


Your route follows the public footpath trodden by thousands before you as it is part of the Three Peaks Walk which links Pen-y-ghent with 
Whernside with Ingleborough – the mountain ahead of you with the flat top. But don’t worry- we turn off the main path before the ascent really 

starts. Please try to keep to the obvious footpaths as the grassland pastures are food for grazing animals.
Start: Through a gate next to a small Water Board hut on the B6255, Chapel le Dale. NGR SD 744776

Ribblehead Triangle Walk 2:  Southerscales Limestone Pavement
Length: 3 km/under 2 miles  –  Time without stops: 1.5 hours  –  Height Gain: 40 m /120 feet	 NGR SD 744776

1 	You begin the walk in an area called PHILPIN 
SLEIGHTS [ personal name +  Old Norse sletta = 
sheep pasture/level field]. This field now belongs 
to Natural England within the Ingleborough 
National Nature Reserve, as the information 
board by the gate tells you.  Natural England 
staff have stopped applying fertiliser and reduced 
the numbers of sheep grazing to encourage 
wildflowers.  Instead, old varieties of cattle such 
as Blue Greys and Belted Galloways are grazed 
on the Nature Reserve as these mainly eat longer 
grasses. This is a long-term approach developed 
through The Limestone Country Project aiming 
‘to protect and improve some of England’s 
most important wildlife sites by borrowing from 
farming practices of the past.     

	 Research also tells us that this track was possibly 
one of many used since our Iron Age ancestors 
needed to connect valley bottoms with summit 
enclosures.

2 	The FIELD KILN   you see on the left set into 
a limestone scar or cliff is a typical example of 
its kind with a well-defined front arch. KILN 
is derived from Old English cyln, which in turn is 
from Latin culina = a kitchen. The source of the 
raw material is just behind the kiln - a small, safe 
quarry [now good for picnics out of the wind] 
from which the solid blocks of limestone were 
pick-axed out and fed into the top of the kiln 
along with an energy source such as coal [or in 
other places, charcoal] which was tipped in from 
the top. The kiln was sealed and here the lime 
would be fired for a few days until it was ‘cooked’ 
into quick lime and afterwards crushed easily – 
from solid, 350 million year old rock to slaked 
lime dust. And why did the 18th and 19th century 
farmers go to all this trouble? The soil beneath 
the grass around you is acidic due to glacial 
deposits and the cool, wet climate leaching out 
the nutrients. By adding the very alkaline lime, 
the soil gradually turns from acid to neutral, 
producing sweet grass for sheep. These days the 
farmer has pulverised limestone delivered by 
truck!

3 	As you reach the first of 3 gates and go through 
it, you have a great and open view southeast 
down the valley. Pull off to the right and stand 
on the knoll where you can see down the dale 
[Old Norse dalr = valley] viewing millions of years 
of rock formation. This valley is CHAPEL LE 
DALE [Old French = The Chapel in the valley] 
which refers to the small but lovely chapel of 
rest in the hamlet below you to the right.  These 
Carboniferous-age limestones lie in flattish 
sedimentary beds throughout the dales to a depth 
of about 220 metres/700 feet. They were laid 
down in thick gloupy layers under a warm tropical 
sea about 350 million years ago. Since then 
and over a long, long time these lime ‘muds’ or 
sediments have dried out and, as mud does, baked 
hard. Younger layers of sediment have covered the 
limestones since, adding to the pressure process 
which has over time produced a solid rock.

	
	 But more recently, ice up to 1 k deep at its 

maximum, almost covered Ingleborough as it 
moved over the Dales in repeated glaciations from 
24,000 years ago. Ice similar to Alpine Glaciers 
moved down the Dales 16,000 years ago after 
which began the Big Melt and ice began its steady 
decay. When it was advancing, the ice dragged 
embedded rocks with it. These acted as giant 
diggers to pluck, push and remove tons of stone 
in its path so we now see the lovely result:  dales 
or valleys formed into wide U-shape as spread 
before you with the original layers of continuous 
limestone in the middle now removed. The dales 
are mild, gentle examples of glaciations compared 
with the towering steep sides of similarly formed 
U shaped valleys in the Alps, the Himalaya, the 
glens of Scotland and the nants of Snowdonia. 

                                                                                       
4 	As you walk through the next field, you may see 

the remnants of older DRY STONE WALLS 
running across at right angles under your feet. 
This tells us the fields would have been enclosed 
and managed by a number of farmers rather 
than just the one as is the case today. In fact, the 
entire walk takes you through land belonging 
to only 4 landowners as opposed to the 24 who 
may have owned and farmed it in the past. The 
characteristic dry stone walls of the dales are 
stunning testaments to the skill of many. A well-
built one can last up to a hundred years before 
gaps and weaknesses start appearing and then they 
can be repaired or ‘gapped’ to be as good and as 
strong as new. Unlike wire fences, they provide 
shade for sheep and their lambs in summer and 
protection from snow and wind in winter.

