The Weaver Walk


The Weaver Walk takes its name from the nearby Weaver Hills, and links the Staffordshire Way at Greendale near Oakamoor (Staffordshire Moorlands) with The Limestone Way at either Mayfield or Ellastone (East Staffordshire). It meanders around the vicinity of the Hills, passing through some of the most aesthetically pleasing landscapes in Staffordshire. The region is characterised by a mosaic of habitats, and is particularly special due to the large range of grassland types and the fantastic diversity of wildflowers associated with these grasslands. This diversity has been achieved by the traditional management encouraged in the area, where chemical fertilisers, pesticides and herbicides have not been used. In addition, the industrial archaeology of the area combined with the traditional buildings that still survive make the walk truly special.

The Weaver Walk boasts fabulous prospects across grasslands associated with limestone and calcareous 
substrates, neutral flower-rich pasture, meadows and acidic heathlands, many of which are purple with heather blooms in the late summer months. Make sure you keep a sharp look out for species such as brown hare, barn owl and skylark, all of which have been recorded in the area.

Much of the region has been quarried in past years for limestone and shale, the result of which has given rise to some of the most interesting features of the area. The disused quarries have given an intriguing insight into the paleaogeographic history of the region through the study of marine fossils. The plants that are beginning to colonise the quarries are also of a particularly unusual and beautiful floralistic composition. In addition, the remains of mid-18th century and early 19th century plateways and railways linking the Cauldon quarries with the canal of the same name (although now spelled differently), criss-cross parts of the walk, thus giving a fascinating insight of the area’s industrial past. Wooded river valleys, heathland, moorland, wildflower meadows and the disused quarries with associated early industrial features all contribute to the incredible biodiversity beauty and interest seen along The Weaver Walk.
Walking Direction

The route described is from near Oakamoor to Mayfield or Ellastone, but can just as easily be walked in the other direction. Distances are given in miles and kilometres. Walking directions are indicated by roman type; information along the way is in italics.

Walking Times (cumulative)
In addition to distance, timings are given for each stage of the walk. This is based upon an average walking speed, given different ground conditions over different sections. Slower speeds will be achieved in wet weather; no allowance is given for time out along the route other than following instructions; however, it should provide an indication of how far the next section is in each case.

Dogs
Most of the route is dog-friendly, but there is an up-and-over stile at Windy Harbour (over an electric fence), which may necessitate carrying your dog over, plus two very narrow squeeze stiles on Blake Low. Please be aware that sheep and cattle inhabit many of the fields traversed, so please keep dogs under strict control at all times.

Weather
The top of the Weaver Hills is a very different place from the Churnet Valley. Note that it might be considerably colder and windier up on the top. Walking boots are essential for the entire route as you will encounter mud on wet days. Also be aware that Limestone (Cauldon to Stanton section) can be very slippery in wet weather.

Public Transport

Connections are shown where the route crosses a bus route, with approximate frequencies. Buses connect the start with Hanley (Stoke on Trent City Centre), Cheadle and Uttoxeter; the end with Ashbourne and Uttoxeter, and points throughout the walk with Ashbourne, Leek, Uttoxeter, Cheadle and Hanley. It is quite possible to walk the full length in two sections starting at either Hanley or Derby (with connections at Uttoxeter or Ashbourne). Full details of bus and train times can be found on Traveline (0871 200 2233) or national rail enquiries (08457 484950). All information published is correct at December, 2008; however, we cannot be held responsible for changes made to timetables after this date.

By Car

There are car parks at Greendale, Oakamoor, Thorswood Nature Reserve and Ellastone. In addition, there are some opportunities for on-street parking at Caldon, Stanton and Middle Mayfield. Please park sensibly at all times and respect other road users.

The Weaver Walk as part of a larger circular route

The Weaver Walk is designed to link The Staffordshire Way with The Limestone Way, and a circular walk is possible by taking The Weaver Walk from Greendale via Stanton to Ellastone, and then via The Limestone Way south to Rocester, and The Staffordshire Way back to Greendale (24 miles). A short circuit using the two eastern arms of The Weaver Walk plus the Limestone Way would give a seven mile circular walk. The Staffordshire Peak District Challenger is a lovely circuit taking in the best scenery in the district. From Greendale, take the Weaver Walk via Stanton to Middle Mayfield, the Limestone Way north to Coldwall Bridge, then paths through the Manifold Valley to Axe Edge, The Dane Valley Way to Rushton Spencer, and The Staffordshire Way back to Greendale.
The Weaver Walk

1. Greendale
The Weaver Walk starts near The Masefield Gates at Greendale, at the entrance to the National Trust owned Hawksmoor Nature Reserve (Ordnance Survey Explorer map 259). It is served by First Bus 32a (Hanley-Cheadle-Uttoxeter), which runs every two hours for most of the year, with additional buses during July and August, making the service hourly. For those arriving by car, there is a small car park inside the gates, plus extra parking at Highshutt, half a mile nearer Cheadle on the B5417. If parking at the latter, take the footpath inside Hawksmoor that skirts the roadside, following it down to The Masefield Gates. Buses from the Uttoxeter direction drop you at the bus shelter opposite; buses from Cheadle direction drop you at The Masefield Gates (ask for ‘Greendale’ in either case). Cross the road from Hawksmoor, and walk along the footpath to the left to the bus shelter. The Weaver Walk starts from here.

