. 
 

 
 
Photo 11.4 Looking ESE from Rowlee Pasture across the forested slopes of Hagg Side towards flat-
topped Win Hill (right) in the middle distance, both of which are underlain by the Shale Grit, the same 
rock formation that you’re standing on. You can just pick out a succession of younger sandstone 
escarpments on the horizon that will be traversed during later sections of the GeoWalk.

4  Turn left and follow the road to Lockerbrook Outdoor Centre. After a further 250 m 
turn right off the deteriorating road and start to descend steeply through the wood. On 
reaching the forestry road, cross it and follow an indistinct path downhill and then do the 
same again to reach the final stretch of path that crosses a leat and emerges on the road 
that runs alongside Ladybower Reservoir. Turn left for the car park at Fairholmes where 
the café claims to be open on all but Christmas Day!  
 



6

Footnotes 
1. Dark Peak  
Natural England, 2015. National Character Area Profile 51, 53 pages. 
A comprehensive description of the natural and cultural features that shape the Dark Peak 
landscape, along with an analysis of how and why that landscape has changed over time.  
www.gov.uk/natural-england 
 
2. Classic localities explained 14: The Carboniferous Southern Pennine Basin, UK 
Sarah Southern and others, 2014. Geology Today, 30, 71-78.  John Wiley & Sons Ltd.  
A modern synthesis of several Carboniferous rock successions in the Peak District that have 
been much studied and provide important contributions to scientific understanding. It includes 
a description of the Shale Grit Formation at Alport Castles that will be useful if you have time to 
spend looking more closely at the landslide. 
 
Photo credits 
Cover: Albert Benghiat  
Photo 11.1, 11.2 & 11.3: Martin Whiteley 
Photo 11.4: © Neil Theasby (cc-by-sa/2.0)  
 
Map acknowledgement 
BGS Map, Geological Survey of England and Wales 1:63,360/1:50,000 Geological Map Series,  
Sheet 99 (Chapel-en-le-Frith, 1978). Permit Number CP22/035 BGS © UKRI 1978. All rights reserved. 
Source: https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/data/maps/maps.cfc?method=viewRecord&mapId=9310



7

km
2.41.60.80.40

11.3 km 3:25 h 289 m 434 m Difficulty -

B
a

s
e

 M
a

p
: 
o

u
t
d

o
o

r
a

c
t
iv

e
 C

a
r
t
o

g
r
a

p
h

y
; 
©

O
p

e
n

S
t
r
e

e
t
M

a
p

 (
w

w
w

.o
p

e
n

s
t
r
e

e
t
m

a
p

.o
r
g

)

 Hiking Route

Birchen Clough to Fairholmes amended 15/11/22

1 / 4

➋!

!➌

➍!
!

Birchen Clough Bridge to Fairholmes
Birchen Clough Bridge – Hayridge Farm – Alport Castles – Rowlee Pasture – Fairholmes

SECTION 11 - Route Map
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Base Map; outdooractive Cartography; © OpenStreetMap; (www.openstreetmap.org)
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SECTION 11 - 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

10

Shale GritSG

Alluvium

Hill Peat

Head

Mam Tor BedsMT