 5 	Once you have passed through the second gate, 
you can see the clear path which joins yours from 
the left. It is your return route. For now, keep 
straight ahead. At this stage, you may be asking a 
bit more about the grey, craggy LIMESTONE 

	
	 ROCK which surrounds you. If you examine a 

loose piece carefully, preferably with a magnifying 
glass, you will see teeny fossil pieces of tropical 
sea corals and algae, curved shells and bivalves 
all glued together in a calcium carbonate mud, 
now solid and strong limestone. Without this 
limestone rock, cement wouldn’t set, toothpaste 
would be less effective and iron couldn’t be made. 
It is a hugely important industrial catalyst and 
as such is sought after. It is removed from giant 
quarries, tonnes of it each year. The major issue 
is that many active limestone quarries are in 
wonderful uplands like this.

6 	Once through the third gate of this stretch, 
you have an intriguing choice. You can merrily 
continue on the main path ahead of you across 
limestone pasture and between limestone 
pavements towards Braithwaite Wife Hole in 
which case skip on to station 9 or you can take 
a short detour to gaze upon some of the best 
limestone pavement in the country. Tough call. 
Either way, you are now in Open Access country 
and are free to walk where you will. Take care and 
respect the countryside – remember this area is 
very beautiful but also easily damaged.

7 	DETOUR:  As the interpretation board to your 
left explains and illustrates, you are now standing 
in the Southerscales section of the Ingleborough 
Nature Reserve, part of the 100 acres owned by 
the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust. Please encourage 
respect for the landscape by walking in twos 
and threes along the narrow path rather than 
all over the place. Turn left off the main path 
onto a narrow path up a fairly steep  hill. As you 
pass between the limestone outcrops or scars 
[Old Norse sker = rocky cliff], slow down because 
here you see examples of flower-rich limestone 
grassland as opposed to the ‘improved’ fertilised 
meadows you have left behind.  In late April you 
may be lucky enough to see Early Purple Orchids 
[Orchis mascula] with their speckled pointed 
green leaves as well as the alpine Blue Moor Grass 
[Sesleria albicans] which only grows to about 10 
cms with a deep purple seed head.  

	 The low-growing, creeping Common Wild 
Thyme [Thymus praecox] is abundant with its 
aromatic leaves and sweet purple flowers from 
May to August. This can be used in cooking like 
the garden variety, but please don’t pick these or 
any other wildflowers.

	 By summer the banks here are sunny with 
the yellow splashes of Common Rockrose   
[Helianthemum nummularium and Bird’s-foot- 
trefoil [Lotus corniculatus], more   commonly 
known as Bacon and Eggs or Tom Thumb, having 
an elfin connection. In fact this little plant has 
over 70 local names! Other species to look out 
for in late summer include white Limestone 
Bedstraw, dusky blue Harebell, blue Field 
Scabious and delicate Quaking Grass. All these 
flowers are encouraged to grow by only grazing 
the land very lightly with livestock.                                                                             

                            
8 	As you emerge from the narrow path, the glory 

of SOUTHERSCALES limestone pavement is 
spread before you.

	 The fine Old Norse name of Southerscales [ON 
= Sutari  personal name + ON skali =  shielings or 
summer huts/high pastures] is a general one for 
this area and covers the pavement, the pastures and 
a medieval village with a farm probably manned by 
monastic tenants in the 12th  - 16th Centuries.

	 This area of North Yorkshire, along with 
neighbouring bits of Cumbria and Lancashire, has 
75% of the limestone pavement found in the British 
Isles. Considering such pavements are irreplaceable, 
as they require serious depths of ice moving over the 
surface followed by centuries of pastoral farming, we 
must preserve and look after them!

	 No other rock creates these surface features or 
has its own vocabulary to describe them. The flat 
expanses of grey limestone you can step onto are 
called clints and the deep, shady fissures between 
are called grykes, both Old Norse terms which 
are used in this part of England. A good way of 
looking at the clints and grykes properly is to lie 
on your tummy on a flat, large clint and gaze 
down into the grykes, into a world of miniature 
landscapes.

