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THE PEAK DISTRICT
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DISTANCE / TIME 
15 km / 4-5 hr
 
TOTAL ASCENT 
35 m 
 
START 
Parsley Hay Cycle Hire Centre 
SK 147 637 SK17 0DG 
 
FINISH 
Milldale 
SK 139 547 DE6 2GB 
 
MAP 
OS Explorer Map OL24 1:25,000 
White Peak area 
 
REFRESHMENTS 
Parsley Hay Cycle Hire Centre 
Hartington Signal Box  
Hartington village 
 
ELEVATION PROFILE 
 

 
 
SUMMARY 
An easy walk along a former railway track and through dales with limestone underfoot 
almost all the way. After a short excursion to view some of the youngest Peak District 
rocks in the disused sand pit at Hartington Meadows, the route proceeds to the village of 
Hartington with all its amenities. From here the walk follows the course of the River Dove 
along good paths which can be quite muddy in places.

Parsley Hay to Milldale 
Parsley Hay – Tissington Trail – Hartington Meadows – Hartington – Wolfscote Dale – Milldale
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The route now joins the High Peak Trail at the car park at Parsley Hay. This trail follows 
the route of the former Cromford and High Peak railway which ran to Buxton and was 
turned into a cycling and walking track in 1971.

S  Turn left out of the car park at Parsley Hay onto the High Peak Trail heading south. 
At the junction with the Tissington Trail, fork right to stay on the Tissington Trail, with 
a deep cutting ahead. This was excavated because the Bee Low Limestone here forms a 
pronounced ridge that is well seen in the adjacent fields on the right, dotted with small 
rocky outcrops. In the cutting the grey limestone occurs in rather thick and featureless 
beds with one or two prominent bedding planes picking out a gentle fold.

There are several hollows in the fields on the right after the cutting. These hollows were 
created by quarrying away several ‘pockets’ of superficial deposits, mainly sand and 
gravel, that were preserved in the limestone (Photo 3.1 and accompanying map). 
 

Photo 3.1 and accompanying map Hollows in the fields produced by extracting localised deposits 
of silica sand, shown as pink circular areas on the geological map. Note also the NW-SE faults that 
juxtapose different types of limestone along the Tissington Trail, shown here with a red dashed line. 
 
Continue to reach a smaller cutting. The rock exposed here is the slightly older Woo Dale 
Limestone that has been displaced by a hidden fault that you crossed just after the bridge.  
These limestones are paler and more fossiliferous, although these subtle differences are 
difficult to detect.

Continue along the trail, passing through 
another shallow cutting that reveals gently 
folded beds of pale grey limestone, before 
reaching the preserved railway signal box 
at Hartington Station. The signal box serves 
as a refreshment kiosk at busy times and 
there is also a car park and toilet here. Also 
convenient, the external walls of the toilet 
block are made from local limestones packed 
full of fossil crinoid fragments (Photo 3.2).

 

 Photo 3.2 Broken-up fragments of crinoids 
making up the bulk of the limestone that  
here is used as a building stone.
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2  About 100 m beyond the signal box turn left off the trail, up steps, to follow a footpath 
that leads to Hartington Meadows Nature Reserve which is managed by the Derbyshire 
Wildlife Trust. Hartington Meadows are alive with wildflowers throughout the summer. 
The grass is cut for hay to encourage meadow flowers such as yellow rattle and meadow 
vetchling, while the rocky outcrops host different flowers including clustered bellflower 
and dropwort. The rough grassland also provides breeding sites for skylark and other 
ground-nesting birds. Orchids thrive in and around the disused sand pit, while its faces 
provide breeding sites for cliff-nesting birds such as kestrel and jackdaw. 
 
Follow the footpath through three gates, cross a meadow and take the leftmost of the two 
gates ahead. Head uphill, through another gate and continue to reach a point just before 
a gate, overlooking a disused pit (Photo 3.3). This is a large example of a ‘pocket’ deposit 
that occupied a sinkhole in the limestone. 

