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DISTANCE / TIME 
15 km / 5-6 hr 
 
TOTAL ASCENT 
170 m 
 
START 
Milldale 
SK 139 547     DE6 2GB 
 
FINISH 
Wetton Mill 
SK 096 561     DE6 2AG
 
MAP 
OS Explorer Map OL24 1:25,000 
White Peak area 

REFRESHMENTS 
Ilam Park (National Trust) 
Wetton Mill (National Trust) 
  
ELEVATION PROFILE 
 

 
 
SUMMARY 
The route begins with an easy well-marked path following the limestone valley of the 
River Dove through Dovedale and across the famous stepping stones, with impressive 
exposures of carbonate mud mounds along the way. The walk then veers away from the 
Dove to join the Manifold valley at Ilam, skirting the fringes of the Early Carboniferous 
lagoon and passing onto thinly bedded, muddier limestones that formed in deeper water 
beyond the lagoon margin. The second half of the walk mainly follows the course of the 
disappearing River Manifold before ending at picturesque Wetton Mill. 

Milldale to Wetton Mill 
Milldale – Dovedale – Ilam – Beeston Tor – Weag’s Bridge – Wetton Mill

SECTION 4
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Milldale has a convenient car park nearby (SK 136 548), toilets, refreshment kiosk (Polly’s 
Cottage - seasonal opening) and a pretty mill race usually full of ducks waiting to be fed.

S  From the National Trust 
Information Barn, cross the stone 
packhorse bridge (Viator’s Bridge) 
and take the path, with the River 
Dove on your right. The path follows 
the river all the way down Dovedale. 
There are scattered exposures of 
pale-weathering, dark grey, well-
bedded Milldale Limestone on your 
left. Soon Ravens Tor appears on 
the opposite bank as an impressive 
cliff of massive limestone with 
thinly bedded limestone abutting 
its northern flank (Photo 4.1). 
Geologists believe that the massive 
core is a carbonate mud mound that 
formed in water depths of 200-300 m 
and it developed into a dome-shape 
on the sea bed by the entrapment 
and precipitation of carbonate mud 
by algae and other organisms acting 
as baffles1.

Continue along the path to pass the spectacular 
Dove Holes on the left; they are part of a large water-
worn cave system in the same carbonate mud mound 
complex, exposed as the river cut downwards. When 
you reach the footbridge crossing the river, notice a 
soaring fin of limestone known as Ilam Rock. This 
pinnacle, nearby Pickering Tor and the Tissington 
Spires further downstream, are created by erosion 
acting largely on near-vertical cracks or joints in the 
rock, eventually giving rise to isolated towers. The 
artificial weirs in the river create a number of trout 
pools and a good view can be had from the middle of 
this footbridge — often with glimpses of brown trout 
and grayling. 

Continue heading downstream, passing a water 
course that emerges from a prominent fissure on the 
left. The walls of the fissure follow the line of two 
small faults and the limestone beds on either side can 
be seen to dip at slightly different angles (Photo 4.2). 

Eventually, head up steps leading to the grassy promontory called Lover’s Leap, noticing 
the very prominent crinoid and brachiopod fossils preserved in the worn limestone steps. 
There is a fine view from here across the wooded valley. The woodlands on the right are 
mostly older beech and conifers, whereas those to the left are more recently self-seeded. 
Felling of small areas in response to ash dieback is being done to encourage regeneration 
of other species.  

Photo 4.1 Ravens Tor, a carbonate mud mound flanked by 
thin limestones (dashed yellow lines) that dip away from 
the mound core.

Photo 4.2 Water emerging from a faulted 
fissure (dashed yellow lines) that has been 
enhanced by mining activity.
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Soon cross the river by stepping stones at the foot of Thorpe Cloud, a towering hill with 
a craggy summit and scree slopes. If the river is very full, you can continue along a path 
on the left bank to cross the river at a bridge, but otherwise step across here and continue 
heading downstream on a tarmac lane with the river now on the left. 

2  Opposite the entrance to Dovedale car park turn right through a gate following a 
footpath sign to Ilam and Alstonefield. After 50 m bear right up some steps to head across 
fields, passing behind the Izaak Walton Hotel. Wetter conditions underfoot and the more 
verdant vegetation indicate that you’re now walking over mudstones and thin limestones 
of the Widmerpool Formation. Go through two gates heading towards Ilam Hall which 
can be seen straight ahead with the slopes of the Manifold valley beyond. Ignore the 
footpath to the right signposted to Alstonefield and continue across the fields below 
Bunster Hill, over a stile, and then bear left to go down steps to reach the road leading  
to the village.

DIVERSION TO ST BERTRAM’S WELL (10 minutes) 
Just before descending the steps to the road, a short diversion can be taken to visit  
St Bertram’s Well. Take the footpath initially straight ahead and then contour to the 
right, following the signpost to Stanshope. After 200 m, and just beyond a ladder stile, a 
small spring rises in the field at the boundary between the Milldale Limestones and the less 
permeable Widmerpool Formation. It is said that St Bertram was a hermit in the 7th century 
who lived in the nearby caves.

Retrace your route back to the steps leading down to the road.
 

  
At the road, turn right towards Ilam, passing Ilam Cross, a memorial to local dignitary 
Mary Watts-Russell that was built in 1840 and subsequently restored. Continue on up the 
drive into the National Trust grounds of Ilam Park which makes a good interim halt with 
its car park, toilets and tea rooms. 
 
3  From Ilam Hall look east, beyond 

the church, towards Thorpe Cloud with 
its flat top (Photo 4.3). This top is level 
with much of the White Peak limestone 
plateau and it shows that many of the 
local hills are produced by rivers cutting 
deep valleys into the plateau surface.