	 Here, shy shade-loving woodland plants and ferns 
eg Harts Tongue Fern wood sorrel, bluebells 
and the rare baneberry and globeflower thrive 
in a micro-climate of protective limestone, away 
from the nibbling teeth of sheep. Many of these 
originally woodland plants will have survived for 
hundreds of years since the woody habitat which 
covered this area was cut down by humans. The 
characteristic troughs on the surface which often 
hold rainwater are called runnels, not 

	
	 Norse this time but originally a German term. Just 

to throw in another language, this sort of solution 
landscape is called karst  scenery, which is Slovenian. 
You may notice some cut down trees? These are 
sycamore trees which are slowly being removed 
from the pavement - they are not indigenous and 
throw hefty shade across the delicate pavement, 
creating thick moss which eventually splits the 
pavement surface up quicker than is normal.  
Ash and hazel trees/bushes are more natural to 
this area, casting lighter shade which encourages 
the growth of all the wild flowers. Grazing sheep 
ensure many trees do not reach maturity.

	 [Much good, accessible information has been 
written about pavements such as this one and 
the following link is especially useful:  www. 
limestone-pavements.org.uk. In addition, the 
excellent background book ‘Ingleborough: 
Landscape and History ‘ to which this walk 
brochure and two others have been written as 
companions, is a mine of gems of information. 
See the references at the end]

	 Once you have had your fill of the powerful 
moonscape, return to the main path at  6.

	 6. Back on the main path again, follow it gently 
up to the top layers of the Great Scar Limestone, 
now at 350 metres/1150 feet above sea level. 
Here the Carboniferous sea stopped rising for a 
while and remained lapping its warm waves at this 
height for a long, long time. 

9 	A rather spectacular depression in the 
landscape shows itself to the left of the path. 
This, the largest surface hole in N.Yorkshire, 
is BRAITHWAITE WIFE’S HOLE which has 
a cave entrance at the bottom. PLEASE DO 
NOT ATTEMPT TO DESCEND – DANGER!  
A connection between this and Sunset Hole 
further up the hill was discovered in 1910 but the 
tunnel was blocked by the cavers because it was 
considered highly dodgy and dangerous

10 	Technically the feature is a SOLUTION 
DOLINE, formed by dissolving of the limestone 
into a central fissure below the top glacial clay 
layer. The slopes of the hole are actively eroding 
resulting in the slope failure you can clearly see. 
And Braithwaite’s Wife? I fear she has passed into 
history taking her secret with her. 

	 But this fabulous landscape feature reminds us 
that below our feet, constantly being eroded 
in darkness and peace is mile upon mile of 
limestone cave, sump, tunnel and cavern. Just 3 
km/about 2 miles south down the road towards 
Ingleborough are White Scar show caves which 
run parallel to our walk and take you on a 
stunning journey under the hill. 

11 	You have now reached the half way point on the 
walk. Better to walk on than to go back! Ahead of 
you is an important wall boundary – can you guess 
why the stile is a double? [If you want to start the 
ascent of Ingleborough [723m/2386 feet], ensure 
you have with you enough water, protective clothing, 
emergency food and a map. Then climb over the 
stile and continue straight ahead on the sandstone 
slabs which rise and fall over the raised bog. It is not 
an easy 1.5 kilometres to the top, 353 metres /1165 
feet above you – but oh so well worth it!]

  
12 	But we are going to discover a most exciting place. 

Once over the stile, turn immediately left onto 
the path way-marked with green and black posts 
which hugs the wall to the left. You will notice 
that the short, springy limestone turf has given 
way to more boggy sedges, red deer grass and 
cotton grass in the summer. The fuzzy, white-
headed seed of this grass is a kind warning that 
the ground is generally soggy. The reason for this 
is that the pervious limestone, which normally 
removes surface rainwater through its many cracks 
and gives a delightful dryness underfoot, is here 
overlain by deep clag of glacially dumped clay and 
resultant bog. 

	 The colourful yellow, green and red bog mosses 
[sphagnums] which thrive here are all an indication of 
the wetness of the ground. It is these mosses which, 
over hundreds of years, are slowly being turned 
into peat after they die. With careful grazing 
management the ling heather on this hillside is 
slowly recovering and we can expect that lovely 
purple haze of massed heather flowers to return 
in the future. But our feet will remain dry as the 
path has been managed by Natural England with 
sandstone flags strategically placed. Strung out in 
a line to your right is a series of SHAKE HOLES, 
SWALLOW HOLES and POTS – all technical 
names to describe solution holes on the surface. 
Here the acidic water running off the hill finds 
a weakness through the clay into the underlying 
limestone and literally dissolves it. Rainwater 
alone has a tough job eroding the limestone on 
its own – the magic ingredient is dissolved carbon 
dioxide, a by-product of soil air enriched by dead 
and decaying plant matter. So the water running 
down the hill is full of this gas, carbon dioxide, 
and is ready to gobble up limestone. This is called 
aggressive water and results in effective solution 
weathering of the limestone.