Go up the path to the right of the bus shelter, following Staffordshire Way signs. Ignore paths to the left and right near the top, and follow the Staffordshire Way down through a small dry valley to emerge onto a lane (Stoneydale). This is Sutton’s Wood, and is in the main a conifer plantation, however, the larch in spring and autumn contrasts in colour sharply with the other non-deciduous trees.

Turn left down Stoneydale (lane) to the junction with Red Road, and continue along the main lane to the left. If you detour for a short way along Red Road, you will come to a large retaining wall on your right hand side. This was constructed by Italian prisoners of war in the Second World War. Following the river (on your right, noticing the division wall in the river) you come to the former level crossing and crossing keeper’s cottage of the North Staffordshire Railway. Just past here is a spring on the left; go through a gap in the fence opposite and onto the car park at Oakamoor (Mill Road).  Here you will see one of many Heritage Trail interpretation boards telling the history of the village, and public toilets.

2. Oakamoor (1.3 miles / 2.0km; 35 minutes)

Walk across the car park and field, crossing the river by the wide concrete bridge. This car park and associated picnic area marks the site of Bolton’s Copper Mill, which was demolished in 1963. The works spanned both sides of the river (hence the wide bridge); the division in the river you saw earlier was to separate the mill fleam. The works made the copper core for the first transatlantic cable in the mid 19th century. It was equipped with its own railway sidings, the two gateposts surviving on the opposite side of the river standing testimony to the fact that engines were locked up at night! Walk to the left of the gateposts, heading towards the main river bridge. Another board tells the story of the bridge. To the right of the bridge, a path leads up onto the main road. Here you will find The Cricketer’s Arms, and, to the right on the adjacent lane, a small Post Office stocking sweets and newspapers. 32a buses connect with Greendale (shelter opposite Cricketer’s Arms) and various points along The Staffordshire Way. Cross the road, and take the path down to the left of The Cricketer’s Arms. If you look back at the wall to the road, you can see the remains of a blocked up bridge. This was the crossing point of The Uttoxeter Canal, opened from Froghall to Uttoxeter in 1811, and closed when the North Staffordshire Railway Company became the major shareholder in the mid 19th century. The railway was thus laid over much of the bed of the former canal; however, you can still trace its passage in several places. Retrace your steps to the main road, and turn left. Cross the road, and then take the next small road on the left, which soon turns into a track. Continue to a gate into Cotton Dell.

Cotton Dell is an ancient woodland nature reserve managed by Staffordshire Wildlife Trust. Look for majestic beech trees which began life in times long past, swaying over the countryside. The woodland canopy is mixed with trees and shrubs such as bird cherry, guelder rose, alder, ash, oak, birch and some conifer sections. Steps down from the main track let you view an ancient bridge spanning the brook.

This rich diversity in tree species provides different niches for the habitation of many different animals. You should expect to see wildlife such as the common frog and rabbits; also look out for common butterflies such as peacock, meadow brown and small skipper.

Continue up the main footpath in the valley, passing a bridge over the brook on the right, until you come to a fork. Bear right, keeping the brook on your immediate right. Eventually, you will come to a signpost indicating a footpath to the right, by another Cotton Dell sign. However, at this point, we turn left and proceed steeply up steps to emerge out onto a field. Continue steeply upwards, crossing the field to a stile at the top. Once over the stile, keep ahead, following a boundary with dropping ground on your left, uphill to a junction. Turn sharp right and follow the often muddy track, still going upwards but now much less steeply, to the top at an old stone stile. Keep on the main path which now swings to the right and goes downhill to emerge from the woodland onto Cotton Bank. As you come out of the wood, look ahead to the right and there is an excellent prospect over the valley of wild flower meadows with Cotton College and church in the distance. Cotton College began life as a Tudor hall, but was considerably enlarged by A.W.N. Pugin in the 1840s with money donated by the Earl of Shrewsbury. The Earl also paid for the adjacent Catholic Church, whose spire is very prominent.


