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DISTANCE / TIME 
14 km / 5-6 hr 
 
TOTAL ASCENT 
240 m  
 
START 
Brierlow Bar
SK 087 698 SK17 9PY  
 
FINISH 
Tideswell
SK 152 757  SK17 8LF 
 
MAP 
OS Explorer Map OL24 1:25,000 
White Peak area 
 
REFRESHMENTS 
High Peak Bookstore and Café,  
Brierlow Bar  
Miller’s Dale Station, Monsal Trail   
Tideswell  
  
ELEVATION PROFILE 

SUMMARY 
A relatively easy walk punctuated by two short steep climbs and a rather treacherous 
descent towards Topley Pike Quarry. The route passes through several limestone 
dales, only one of which contains a permanent water course, the Wye, which is one of 
Derbyshire’s loveliest rivers. Throughout the walk there are interesting igneous rocks  
to be seen, at scales that affect the landscape. These rocks show that many volcanic 
eruptions took place during mid-Carboniferous times, forming extensive lava flows and 
layers of volcanic ash amongst the limestones and shales that were steadily accumulating 
in the sea.

Brierlow Bar to Tideswell 
Brierlow Bar – Deep Dale – Wye Dale – Monsal Trail – Tideswell
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S  Turn left onto the A515 and cross this busy road with caution. Then immediately turn 
right into Brierlow Dale. The ground here becomes much wetter and muddier because 
you are walking over a thin veneer of clay that prevents water soaking away through the 
underlying Bee Low Limestone. The clay is a remnant from Pleistocene times when the 
climate was periodically very much colder than it is today.  
 
Follow the obvious path into Back Dale and soon Horseshoe Dale joins from the right. 
Here the deeply incised valley curves sharply to the left before shifting back to the right, 
perhaps reflecting the influence of a fault where movement between adjacent blocks of 
limestone has weakened the rock and rendered it more prone to erosion (Map 8.1).  
Further down the valley, in Deep Dale, there is more evidence of cross-cutting faults,  
some of which have been mineralised.

Map 8.1 Minor faults within 
the thick limestone succession 
limestone north of Brierlow 
Bar. The N-S fault (circled in 
blue) is one of many with this 
trend between here and Earl 
Sterndale and it has 
perhaps influenced the  
form of Horseshoe Dale.

 
Deep Dale is a nature reserve managed by the Derbyshire Wildlife Trust1. Relict woodland 
clings onto the cliff edges and you may find the delicate limestone fern among the screes. 
Half way along Deep Dale you will see a large cave on your right; this is Thirst House Cave, 
which was first excavated in the late 19th century and revealed a number of artefacts that 
indicate periodic occupation from Iron Age times. These can be seen in Buxton Museum.  
 
The main path continues through Deep Dale to reach the A6 at the Wyedale car park. 
However, this section of the path will be closed for several years to allow removal of quarry 
waste and a diversion is therefore necessary. The route described below follows the official 
diversion but it is worth checking the Deep Dale and Topley Pike website1 to confirm the 
current situation.

2  Shortly after the cave, take a path to the right, zig-zagging steeply up the dale side 
to the top of the slope. Follow the footpath diagonally across four fields to reach a farm 
track. Turn left noting Calton Hill and Chelmorton Low straight ahead (Photo 8.1). These 
prominences directly reflect the presence of underlying igneous rocks that are tough and 
resistant to erosion, hence they stand proud of the limestone plateau.
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After a few metres turn left again onto Caxterway Lane. This green lane becomes 
overgrown and less well defined but keep on between two stone walls, heading for a 
prominent line of trees straight ahead. At the end of the lane, go over a stone step stile 
and cross the field diagonally left to reach another stone stile overlooking Topley Pike 
Quarry. The very thick sequence of thinly bedded limestone is now largely quarried away, 
but in the right-hand corner of the quarry it is still possible to see some thicker, and 
slightly older, limestones that are juxtaposed against them by a fault. The fault plane  
is a rather smooth, steeply inclined surface with shattered rocks nearby.

Go over the stile and descend rightwards, with great care, down the very steep valley 
side. Pass through the small gate at the bottom of the slope, turn left and then follow the 
fenced path to emerge onto the A6. Be vigilant crossing this busy main road and enter the 
car park at Wyedale.

