
Walk length:
Approx. 5.1km (3.2 miles)

Start/fi nish:
Garrigill

Grid reference:
NY 744 415

Terrain: This trail uses 
public footpaths and 
minor roads, although 
much of the route 
crosses fi elds where 
paths are not always immediately clear. Use the map 
provided, and look out for the yellow and green footpath 
markers on stiles and gates for additional guidance. 
Be respectful of landowners and farmers, and show 
consideration when passing between the farm buildings. 
Do not attempt to enter any abandoned mine workings 
or surface excavations, as many are unstable. Also take 
extra care when traversing the rocks leading up to Ashgill 
Force, as they are often slippery. There are a large number 
of stiles along this route, which may pose challenges for 
some walkers. Strong boots, warm clothing and good 
waterproofs are advised, as even in summer the weather 
in this part of the North Pennines can be harsh and 
unpredictable. 

Public transport:For timetable information call 
Traveline on 0871 200 2233 (www.traveline.info)

Useful maps:
Ordnance Survey
1:25 000 Explorer OL31 
North Pennines Teesdale and Weardale

British Geological Survey
1:50 000 Geological Sheet 25 Alston

Limestone, 
sandstone and shale
Much of the North 
Pennines is made up of 
three main rock types: 
limestone, sandstone 
and shale. These are 
sedimentary rocks, 
meaning they were laid 
down as deposits of mud, 
silt and sand, which 
later consolidated to 
form layers called beds. 
Repeated sequences of 
these rocks, known as 
cyclothems, form many 
of the surrounding hills. 
They provide a record 
of changing sea levels in 
the Carboniferous Period 
(between 360 and 300 
million years ago) when 
vast ice sheets over the 
South Pole waxed and 
waned in cycles lasting tens of thousands of years.

In formation
The different layers of limestone you will see along this 
route have been given various names by the quarrymen 
who originally worked them. Examples you may see 
include: the Single Post Limestone, the Five Yard Limestone 
and the Scar Limestone. They were named based on 
characteristics such as thickness and hardness, where they 
were exposed, what they were used for and how easily 
they could be quarried. These names were later adopted by 
geologists, who identify them as ‘members’. Members are 
distinctive beds or groups of beds, which together make up 
a ‘formation’. In this case the beds are all members within 
the Alston Formation.

Buried treasure
The North Pennines is 
world-famous for the 
exceptional minerals 
found within its 
rocks. Most notable 
among these are 
galena, a lead-bearing 
mineral that has been 
mined in the region 
for centuries, and 
fl uorspar, originally a 
waste mineral that was 
later mined for use as a fl ux in the steel industry. Due to 
their exceptional quality, examples of these minerals can be 
found in museums around the world, and are thought to 
owe their existence to the Weardale Granite. This vast body 
of solidifi ed magma underlies much of the North Pennines, 
and the heat it generated drove mineral-rich fl uids into the 
overlying rock around 290 million years ago. There they 
cooled and crystallised to form the mineral deposits we 
see today.

Sculpted by ice and water
20,000 years ago 
the North Pennines, 
along with much of 
northern Europe, 
was beneath a vast 
ice sheet up to 
several kilometres 
thick. As the ice 
crawled across the 
land it modifi ed the 
hills and valleys of 
the North Pennines 
to form the rugged 
landscape we see 
today. The effects 
of ice and water 
have left behind a 

scarred landscape, littered with the evidence of this glacial 
period. Water continues to shape the North Pennines today, 
both through continued erosion of the hills, and through 
deposition of material elsewhere.

Welcome to a special landscape...

...shaped by millions of years of natural processes 
and thousands of years of human activity.
This simple, circular route takes you from the small 
Cumbrian village of Garrigill out into the surrounding 
landscape to explore the area’s rich geological and 
mining heritage, and to view the dramatic waterfall of 
Ashgill Force. The trail identifi es 12 points of interest 
along a set route.
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Garrigill and Ashgill Force are in the North Pennines 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and 
UNESCO Global Geopark.

What is a UNESCO Global Geopark?
The North Pennines AONB is a UNESCO Global 
Geopark. Geoparks are places with outstanding 
geology and landscape, where there are strong local 
efforts to make the most of Earth heritage through 
interpretation, education, conservation and tourism. 
To fi nd out more visit www.europeangeoparks.org 
and www.globalgeopark.org

Find out more about North Pennine geology
This leafl et is one of a series of geological trails and 
publications for the North Pennines. To discover the 
others and to fi nd out more about our geological 
heritage, visit www.northpennines.org.uk

This is an original publication by the North Pennines 
AONB Partnership, with thanks given to members of 
the AONB Partnership’s Geopark Advisory Group for 
their expertise and input.

North Pennines AONB Partnership
www.northpennines.org.uk
+44 (0)1388 528801
info@northpenninesaonb.org.uk

NorthPenninesAONB
@NorthPennAONB
northpennines
northpenninesaonb

The North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) is one of England’s most special places – 
a stunning, upland landscape of wide open moors, 
fl ower-rich hay meadows, intimate woods, dark night 
skies, charismatic wildlife, industrial heritage, tumbling 
rivers and dramatic waterfalls. In recognition of its 
world class Earth heritage and efforts to make the most 
of this for tourism and education, it is also designated 
as a UNESCO Global Geopark.

A 5.1km (3.2 mile) walk exploring the mining history 
and geological heritage surrounding the village of 
Garrigill and Ashgill Force. 

Illustrations: © NPAP/Jed Atkinson

Front cover: Ashgill Force and Ashgill Bridge
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Inner Spread

1  Garrigill Bridge
Stop at the bridge over the South Tyne. In the gorge you 
can see horizontal beds of limestone, sandstone and shale. 
These are sedimentary rocks formed from accumulations of 
limey ooze, sand and mud deposited in the Carboniferous 
Period around 330 million years ago, when the North 
Pennines sat on the margin of a shallow, tropical sea.