3. Cotton Bank (2.4 miles / 3.8km; 1hr 10 mins)
The footpath goes over a stile and down onto a track ahead, with Cotton Bank Farm on the right. Many of the fields to the right are managed by Staffordshire Wildlife Trust, and form part of Cotton Dell Reserve. You will stay on this track for 25 minutes, crossing two cattle grids on the way. As you draw close to Upper Cotton, to your left you will see Garston Rocks, a sandstone outcrop which looks striking on the horizon. Unimproved neutral grassland meadows surround the area making this a particularly pleasant part of the walk in the summer months. The fields of Upper Cotton Dell are particularly valued by conservationists because of the wealth of floral diversity. You can see flowers such as devils-bit scabious, common knapweed, betony, eyebright, harebell and ragged robin. These meadows also support swathes of wax cap fungi. Traditional low-intensity farming without chemical fertilisers, weed-killers or pesticides has certainly been of benefit. Eventually, you will emerge onto a lane. Turn right, and walk along the lane for a short distance. The depression in the ground indicates the line of a disused tramway- this is the site of the 1804 route from Cauldon Quarries to Froghall. Continue past the white house on the right, ignoring for the moment a lane to the right; continue ahead to the next cottage on the right, and the sunken site of another railway- this is the 1847 line connecting the same places.

The plateways, tramways and railways connecting Cauldon Quarries and Froghall canal basin 700 feet lower down and nearly four miles away are fascinating for several reasons. The first of these, erected in 1777, was the first railway to be built in the world by use of an Act of Parliament. This does not mean that it was the first in the world, merely that it was the first to be recognised officially. The route went up hill and down dale, and was soon to be improved by a new line in 1784. However, both of these routes were tedious and used horse drawn traction- a practice that was extremely dangerous when coming downhill with trucks laden with limestone! Both lines were outdated in 1804 by John Rennie’s tramway, which used a series of inclined planes, interspersed with long flat sections. This is turn was replaced in 1847 by Trubshaw’s rack railway linking the quarries with the canal in more or less a straight line of even gradient. 

If you continue along this road for a short distance you will come to the main A52 where bus service 235 offers three buses per day Mon-Sat in each direction with Leek (right), and Cheadle (left). Otherwise, retrace your steps.

4. Upper Cotton (4.2 miles / 6.75km; 1 hr 45 mins)

To continue on The Weaver Walk, retrace your steps back to the lane junction at Rose Cottage and turn left. Turn right at the T junction by an old finger post from the 1930s. Further along, a slight raise in the ground level after the white house on the right indicates once again the line of the 1804 tramway. When the road veers to the right with a private driveway ahead, a path in the angle between the driveway and road takes you to the right of a wooden building, past a stone cottage on the left and to a small stile in the upper left hand corner.

Turn immediately left, walking up and to the right of the wall ahead. The way leads down to a stile - often muddy - into another field. Ahead, slightly to the right you will see the outline of a long low mound. Keep the wall on your left and follow the boundary around to this point, ignoring the squeeze stile on the left down into the hollow. 

This hollow marks the route of the 1804 tramway. This route was revolutionary, as to gain height it utilised a series of flat sections coupled with inclined planes. Winding gear at the top of each plane hauled the trucks up and down, using gravity to take down the fully laden trucks whilst at the same time hauling up the empty trucks alongside. You are now at the base of one such inclined plane. Walk up the path to the right of the stile and onto the raised section of ground. This soon joins the main incline for a tedious trek to the top, passing a blocked up bridge in the garden of Cottonplain House (the original winding house): this was the line of the 1784 route. At the top, past Cottonplain, the tramway continues ahead, but you now go through two squeeze stiles in the left hand wall and cross this next field diagonally upward through Ashtree Lodge Pastures to the four-way telegraph pole. 

These pastures are a series of flower-rich meadows, they reinforce the area’s boast of rich floral diversity. The grassland has not been improved by agricultural chemicals and is neutral with wet flushes supporting plants often typical of wet and marshy grasslands including marsh marigold, marsh valerian, marsh speedwell and pink water speedwell. The site also has common spotted orchid to delight flower enthusiasts. 

Go through into the next field, keeping the wall/ fence on your right. When this finishes, continue ahead to a stile up to the A52 road, so be mindful of traffic. Cross the road to a gap to the right of the house. An overgrown footbridge takes you up into the field. Cross this field, keeping the wall on your left and the house to the left of that. Another gap takes you onto another road. Cross this and walk slightly to the left to another stile into a boggy field at Windy Harbour.

5. Windy Harbour (5 miles / 8kms; 2hr 30 mins)
The path leads down keeping the wall on your right, to a gap in the corner. Cross this diagonally to an up-and-over stile into the next field. The path - although not clearly defined - crosses the next field in the same direction, taking you through an open gateway to a larger field, where you continue ahead to a stile in the left hand wall at the furthest end of the row of houses. This will take you onto Stoney Lane. 