3  From the Wyedale car park, head east along a private road and bridleway with the River 
Wye on your left. After 1 km, just before a bridge, turn right at steps signed ‘Concessionary 
footpath; walking route to Monsal Trail’. 

At the top of the steps turn right to join the Monsal Trail, a traffic-free route that follows 
part of the railway line between London and Manchester that opened in 1863. Following 
its subsequent closure, this very popular trail was created in 1981 and it passes through 
spectacular scenery and several nature reserves en route to Bakewell. Further details are 
available on the Monsal Trail website2. 

Several deep cuttings and natural crags above the river show limestones that were 
deposited in a shallow-water, lagoonal setting. These are some of the oldest rocks in the 
Peak District and are known as the Woo Dale Limestones, named after the tributary 
valley nearby where they are also well exposed. You will notice that the vertical sequence of 
beds is quite variable; most are thick and have a smooth appearance, whilst others look to be 
rubbly or nodular. The various beds have also weathered in spectacular fashion, sometimes 
producing bold overhangs or deep horizontal recesses (Photo 8.2). On closer examination 
many of the recesses are seen to coincide with thin layers of rather weak shale. 

Photo 8.1 Calton Hill 
(on the left) is made of 
dolerite, much of which 
has been quarried away 
for roadstone, whilst 
Chelmorton Low (right) 
retains its original form 
and has a tumulus on 
top. Its steep slopes 
are produced by a layer 
of lava sandwiched 
between limestones  
(see also Map 8.1). 
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Photo 8.2 The beds here are nearly horizontal because they occur at the crest of a major anticlinal fold. 
For several kilometres either side of this point the limestone sequence dips gently in an easterly and 
westerly direction, defining the flanks of that fold. 
 
The way on is obvious, passing through Chee Dale and tunnels to reach large disused lime 
kilns that were built in the late 19th century to produce quick lime for the chemical and 
steel industries. Benefitting from the abundant source of limestone next to the kilns and 
the transport links provided by the railway, production continued until the 1940s. Soon 
after passing the kilns you will reach Miller’s Dale Station, a convenient point for a short 
break with its café, information point, toilets and a car park.

Continue heading east along the Monsal 
Trail, passing more large lime kilns on the 
right. At the first deep cutting (SK 1477 
7322) look carefully for very thin jagged 
lines in the limestones on the left – these 
structures are called stylolites and they 
form where intense pressure has dissolved 
away some of the limestone (Photo 8.3). 
What remains are interlocking tooth-
like structures created by a thin film of 
insoluble material. 
 
Shortly after the cutting the path widens 
out into a grassy viewpoint on the left 
overlooking the River Wye and an imposing 
crag called Ravenstor. The cliff, much 
favoured by climbers, is formed of very 
thick beds of Bee Low Limestone which 
have been undercut at different levels as 
the river wore its way down to produce the 
gorge during Quaternary times.

Photo 8.3 Stylolites in the limestone formed 
by partial dissolution of the rock under 
enormous pressure during burial. These 
centimetre-scale features are quite hard to 
spot, but they occur around head-height in 
several exposures hereabouts.



6

Pass by the Priestcliff Lees Nature Reserve on the right and continue on to reach an 
outcrop of dark rock on the right. This Site of Special Scientific Interest reveals an ancient 
lava flow that erupted on land and then flowed into the sea. There it rapidly cooled and 
congealed into pillow-like masses set amongst smaller angular fragments of lava and  
ash (Photo 8.4).

As you continue along the cutting you can see the overlying Monsal Dale Limestones. 
They are dark grey, thinly bedded and contain spectacular fossils (Photo 8.5). The first 
appearance of abundant chert is a feature that characterises this particular limestone unit 
and distinguishes it from the older limestones you’ve already seen today.  
 

Photo 8.4 It is difficult to see the boundaries of 
the lava in any detail, but it seems to have flowed 
into a shallow lagoon where limestone was being 
deposited. After the molten lava solidified, limestone 
continued to be deposited around and above it.

Photo 8.5 Well preserved coral colonies 
and intact brachiopod shells suggest that 
the fossils have not been transported far 
from the shallow water environment in 
which they lived.

4  Shortly after passing beneath a bridge, turn left, then right and head steeply downhill 
through the trees, following a footpath signed to Litton Mill. At the bottom, cross the river 
and at the road turn left. Nearby Litton Mill was a water powered textile mill, first built in 
1782, now converted into luxury apartments. 