The sinkholes were formed at various 
times during the last 25 million years as 
slightly acidic water selectively dissolved 
away the Early Carboniferous limestone, 
leaving open cavities into which very 
much younger rocks, of Miocene age, 
collapsed and were preserved. The 
brightly coloured Miocene sands were 
probably deposited by rivers that flowed 
across the surface of the Peak District 
plateau about 10 million years ago and 
they are amongst the youngest geological 
deposits in the area1. For nearly 200 years 
these silica-rich sands and clays were 
extracted to supply brickworks such as at 
nearby Friden. This combination of rocks 
was especially useful in the manufacture 
of refractory materials for lining furnaces 
and ladles.  
 
Continue on the path beyond the gate, briefly between two walls, and bearing right follow 
an indistinct path around the perimeter of the pit to your right until you reach the old 
access ramp that led into it. From here you can divert to look more closely at the sands if 
you wish.

DIVERSION INTO THE SAND PIT (15 minutes) 
Pop over the stile and walk down the access ramp to inspect poorly consolidated red to 
yellow quartz-rich sands in various exposures around the bottom of the pit. Some overly-
ing white sands with scattered rounded pebbles are occasionally visible. 

It has been suggested that these sediments once formed a fairly extensive cover over the 
limestone plateau, before they collapsed and infilled discrete cavities or ‘pockets’ within 
the deeply eroded limestone. 
 
Retrace your steps to the stile.

Photo 3.3 The former sand pit, now heavily 
overgrown, with traces of the limestone that  
forms the edge of the solution hollow.
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On leaving the pit turn left to meet a minor road just after a small gate. Turn right and 
follow this road into Heathcote, passing a large disused limestone quarry on your right. 

3  At Heathcote, turn left at the cross roads and after 150 m turn right into Chapel 
Farm. Proceed through the farmyard and small caravan park, passing a carefully restored 
telephone box on your left. Follow the footpath away from the farm, heading downhill, 
and after crossing a road, join a green lane that rises up the other side of the shallow 
valley. At the T-junction turn right onto the walled track known as Highfield Lane. From 
the high point there are great views, with Wolfscote Hill to your left, followed by a line of 
distinctive hills that are carbonate mud mounds fringing the western edge of the Early 
Carboniferous limestone platform. Straight ahead and slightly to the right is the more 
rugged, flat-topped sandstone eminence of Sheen Hill.  

Stick to the descending track and on reaching the tarmac road turn left, passing 
Hartington Hall (now a Youth Hostel) on your right. Note the roof made of sandstone 
slabs. Follow the road into Hartington with its general store, public toilets and a choice 
of several pubs and tea rooms. Hartington is first mentioned in the Domesday Book and 
was granted a market charter in 1203, with the medieval Great Road from Nottingham 
to Cheshire running through the centre of the village. The elegant buildings around 
the market place reflect the prosperity of the village in the 1700-1800s. Note that the 
substantial buildings are constructed of sandstone whereas the more modest dwellings 
have limestone walls.

4   From the centre of Hartington, 
head SW along the B5054 for about 
100 m and follow a footpath to the 
left, between the Farm Shop & Café 
and the public toilets. The path begins 
by following the boundary between 
limestone on your left and younger, 
softer shales that form the wide, flat 
floodplain of the upper reaches of the 
River Dove on your right (Photo 3.4). 
The limestone here is quite resistant 
and it forms steep-sided hills such as 
Pennilow and Narrowdale Hill beyond; 
both are carbonate mud mounds.

Keep straight ahead through two 
gates crossing a lane. This section can 
be quite muddy after rain. Continue 
through Morson Wood to join the 
River Dove. Now the landscape 
changes dramatically because the river is flanked on both sides by limestone, forming 
the gorge of Beresford Dale. You might ask why the River Dove cuts through the resistant 
limestone rather than skirting around to the west within the softer shale? The likely 
answer is that this is an example of superimposed drainage where the course of the 
ancestral river was established many of millions of years ago when the limestone was 
covered by a thick sequence of younger rock. As the cover rocks were gradually worn away 
the river pattern was lowered by incision onto the underlying limestone. 