The houses were built in Edwardian times to provide accommodation for workers at the quarries. Many of the workers were descendants from migrants who left Anglesey when the Parys Mines were being run down in the mid nineteenth century. To the left of the terrace is a much changed house which was once a Welsh Chapel, whilst on the right was the shop. The latter still has its shop window. If you are walking on a weekday, the noise of the crushing plant ahead will be deafening!

Cross the road and take the driveway opposite, ignoring paths to the left and going over the cattle grid. Immediately past the next house on the right, go through the double gates into the driveway. Walk down to another gate with squeeze stile alongside leading to a gently declining slope and views over the Hamps Valley. 

Progress downhill to a stile near the bottom on the left. Keep the new wall on your left to another stile that takes you down and over a small stream. Although the path seems to keep ahead through a small wooded section, you will need to turn right and follow the stream down to a culvert under the old railway embankment. Here is a stile and tall bridge under the railway. This is the line of the 1905 rail route that was the last to connect Caldon Quarries with Froghall. It is now mothballed. The mounds on your right are Honeyhole Spoils.

This area supports limestone flowers that have colonised the spoil heaps which were a product of limestone mining. Limestone geology produces alkaline soil conditions, which is the main influence on the floral assemblages. Alkaline conditions are unusual in Staffordshire because limestone substrates, which are responsible for alkaline conditions, are restricted to the north of the county and therefore so are their associated plants. Additionally, recolonised quarry sites are particularly interesting because they are often colonised by rare plants that would normally be out-competed by existing plants. Spiked speedwell, a plant that is nationally rare, has been found in the area and locally rare Carline thistle and bee-orchids also exist here. The disused railway - the 1905 and last of the Cauldon quarries to Froghall routes - is also being colonised by a rich floral assemblage.

Under the bridge, pick up a rough track ahead that soon turns into a footpath to a stile. Ahead is another stile at the next boundary. Turn right and follow the boundary down to a rough track just before the stream. Note another railway embankment over to the left which carried the railway from Leekbrook down to Waterhouses. This line connected with the narrow-gauge railway up the Hamps Valley to Hulme End. The track to the right crosses a small brook and then curves up to the left. Continue ahead and slightly right towards two gates, but don’t go through either. A stile is to the left of both will take you to the left and away from a muddy patch. In the new field, go uphill and follow the left hand wall/hedge around the corner; then veer to the right to a gate in the far corner out onto a road. Turn right on the lane and follow it to The Yew Tree Inn on your left. 

6. Cauldon (6 miles / 9.6kms; 3hr 5 mins)
The Yew Tree provides welcome refreshment (but a very limited food selection), but is no ordinary pub. Alan East’s collection of ephemera is all on display, including Victorian ‘juke boxes’ that play copper discs. All this is on view for the price of a pint, and is well worth a look. Once inside, look up to view clocks and other interesting items; the room on the left is so full of objects that it is cordoned off as there is no room for the public! For two pence a go, you can be entertained in a truly Victorian style.  Bus108 offers three buses per day Mon-Sat in either direction to Ashbourne (across the road from the pub), and Leek and Macclesfield (same side) from here.

Retrace your steps from The Yew Tree to the gate and continue along the lane to the junction. Turn left, and then almost immediately left again on a track. Where this turns left, turn right and follow the new track down and over a disused railway bridge with a pool on your right. In front is a superb view of the Hamps Valley with Caldon Shale Quarry in the foreground. Although not pretty, the paleogeographic significance of this site is such that it has been credited with the designation of Site of Special Scientific Interest (also known and referred to henceforth as an SSSI), which affords the site virtually the highest protection Britain can give. The rocks discovered here when the area was mined contain remnants of ancient marine life, and has enabled more precise dating of important dates in the earth’s development specifically through comparison of fossils known as Goniatites with other sites. The shale and limestone substrata also produce a rich floral assemblage only associated where limestone geology occurs.

The path leads down and around the pool on your right. A small bird hide down by the pool lets you watch the wildlife here. However, the Weaver Walk continues through the stile by the double metal gates and turns right.
 
This new track - still following the pool on your right - leads to Caldon Mill, but before you get there a sign on your left takes you down to the riverside and over a stile into the farmyard. Pass the barn on your left and then the farmhouse, taking the track ahead to a point where it swings to the left. A waymark here leads you up and around a metal building above a yard and over a stream bridge. Turn left and follow this stream down to where it joins the River Hamps; you will gain height here in order to follow the River downstream. The fence between you and the river leads eventually to a wooden gate out onto a road at Waterhouses.  Turn left for pub and bus services (bus 108 offers a daily service to Ashbourne (for Derby) across the road; also Leek (change for Hanley) and Macclesfield on this side along the main A523 road. A shop/general store is to the right, on the A523. Turn right to continue on the Weaver Walk. Note this part of the walk is shown on the Ordnance Survey Outdoor Leisure map of the White Peak (OL24).