After 300 m fork right on a track signed to Tideswell Dale and note the overhanging 
limestone cliff on the right, a little further on. As at Ravenstor, the horizontal bedding is 
obvious enough but there are also differences between adjacent beds. Those at the base are 
smooth and blocky, while the overlying beds are thicker and have a nodular appearance. It is 
likely that the amount of clay in each limestone bed contributes to the differentiation. 

Continue to walk up the valley, past the entrance to Tideswell Dale Cave on the right (which is 
often hidden by vegetation) until you reach a path junction and noticeboard. Turn right over a 
small footbridge and continue up some steps, veering left towards the top to stay on the path. 
Walk across a flat grassy area, with a wire fence on your left, to reach the floor of a disused 
quarry (Photo 8.6). 

The large boulders here are worth examining; they are brown-black, crystalline rocks, most 
of which are coarse-grained dolerite. The boulders come from the quarried rock face which 
has a distinctly brown appearance caused by weathering processes altering the iron in the 
rock to ‘rusty’ oxides and hydroxides. Detailed analysis of this dolerite sill indicated that it 
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was injected horizontally as molten magma 
along a line of pre-existing weakness within 
a sequence of older limestones and lavas3. 

Leave the quarry floor at a wooden gate and 
follow the obvious track downhill, noticing 
the limestones that occur beneath the sill. 
At the junction with the main track and 
stream at the bottom of the dale, turn right, 
heading upstream. Go through Tideswell 
Dale car park (picnic site and toilets) and 
just before reaching the main road take the 
track towards Tideswell on the right. Enter 
into fields and, if you wish, detour briefly 
up the hillside to visit another couple of 
disused quarries. They show good examples 
of sphaeroidal weathering and some of 
the dolerite is vesicular. 

Return to the grassy track and stay on it until you have to join the road into Tideswell.  
The village is less than a kilometre up the road and it is very attractive, well served by  
local buses and has plenty of amenities. 

 
Footnotes 
1. Deep Dale and Topley Pike 
Derbyshire Wildlife Trust. A website that describes the special flora and fauna in this Nature 
Reserve. It also provides information about access that may be affected by the ongoing restoration 
programme around Topley Pike.  
www.derbyshirewildlifetrust.org.uk/nature-reserves/deep-dale-and-topley-pike

2. Monsal Trail 
Peak District National Park. A website and downloadable map that describes the trail and all the 
facilities along its length, some of which are only open seasonally. 
www.peakdistrict.gov.uk/visiting/trails/monsaltrailble 
 
3. Tideswell Dale 
Colin Waters, 2003. Carboniferous and Permian igneous rocks of Great Britain north of the Variscan 
Front, Chapter 7, p.27-31.   
A detailed review of this important locality suggests that the Tideswell Dale Sill intrudes an older 
sequence of rocks comprising Bee Low Limestone and deeply weathered basaltic lava flows.  
www.thegcr.org.uk/Sites/GCR_v27_C07_Site2764.htm

Photo credits 
Cover: © Peter McDermott (cc-by-sa/2.0)  
Photo 8.1: Albert Benghiat 
Photos 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5 & 8.6: Martin Whiteley

Map acknowledgements 
BGS Map, Geological Survey of England and Wales 1:63,360/1:50,000 Geological Map Series,  
Sheet 99 (Chapel-en-le-Frith, 1977). Permit Number CP22/035 BGS©UKRI 1977. All rights reserved. 
Source: https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/data/maps/maps.cfc?method=viewRecord&mapId=9310  
 

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

Photo 8.6 Much of the 25m-thick dolerite sill is fractured 
and deeply weathered. Occasional thin lava flows are 
exposed in the hillside above and below the sill.
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Brierlow Bar to Tideswell 
Brierlow Bar – Deep Dale – Wye Dale – Monsal Trail – Tideswell
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Base Map; outdooractive Cartography; © OpenStreetMap; (www.openstreetmap.org)
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Bee Low  
LimestoneBLL

SECTION 8 - Geological Map
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Extrusive  
igneous rocks

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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Woo Dale  
LimestoneWDL

Intrusive  
igneous rocks

Alluvium
Monsal Dale  
Limestone  
(light & dark)

lt
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