Take one of several routes that descend 
through the grounds of Ilam Hall toward 
the river and then follow the riverside 
path upstream, noting ‘boil holes’ beside 
some metal railings where a stream 
emerges from its underground course 
and contributes to the flow of the River 
Manifold. Continue along the path with 
the river on your left, passing the Battle 
Stone, the remains of an 11th century 
cross associated with the conflict 
between the Saxons and the Danes. 

Photo 4.3 Thorpe Cloud is one of those interesting 
landforms that looks very different from various 
viewpoints. It is a resistant limestone mound that,  
in the past, has yielded many spectacular fossils  
that now reside in local museums.
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On reaching a gate, continue straight ahead and cross a footbridge on your left to enter 
fields. After the next stile, follow the path that rises gently to the right, contours and then 
descends to meet the road to Throwley Farm. Turn left and then right, following the road 
towards Throwley, noticing scattered exposures of thinly bedded limestones in  
the hillside.

Sticking to the road, skirt around Throwley Old Hall, the remains of a 16th century hall 
built by the Meverill family on the site of a medieval manor house. Notice hereabouts the 
vestiges of a medieval farming landscape with ridge and furrow cultivation. Pass through 
Throwley Hall Farm and then immediately take a public footpath beside a galvanised 
metal gate that leads through trees to fields beyond. 

Follow this poorly defined section of the 
Manifold Trail uphill, to reach a gate on 
the right of a farm track. Pass through the 
gate and enjoy the splendid view from the 
hilltop, with wooded valleys converging 
at the prominent rock face of Beeston Tor 
with Wetton Hill beyond. Descend the 
grassy slope in the direction of Beeston 
Tor, pass through a gate halfway down 
and follow the improving path past 
dilapidated farm buildings to the right 
to eventually reach the valley bottom. 
Distinct grassy terraces can be seen on 
the slopes in this area (Photo 4.4); they 
were probably initiated by soil creeping 
downhill under prehistoric cold and wet 
climatic conditions and then enhanced  
as sheep tracks. 
  
4  On reaching Beeston Tor Farm turn left along the tarmac lane of the Manifold Trail. 

Here the lane runs parallel to the track of an old railway, which was used primarily by 
farmers to transport goods to and from local markets and which closed in 1934. Pass by 
the confluence with the River Hamps coming in from the left, having followed a very 
circuitous route from its source on Axe Edge (to be visited during Walk Section 6.6). Here 
both the Manifold and the Hamps are often dry as most of the water flows underground. 
 
Continue towards Wetton Mill on the Manifold Trail, passing Weag’s Bridge. This section 
of the walk has already been identified as an area of particular geological interest and is 
documented in some detail elsewhere2. Spectacular examples of carbonate mud mounds 
can be seen at Thor’s Cave (on your right) and Ossom’s Crag (on your left) and there are 
numerous caves throughout the valley. 
 
Caves, large and small, are a feature of the White Peak because limestone is soluble in the 
slightly acidic rainwater that contains dissolved carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and 
soil. That water, percolating through cracks and bedding planes gradually dissolves away 
the limestone, enlarging fissures which eventually combine to create cave systems. When 
above the water table, streams in cave passages are essentially free-flowing underground 
rivers. Below the water table, the voids are completely saturated and usually dissolve away 
in a symmetrical fashion, creating tubular (phreatic) features in the limestone. 

Photo 4.4 Horizontal terraces contouring around 
the slopes, small landslide scars and bent tree trunks 
indicate prolonged soil creep under the influence  
of gravity.
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Thor’s Cave is a fine example of a phreatic cave and it may well be very ancient because 
neighbouring caves contain dated deposits that are approaching two million years old. 
Clearly the water table must have fallen dramatically to leave the cave high and dry, 
allowing the River Manifold to cut down through the mud mound and expose the relict 
cave passage. There are signs that Thor’s Cave has been a site of human occupation since 
the Neolithic times. 

Just before Wetton Mill, look out for a small post (No. 14 of the Hamps and Manifold 
Geotrail) on the righthand verge of the path by a gate. Accessing the river at this point, 
you will see Wetton Mill Swallet on the far bank, one of several sinkholes that take much 
of the water underground in dry weather. The resurgence is the one that you passed 
earlier in the grounds of Ilam Hall. 

Continue to Wetton Mill where there are limited facilities at the National Trust Tea Room 
with toilets and parking.

 
Footnotes 
1. The anatomy of a deep water mud-mound complex to the southwest of the Dinantian 
platform in Derbyshire, UK 
Paul Bridges & Amanda Chapman, 2006. Sedimentology, 35, 139-162.  
A description of the extensive mud mound complex that developed on a submarine slope to the 
southwest of a shallow water carbonate platform in Derbyshire during early Carboniferous times.

2. The Hamps and Manifold Geotrail 
Geoconservation Staffordshire, 2006. An 8-mile walk along the route of the old Leek & Manifold 
Valley Light Railway line between Hulme End and Waterhouses. Points of interest include rocky 
gorges, old mine workings and disappearing streams. Freely available from most local Tourist 
Information Centres and online at: 
srigs.staffs-ecology.org.uk/Geotrails/HampsManifold/index.html 

Photo credits 
Cover: © Neil Theasby (cc-by-sa/2.0)  
Photo 4.1, 4.2 & 4.4: Albert Benghiat 
Photo 4.3: © Mark Percy (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  
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SECTION 4 - Route Map
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Base Map; outdooractive Cartography; © OpenStreetMap; (www.openstreetmap.org)
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SECTION 4 - 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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Widmerpool  
FormationWdF

Carbonate Mud  
Mounds (‘Reefs’)K

Ecton  
Limestone EcL

Hopedale  
LimestoneHp

Milldale  
LimestoneMi

Alluvium