7. Waterhouses (6.9 miles / 11km; 3 hrs 30 mins)
When you have turned right from the footpath, cross the road, and pick up a path on the left just before the railway bridge. A diversion can be made here by walking up the path and onto the disused railway track, which here was the terminus of the line from Leekbrook. It is now a pay-and-display car park maintained by The Peak District National Park Authority (although curiously it is just outside of the National Park). A cycle hire establishment operates in season with small shop; toilets adjacent. The cycle hire is housed in a former station building, but not the original from this site. This building came from Fenton in the Potteries, and was transferred here after the closure of that station. Passengers used to change here for the Manifold Light Railway to Hulme End, which operated during the first 30 years of the 20th century. Retrace your steps to the road, and turn left under the railway bridge. Continue along the road, passing the steel-clad research establishment of Lafarge Cement. Just past here, a stile on your left takes you into a field; walk up in a similar direction, but gently gaining height and veering away from the road. Cross the field at the top in between the two small fenced copse areas: ahead you will now see Caldon Dale. Cross the track to Middlehills Farm and go through the gate opposite. Continue ahead and down a steep slope to a stile; cross the next field to a stile out into Caldon Dale.

Caldon Dale is particularly special as it possesses a local combination of unimproved, traditionally managed calcareous and neutral grassland, a phenomenon now rare in Staffordshire and the West Midlands. The site has also been designated as an SSSI, this time purely on its botanical assemblages. The site contains one of the largest surviving examples of meadow oat-grass sheep’s-fescue grassland community in the county. The Weaver Walk takes you through the limestone valley where you can see flowers such as spring cinquefoil (which is nationally restricted), early purple orchid and limestone bedstraw during the spring season; and common rock rose, greater butterfly orchid and devil’s-bit scabious during the summer months. As you walk, notice the limestone rocks jutting out from the hillside. Wildlife of interest noted in the area includes brown hare, skylark and barn owl. Sites such as this are particularly good for invertebrates such as butterflies, bees and moths; on this site there is a thriving population of the rare cystus forrester moth.

Continue ahead in the valley bottom to a ruined building. Here the dale splits; take the right hand valley and stay in the valley bottom- now known simply as ‘The Dale’. This is now an ancient green lane which past the second gate narrows to a mere bridleway. As you are walking along the track you can appreciate the beautiful countryside views with a patchwork of drystone walled fields. Along the lane is a mixture of calcareous (or alkaline) and neutral grassland habitats. These slopes, however, are noted for the extensive swathes of species-rich calcareous grassland which they support. Calcareous grasslands are associated with thin soils, such as that on chalk and limestone areas, and are free draining. The flora contained on the slopes consists of a variety of species including fairy flax, wild thyme, hoary plantain, betony and common dog violet. The sward also contains an extensive range of grasses and sedges such as quaking-grass and glaucous and spring sedge.

Continue ahead until you see Dale Tor - a rocky outcrop - in front of you. Immediately before this take a path on the right. Keep the wall on your right and follow beneath Dale Tor and Stanton Dale Farm - both on your left - to an up-and-over stile. Strike up to the left to a stile out onto the lane. Turn right and walk along the lane to Stanton Dale. Bus service 108 provides services (as per Caldon) to Ashbourne (to the left) and Leek (to the right) from here.

8. Stanton Dale (8.9 miles / 14.2km; 4hrs 25 mins)
On your left is a house which used to be the Stanton Dale tollhouse. You can see the date stone in the wall, and also the door with porch onto the road where tolls were taken. Although the main road now links Ashbourne with The Potteries and Newcastle, the tollhouse stands on what was the Thorpe to Blythe Marsh turnpike, one of the least frequented turnpike roads in the county. The Turnpike Trust merged with five other local trusts in early Victorian times to form the ‘Cheadle 5 Divisions’ Trust; it was this Trust that constructed the tollhouse. 

Cross the main road, taking care of traffic, and continue along Dale Lane opposite (signposted ‘Stanton’). Take the first track on the right (Wetside Lane), and go through the double wooden gates passing the barns on both sides. This track eventually becomes a smaller rough track which takes you to the immediate top, where there is a stunning view across the Midland Plain - a taste of what is in store when you reach the Weaver Hills.  

Continue ahead to a gate into a field. Keep ahead with the wall on your left. This now goes up, then down, and then finally up to the road. The views open up on this section from The Peakland Hills behind to the Midland Plain in front. Cross the road and walk ahead for a short distance.