2  Glacial deposits 
Pause at a cutting on your left, shortly before the next 
gate. What looks like a heap of dirt and stones is actually 
evidence of the vast ice sheets 
that covered much of northern 
Europe until as recently as 
11,500 years ago. Such deposits 
are common in the valleys of the 
North Pennines, and were left 
behind as the ice that shaped the 
landscape around you melted.

3  Ancient sea life
After passing the buildings 
at Snappergill, turn 
immediately to your 
left and observe the 
small outcrop of the Scar 
Limestone. If you look 
carefully, you may make 
out small, circular marks 
within the rock. These are 
the coral Siphonodendron, 
which formed vast reefs in 
the Carboniferous.

4  Stepped hills 
Stop part-way through the next 
fi eld and look ahead towards the 
distant hillside. Note the stepped 
ridges, made from layers of hard 
limestone. Between them are 
softer sandstones and shales, 
which weather more quickly to 
create these distinctive shapes. 

5  Boulders in the stream
Don’t cross the bridge, but take 
a moment to glance down at 
the boulders and pebbles in the 
stream bed. Rounded by the 
force of the water, they consist 
of a mixture of limestone, 
sandstone and shale. 

6  Waterfalls 
As you walk up through the 
woods you will pass a number 
of smaller waterfalls. 
They occur where the line 
of the stream crosses ledges 
of harder limestone. 

7  Mining heritage
Cross the bridge into a large clearing 
that was once the Ashgill Fields Mine. To your right 
are a series of stone alcoves known as ‘bouseteems’, where 
unprocessed lead ore was stored by the miners. Slightly 
further along is one of the mine entrances, partially 
obscured by a large boulder. ‘Levels’ such as this one were 
driven into the hillside on a slight incline, allowing water 
from the mine to drain more easily and prevent fl ooding. 
The mines that operated here in the 1800s worked the 
Ashgillfi eld and Potato Garth Veins, which trace faults 
up this side of the gorge.

8  Ashgill Force 
Ashgill Force is one of many spectacular waterfalls in the 
North Pennines. It formed where hard beds of the Scar 
Limestone are underlain by softer, more easily eroded 
shales. The limestone ledge periodically becomes unstable 
and collapses into the stream, maintaining a sharp edge 
for the water to tumble over. The word ‘Force’ comes 
from the Old Norse ‘Foss’, and is associated with many 
waterfalls across the UK. The large arch that spans the 
waterfall is Ashgill Bridge.

9  Lime kiln and mine
Stop at the entrance to a small scrap yard on your left and 
look for the old lime kiln on hillside above. Limestone has 
been quarried in the North Pennines for centuries, and 
kilns like this one were used to extract lime for improving 
the quality of soils. A partially obscured mine entrance can 
also be made out at the front of a grassy mound.
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10  Crossgill Bridge 
Shortly before arriving 
back in Garrigill you will 
reach Crossgill Bridge. Stop 
here and gaze across the 
valley to see another disused 
lime kiln on the hillside. The 
bridge itself spans Cross Gill, 
and was refurbished in 1891. 
In the stream bed are large 
exposures of shale, a type of 
rock formed from very fi ne 
layers of mud.

11  Westgarth Forster
The famed geologist and mining engineer Westgarth 
Forster was born nearby in 1772. His 1809 book provides 
an important historic account of the geology of the North 
Pennines, although its contents are now known to have 
been copied from the works of others without credit. 
He died penniless in 1835, and is buried in the 
churchyard of St. John’s Church on your right as you 
arrive back in Garrigill. The Westgarth Forster listed on 
the family plot is actually his father of the same name. 

12  Local architecture 
As you arrive back in the village, 
take some time to look at the 
local buildings. Most date to 
the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, and are made 
from hard sandstone. Many 
originally had thatched 
roofi ng roofs, although 
these have been entirely 
replaced by sandstone fl ags and slate. 
Also note the striking decorative banding that 
adorns three of the houses overlooking the green.
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After crossing the bridge, 
take the small public footpath 
marked on the right. Head 
through the gate, then 
continue along the path 
through the next gate.

Continue through the 
gate and over the stile, 
then follow the path 
across the fi eld heading 
up towards the farm 
buildings at Snappergill.

Continue through 
the next fi eld. Cross 
the road, then 
follow the path 
along the bottom 
of Pasture Houses. 

Continue across the next 
few fi elds towards the farm 
buildings at Ashgillside 
House, crossing a stone 
stile beside the metal barn 
and passing through the 
site into the next fi eld. Go 
through the gate to the 
right, then follow the path 
along the wall and then 
down towards a small 
footbridge over Ash Gill.

Retrace your steps back down the gorge to the 
bridge at stop . Cross the bridge, then follow 
the path until it crosses a smaller stream. Turn 
right off the path beside a concrete panel which 
covers a disused mine shaft, then follow the 
stream down to where it meets the South Tyne 
near a bridge. Cross the bridge, follow the path 
to the left, then traverse the next three fi elds up 
the side of the valley. Cross a wooden stile onto 
a small country road, and follow it to the right 
back towards Garrigill.

Take the path left towards 
a small gate. Pass through 
it, then continue up 
through the wooded gorge 
towards Ashgill Force.

Continue up the rough 
stone steps towards Ashgill 
Force, taking care to watch 
your footing as the rocks 
are often slippery. View 
the waterfall from the 
top of the steps, as the 
overhanging rocks ahead 
are unstable. 

This route begins and ends in the 
picturesque Cumbrian village of 
Garrigill, around four miles south 
of Alston. Park in the village, 
then proceed north-east towards 
the fi rst stop at Garrigill Bridge.
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