13 	As you nearly reach the next wall ahead of you, 
there is a very active pot hole on the right called 
KNACKERTRAPPER with a tin lid over the 
entrance so cavers can get in and out easily. NOT 
FOR THE PUBLIC. The beck bounces off the 
hill and disappears down this hole to join lots 
of other similar streams below ground – and 
thence to the valley bottom where it emerges to 
see daylight flowing over an older, waterproof or 
impermeable rock which underlies the limestone.

14 	The lovely area of exposed limestone ahead of 
you to the right is called WASHFOLD. Can you 
imagine why? The whole hillside here is called 
FENWICK LOT.  The present landowner’s father 
remembers a time when there was a stone building 
[you can still see the foundations at the far end of 
the outcrop] here and it was used in summer for 
the shepherds to live in for a while. They would 
come up with their flocks to let them eat the sweet 
summer grass. Whilst here, the sheep and growing 
lambs would need washing and dipping in the 
becks to rid them of ticks. To do this, the men 
would dam a beck [ON bekkr = stream] to create a 
deeper dib or dub [Old English  dub = pool] . 

	 There are many ‘dib’ names suggesting these 
were all over the dales .To form an orderly queue 
before the washing, the sheep would be put into 
a fold, a holding place bounded by walls, hence 
the name, Washfold. And the shepherds would 
count their precious flock…’ yan, tyan, tethera, 
methera…’ they would recite, using numbers 
familiar to their very ancient Celtic forbears:

[1=yan 
2=tyan 
3=tethera 
4= methera 
5= pimp 
6=sethera 
7= lethera 
8= hovera 
9= dovera 
10 = dick

11 =  yan-a-dick 
12= tyan-a-dick 
13=tethera-a-dick 
14=methera –a-dick 
15=bumfitt                    
16 = yan-a-bumfitt 
17= tyan-a-bumfitt 
18=tethera-a-bumfitt 
19=methera –a-bumfitt 
20=giggot]

	 The other reason this is a magical, wonderful 
place is because this is where, sometimes, if you 
are very lucky, you might hear a boggart. These 
are more ancient than the boggart in Harry 
Potter’s adventures. Our Dales boggarts [or 
boggards] were actually rather naughty fairies who 
were demoted. Their job now is to look after the 
high and lonely byways and track of the dales – 
and the passages and cave systems underground. 
So they do a useful, fine job keeping these 
routeways clean and brushed and sparking. They 
dislike it when we Big People [for so we humans 
are to these Little People] carelessly throw litter 
or leave fruit skins around. Some silly children 
even throw stones down into cave entrances and 
this really annoys our Boggarts who roar their 
disapproval and moan with sadness.  I know of 
one Boggart called Hog. He lives over the dale in 
a huge cave called Hurtle Pot but sometimes he 
likes to sit at the bottom of Washfold and sing to 
the wind. Can you hear him today?

	
	 The limestones here have pretty etched shapes 

which, with a bit of imagination, can become vast 
mountain ranges cut by deep valleys.

	 [WARNING for adults – the becks plunge into 
the limestone in a spectacular but potentially 
dangerous way here – please keep an eye on your 
children, lay down definite physical boundaries 
and place yourself on the beck as it plunges 
underground. However, on hot summer days 
these becks are delicious for paddling in]

15 	The final new part of your walk, before you rejoin 
the original path at 5, unfolds before you. It is 
managed in places with sandstone slabs and gently 
cuts its way across unimproved fields.  

	

	 Look to your left and you will see the pavement at 
Southerscales you have just come from. There is 
a line of exposed limestone water resurgences to 
your right, but you have to look carefully to see 
them. Go through a gate and on until you meet 
a strange, huge, circular wall coming up on your 
left. Follow the path keeping the wall to your left 
until you are on the far side.

16 	Well done! You have reached GREAT DOUK 
[ON = damp] cave. Although it is impossible to 
see its entrance 50 metres /165 feet below, you 
can hear the water resurging as a waterfall into 
daylight for a while before plunging underground 
again. [WARNING – please don’t be tempted to 
skip over the stile and into the huge collapsed 
doline which leads to the cave. This is only for 
those with the proper protective caving kit. 
[There are suggested links to Outdoor Pursuits 
providers who will take groups of up to 8 caving 
at the end of this brochure]. However, if you 
peer over the wall, to where grazing sheep are not 
allowed, you will see what the landscape would 
have looked like before man arrived  - wooded 
and shady.

 	 Keep the path under foot – it is now a double and 
ancient farm track, a Holloway - and it will bring 
you happily and safely back to your original route 
at station  5.

	 5. Now simply go through the gate on your right 
and follow the path down over one field, through 
the next gate back to the lime kiln field and the 
B6255 – and your transport!