9. Weaver Hills Viewpoint (10 miles / 16km; 5 hrs)
To the very left (east) are Minninglow and Alport Heights near Wirksworth. In the valley to the right are Derby and the lower Trent Valley. Following around to the right, on the horizon, you can see the outline of the hills of Charnwood Forest: the highest point is Beacon Hill. The towers of Drakelow Power station are clearly visible (well to the left of these at the time of writing are the five cooling towers from the now defunct Willington Power Station, but these may no longer be there when you read this). To the south east, low flat countryside stretches beyond the Midland Plain towards Edge Hill in Warwickshire; then further right are the cooling towers of Rugeley Power Station and the upland area of Cannock Chase, with the Post Office mast at Pye Green clearly visible to the right. Further west is the triangularly shaped Wrekin (an extinct volcano) and behind that the humped shapes of Brown and Titterstone Clee. The long distance view to the west is obscured by Mow Cop (west), giving you a 180 degree view over half of the Midlands.

Retrace your steps to the road and turn right for a short distance. Just before the cattle grid, a footpath on the left leads downwards, veering to the left before the fence to continue alongside the fence (now on your right) to a stile. Continue ahead, with a stone structure built into the hillside in front of you. These are limekilns and were used to break up stone from quarries before transporting it on packhorses. The entrances at the foot of the building are fire chambers, where alternate layers of brushwood and limestone would have been packed tightly in. When the fire was lit, the heat cracked and broke up the stone into manageable sizes; the smoke escaping through chimneys which can still be seen on the flat ground above. If you do venture up to the top, be mindful of the drop both at the front and where the chimney holes are. 

The Weaver Walk continues below the limekilns and above Softlow Wood on the right to another stile. Continue ahead, picking up the right hand fence to cross two stiles into Thorswood Nature Reserve.

10. Thorswood Reserve (10.8 miles / 17.3km; 5hrs 20 mins)
The Weaver Walk now turns to the right and drops downhill, but it is well worth a small diversion ahead to view the reserve in full. Note that distances and timings do not include the Thorswood diversion. Old mine-shafts, ancient burial mounds dating back to the Bronze Age, and open grasslands with superb views make this a lovely walk through relatively easy terrain.

Thorswood Nature Reserve is extremely diverse, and contains a variety of wildlife habitats. The reserve is positioned in a geologically unique site, and is located on areas of both acidic sandstone and calcareous limestone; you can discover its mixture of lush flower-rich hay meadows, neutral, acidic and calcareous grasslands. The route to the top of the hill at Thorswood, north-west of Thorswood House, is clearly waymarked by round wooden posts. To get there from the aforementioned stile into the reserve, veer to the left and up, following the waymarks, to the top, where you can enjoy the spectacular views. Brown hares can frequently be seen throughout the reserve. The vegetation is densely packed over the calcareous grasslands with low-growing flowering plants such as wild thyme and salad burnet, with cowslip and early-purple orchids also present. Growing on the patches of acidic sandstone, plants such as moonwort and mountain Pansies thrive. 

From the summit, follow the waymarks down the hillside to Thorswood Barn and car park. Turn right at the barn and follow the path through the lower part of the reserve to return to the stile you previously crossed into the reserve. Before you reach that stile, turn right and head downhill, noting the extra time taken to visit the reserve.

Go through a kissing gate in the fence, and continue down to Tinsell Brook at the bottom. Keep to the right of the scrubland to pick up a stile and gate leading through the shallow water. Once safely across, head on up and ahead towards the corrugated barns. At the top, turn right; an exit takes you through a gate/ stile and out onto Thorswood Lane. Turn left and walk up the hill for a short distance to the house on the left. Opposite, a squeeze stile takes you onto rough ground over Blake Low.

Blake Low SSSI is a mosaic of wet heathland and acidic grassland habitat, with heather (ling) being the dominant species occurring, with bilberry, purple moorgrass and cross-leaved heath. Heathland is an internationally rare and threatened wildlife habitat. England contains a significant amount of the heathland left in the world; therefore it is very important to conserve these habitats. The soil is very acidic and therefore has a poor nutrient level; however, these conditions are perfect for heathland vegetation and the fauna it contains. It is an important habitat to a variety of invertebrates and reptiles such as adders and common lizards. Two carnivorous plants also thrive here: Common butterwort and round-leaved sundew; these plants trap and digest insects to supplement the poor mineral nutrition they obtain from the soil. Just to the north of Blake Low, a Gold Torc from the Middle Bronze Age was unearthed some years ago, and is now in the British Museum.

Walk upwards, initially to the left, and then across the meadow at the top, crossing the low remains of a stone wall, but keeping the well-made dry stone wall on the left. You will find a way through into the next meadow via a narrow squeeze stile on the left, cutting the corner of the new field to another even narrower one. The second stile leads into a meadow with scrub in front of you. Edge around this to the left, and then veer right, dropping gently downhill towards the opposite wall, where another stile takes you through with views of Stanton village ahead. Veering right, cross this next meadow down to Sladehollow Lane. Turn left and continue along the lane; at the junction, turn right and continue to Town Head in Stanton village (unfortunately, no facilities). 