Cross the river and continue along the path, with the Dove now on your left. The path 
soon leaves the dale to meet Beresford Lane joining in from the right. 

Photo 3.4 Path following the boundary between 
limestone and shale, with Gratton Hill (centre)  
and Narrowdale Hill in the distance.
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5  Turn left here to re-cross the river using a narrow bridge. You are now briefly reunited 
with soft shales underfoot and the flood plain of the Dove is defined by a broad, flat 
marshy area. Head away from the river for a while, keeping the wire fence on your right. 
You rejoin the river at Frank’s Rock, an impressive cliff made of wedges of limestone 
stacked on top of each other (Photo 3.5). At the bottom of the cliff there is a small cave, 
the walls of which are coated in places by wet-looking, grey and white flowstone – a 
coating of calcium carbonate precipitated in modern times by lime-rich surface waters.  

Follow the well-made riverside 
path into Wolfscote Dale, passing 
extensive screes and crags of pale 
Bee Low Limestone. Biggin Dale 
joins in from the left. Just after 
passing Gipsy Bank Bridge, look 
out for the remains of the Iron 
Tors pump house that used the 
flow of water to compress air in a 
pressure chamber to force water 
uphill to adjacent farms.

Continue along the path, passing 
Coldeaton Bridge and Lode Mill, 
to reach the road to Alstonefield. 
Lode Mill was in operation 
between 1814 and 1929 grinding 
corn for local farmers and before that was the site of a lead smelting mill. Turn right  
over the bridge and then immediately left to follow the road, with the River Dove on 
your left, to Milldale where there is a National Trust Information Barn, toilets, a seasonal 
refreshment kiosk and a nearby car park. Milldale marks the end of this section and it is 
really only accessible by car; bus links are easier to find on the nearby A515. 

 
Footnotes 
1. Miocene in the UK! 
Matthew Pound & James Riding, March 2015. Geoscientist Online.  
These distinctive sediments are rare examples of Late Miocene rocks that have been preserved 
onshore in the UK. Recent research suggests that they are around 7-9 million years old and 
probably formed in lakes and rivers under warm temperate climatic conditions.  
www.geolsoc.org.uk/Geoscientist/Archive/March-2015/Miocene-in-the-UK# 
 
Photo credits 
Cover: © The Roaming Picture Taker (cc-by-sa/2.0)  
Photo 3.1 & 3.3: Albert Benghiat  
Photo 3.2: Martin Whiteley 
Photo 3.4: © Ajay Tegla (cc-by-sa/2.0)  
Photo 3.5: © Mat Fascione (cc-by-sa/2.0) 
 
Map acknowledgements 
BGS Map, Geological Survey of England and Wales 1:63,360/1:50,000 Geological Map Series,  
Sheet 111 (Buxton, 1978). Permit Number CP22/035 BGS©UKRI 1978. All rights reserved. 
Source: https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/data/maps/maps.cfc?method=viewRecord&mapId=9352

BGS Map, Geological Survey of England and Wales 1:63,360/1:50,000 Geological Map Series,  
Sheet 124 (Ashbourne, 1983). Permit Number CP22/035 BGS©UKRI 1983. All rights reserved.
Source: https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/data/maps/maps.cfc?method=viewRecord&mapId=9471

Photo 3.5 Thick limestone beds forming a carbonate mud 
mound that developed close to the transition between 
a shallow water lagoon and deeper water during Early 
Carboniferous times.
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Parsley Hay – Tissington Trail – Hartington Meadows – Hartington – Wolfscote Dale – Milldale
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Base Map; outdooractive Cartography; © OpenStreetMap; (www.openstreetmap.org)
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SECTION 3 - 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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Milldale  
LimestoneMi

Head

Pocket 
DepositsPD

Namurian Shale 
and Sandstone 

Woo Dale  
LimestoneWDL

Bee Low  
LimestoneBLL

Monsal Dale  
LimestoneMo

Carbonate Mud  
Mounds (‘Reefs’)K

1.0 km