11. Stanton Village (12.5 miles / 20km; 5 hrs 50 mins)
At Gilbert Sheldon Hall the Weaver Walk splits in two: the northern route (first described) takes you to the Limestone Way going north near Mayfield, plus a link to pub and service to Ashbourne, whilst the southern arm heads down to Ellastone to join the Limestone Way going south to link with the Staffordshire Way at Rocester, with bus connections back to Greendale.
Stanton is a pretty stone village, and possesses a small Victorian church. It was the birthplace of Gilbert Sheldon, Chaplain to Charles I, one time Lord Mayor of London, and Archbishop of Canterbury. He rose from humble beginnings to also become Chancellor of Oxford University, and it is his name that graces the famous theatre in Oxford - the Sheldonian - which he endowed. His birthplace is marked with a round plaque on a cottage wall behind the George V Coronation tree on the left after Gilbert Sheldon Hall. 

The Limestone Way North Link
Continuing on the northern arm, proceed to the left of Gilbert Sheldon Hall, along the lane in front of you, ignoring the turning back through the village. This lane leads past new housing on the right, and eventually out of the village. The lane takes you in fifteen minutes past Newhouse Farm on the left, and then, it drops sharply down. At this point, a stile high up on the bank to the left will cut the corner of the road off, but the way is not clear, so The Weaver Way continues along the road. Go round the hairpin bend to the left and take the next path on the right opposite a passing place.

12. Ordley Bank (13.2 miles / 21.1km; 6 hrs 15 mins)
The Limestone Hill escarpment that you have just walked around consists of neutral grassland and species-rich calcareous grassland. A diverse range of plants can be found within the sward such as frequently occurring great burnet, betony, devil’s-bit scabious and lady’s bedstraw. More occasional species include sneezewort, agrimony and crosswort, with common knapweed occurring across the entire site. The area attracts a variety of different butterflies including peacock, green-veined white and small copper. Many dragonflies are also present such as common hawker, common darter, blue-tailed damselfly and common blue damselfly. If you do venture onto the escarpment via the top stile, please do take care, as the path down is uneven, slippery and very overgrown. At the stile at the bottom, turn right and take the first path on the left.

This new path leads through very pleasant countryside above the Ordley Brook down to your left. Continue ahead through a gate and into Stanton Wood. The path continues in the woods for five to eight minutes, when you will arrive at a crossing of paths. Take the one on your left which goes down and over the brook via a footbridge. 

Stanton Wood is an extensive area of woodland covering both banks surrounding the Ordley Brook. The tree canopy consists mainly of birch and oak, standing over a ground flora dominated by bluebell and bracken. This is a lovely, enchanting walk at any time of the year. Dipper and grey wagtail breed by the stream, and if you are lucky, kingfishers can be seen occasionally. There are a wide variety of birds that can be seen throughout the woodland walk including blackcap, whitethroat, nuthatch and green and greater spotted woodpeckers. 

Once across the stream, follow the path upwards over steps that are often obscured by fallen leaves (especially slippery in autumn), to a stile. Emerging into the field, head upwards, keeping both left and right hand boundaries at bay. A squeeze stile at the top brings you out onto a rough track; this is The Limestone Way going northwards to the left, and southwards to the right. However, to reach Middle Mayfield with its pub and bus connections, go straight ahead, continuing upwards in the same direction- but now with a hedge immediately to your left. A gap in the hedgerow after the top will point the way downwards in the same direction, through Harlow Fields.

Harlow Grassland Fields are composed of a series of fields that consist of a lush mixture of neutral grasslands with a network of hedgerows. These meadows contain adder’s-tongue Fern, which is a scarce species in Staffordshire, and a number of small stands of cowslip. Common knapweed, devil’s-bit scabious, tormentil and meadow vetchling also occur throughout the slopes. Small, wetter areas can be found on the lower slopes, where communities consist of meadowsweet and cuckoo flower. In the spring and summer this sward will be teeming with a variety of butterflies and invertebrates. On the way down, you may also be able to detect the rows of Strip Lynchets, part of the mediaeval ploughing system utilised on these meadows.

Continue downwards, still with a hedge on your left, to a stile in front of the cottages on the right, and out onto Hollow Lane. Turn right and follow the track for a short distance to the hard standing. Opposite is a well- here in June each year, the Mayfield well-dressing ceremony takes place.

Well dressing is an ancient custom reserved almost exclusively to the Peak District and Eastern Derbyshire. It originated in Tissington during the time of the Plague, when the purity of the water was blessed for having spared the inhabitants. This ceremony has occurred virtually every year since, and has also spread to other villages in the area. Natural wells are decorated with a rich variety of natural produce such as berries, corn and flower petals to create wonderful scenes when these objects are pressed into a clay-covered board. 

13. Middle Mayfield (14.5 miles / 23.2km; 6hrs 40 mins)
Retrace your steps and then keep ahead and turn right onto the main lane. Walk along, noting the lovely vernacular architecture of Middle Mayfield that graces both sides, including the Georgian Mayfield Hall in front of Old Hall Farm. You soon arrive at the main road at the Rose and Crown, where bus service 409 gives a two-hourly service in either direction to Ashbourne (this side), and Uttoxeter (same side as pub). There is not a bus stop, but the bus stops outside the pub in both directions. The Rose and Crown is open every lunchtime except Mondays. Half a mile along the main road to the left leads to Mayfield village with regular buses to Ashbourne and Derby; in a further half mile is Hanging Bridge, with another pub and bus 108 connections to Leek (for Hanley and Cheadle) on the near side.

The Limestone Way South Link
From Stanton village, the route south goes to the right of Gilbert Sheldon Hall and past the small parish church of Stanton. The church dates from 1846 and consists of nave and chancel, and a charming little bellcote. From the churchyard you can literally see for miles. Just past the church, a stile on your left takes you downhill. There are two paths here, The Weaver Walk is the left one which turns left and keeps the left hand wall close by. Through the metal gate, continue ahead with a new wall to the right, to another metal gate. Past here, the ground drops away sharply with lovely views ahead. Downhill is the confluence of two streams; cross the right hand one and then back across the conjoined stream to a stile. Follow the path to the right through Griff Wood, gradually climbing up and away from the stream on your right, to a stile out of the woods at the top. Veer away from the woods on the right, through a gap and into another field, turn left and walk up to the wall ahead. Turn right and follow the wall on your left- staying ahead where the wall veers to the left- and into Dydon Wood.

Dydon Wood is an ancient woodland supporting fairly mature standards of oak, birch and ash. The ground flora is very diverse including swathes of bluebells and ramsons, dog’s mercury, wood anemone and wood sorrel. An array of fungi can be found throughout the woodland especially if you detour slightly along the entire Dydon Wood Walk. It can be enjoyed at any time of the year, but especially in the spring with the swathes of bluebells, and in the autumn with the rich multi-coloured leaves on the trees. The woodland supports a large population of birds, and buzzards can be spotted flying high overhead in the area. The woodland is also home to badger and fox.

Follow the hollow path down through the woods, eventually appearing into the open at a grassy track. Turn right and follow this to the lane; turn left and walk down the lane. On your right is Ousley Cross Cottage, and the remains of Ousley Cross. This Wayside Cross shaft and socket are all that is left of a tall roadside cross that once showed pilgrims the way between places. It is thought that this particular route once led to Ilam in the Manifold Valley. Continue on the lane initially through woodland and then under a steep escarpment with Ordley Brook down to your left. After passing Northwood Farm on the left and cottages on the right, go through a stile up in the hedge on the right, and continue along the footpath down to a small stream, and then up the other side, heading towards the prominent tower of Ellastone Church. A stile brings you into a field close by the church; a kissing gate ahead will take you into the churchyard and past the church to the lychgate on the other side. 

12a. Ellastone (15 miles / 24km; 7 hrs 15 mins)
Ellastone Church is mainly sixteenth century, and built of local sandstone. It contains monuments to several local families. Ellastone village was also the one-time home of George Eliot - a.k.a. Mary Ann Evans. She was born in Nuneaton, but often came to Ellastone to stay with her uncle Samuel Evans, who lived at Adam Bede House on the main Ellastone Road. The village and its setting gave her the inspiration to write Adam Bede in 1859. Her Uncle became Seth Bede, the old Hall next to The Duncombe Arms was ‘The Donnithorne Arms’, whilst Loamshire and Stonyshire were Staffordshire and Derbyshire respectively. An information board on the roadside will tell you more.

The gate to the right hand side of the lychgate takes you out onto the road where you turn left and continue down to the junction. Here, turn right and follow the main road past The Duncombe Arms to bus stops at the junction of Dove Street (left side for Rocester on the Staffordshire Way, and Uttoxeter; right side for Ashbourne). To reach the Limestone Way going south from here, turn down Dove Street. Just past the houses is the Limestone Way north, but continue ahead, passing on your left a building which was originally a tollhouse on the Darley Moor and Ellastone turnpike. The Limestone Way (15.7 miles from Greendale) then strikes off on a path to the right just before the handsome Dove Bridge taking the road into Derbyshire. Note the county boundary post in the centre of the bridge, erected in 1911 by Staffordshire County Council. The Limestone Way leads in just over two miles to Rocester, and joins The Staffordshire Way returning to Greendale at the start of The Weaver Walk. Rocester also has a pub, a small selection of shops and the two-hourly 32a bus connecting with Greendale in one direction and Uttoxeter Railway Station and town in the other.

