


This is a walk in two parts, the first taking us through an old limestone quarry which is slowly reverting to nature and the second 
up onto ancient limestone pasture and the archaeological remains of an early Medieval farmstead. When you are in or above 

the disused quarry, please take sensible precautions – do not stand directly under the quarry face in case loose stone should fall and keep 
away from the top of the cliff edges which are unfenced.

Ribblehead Triangle Walk 1:  Ribblehead Quarry and Gauber Farmstead
Length: 1.5 km/1 mile  –  Time without stops: 1 hours  –  Height Gain: 20 m /66 feet	 NGR SD 766788

	
1 	A quarry entrance may seem an unlikely place to 

begin a walk to look at rare plants.  This one has 
not been worked since 1958 and the diversity and 
richness of what seems to be growing out of bare 
rock over 50 years is fairly amazing. Go through 
the handgate into the quarry, and after you have 
had a look at the information board, follow the 
track straight ahead until you are on the flat 
quarry floor. The small, brave trees growing in 
the tree guards on your right are young Juniper 
trees [Juniperus communis]], indigenous to 
northern limestone. But as a species it has shown 
a recent decline and needs human assistance to 
recover and expand its range. If it is in berry, 
please don’t be tempted to remove any for your 
GnT or game pie. The bulk of hill ahead is Park 
fell which leads your eye up the flat summit of 
Ingleborough, 723m/2386 feet.

	 Turn right if you want to look at the quarry in 
detail or left if you want to get to the farmstead 
more quickly and go straight to station 5. 

2 	The quarried rock is ancient Carboniferous 
limestone [akin to human bone in that it is made 
of the same mineral, calcium carbonate] . The 
sedimentary layers were deposited under warm, 
tropical seas during the Carboniferous period 
about 350 million years ago, way before the 
Jurassic and dinosaurs. The thick layers or ‘beds’ 
within the rock are shell, algae and coral debris, 
compressed and solidified to form the spectacular 
grey limestone rock in front of, beneath and all 
around you. At its greatest thickness this Great 
Scar Limestone is up to 220 metres/700 feet 
thick. Being in a quarry like this, being as ‘inside ‘ 
a rock as you can get without being underground, 
gives a sense of the huge scale involved. Later on 
we will discover the uses of limestone, but for now 
it is time to look around you. To your right is one 
of a number of small ponds which have either 
gathered behind man-made rock piles or were 
there originally, quiet and deep underground, 
now exposed for all to see. Here dragonflies and 
damselflies hover for their short, beautiful lives 
on warm summer days.

3 	The red way markers take you past the channel 
of a small beck which has its origin in a waterfall 
further round to the left. The constant 
dampness, uncommon in limestone areas where 
water normally runs underground instead, has 
encouraged some quite rare species to seed eg. the 
purple Bird’s Eye or Yorkshire Primrose [Primula 
farinosa] with its bright yellow centre, flowering 
in May/June, Northern Spike Rush and a variety 
of orchids such as Twayblade [Listera ovata], 
Common Spotted Orchid [Dactylorhiza fuchsia], 
Marsh Helleborine [Epipactis palustris],  Fragrant 
Orchid  [Gymnadinia conopsea] Northern Marsh 
Orchid [Dactylorhiza purpurella] , and the more 
common but lovely Early Purple Orchid [Orchis 
mascula]. As with all wild flowers, please don’t be 
tempted to pick them. 

	 Ground-nesting birds such as oystercatcher,  
redshank and ringed plover now visit the site 
along with the magnificent raven and super-fast 
peregrine falcon. It is best to keep quiet during 
late spring and early summer and move on quickly 
if you hear the birds’ distress calls or if birds 
appear agitated.

	 You may notice the bare, smooth limestone rock 
beneath your feet, which could be an ancient 
erosion surface which last saw the sun 350 million 
years ago, give or take a few years.

4 	The path is indistinct but with the waterfall 
at your back, make your way through or over 
the piles of abandoned rock which have been 
bulldozed here recently to make the quarry floor 
reminiscent of the period after the last Ice Age 
when glaciers melted leaving behind rock piles, 
small pools and areas of exposed rock. If you have 
a keen eye, you may see fossils of Crinoids [sea 
lilies] or Brachiopods [ancient clams] embedded 
in the limestone.

	 From here we leave the quarry to its new-
found peace. And the industrial uses of the 
limestone? Originally the quarry was worked in 
the 19th century for railway construction of the 
Settle-Carlisle .Then when reopened in 1943, 
the stone was considered to be of high enough 
quality to be carried to County Durham for use 
as a catalyst in the iron and steel industry. At 
the same time, a crushing and powdering plant 
within the quarry on site produced lime dust 
for use in agriculture, cosmetics [especially 
face powder and lipstick], toothpaste and 
scouring powder. Later, when the quarry was 
eventually bought by Hanson Aggregates, the 
emphasis was more on use in road building as 
fill, and concrete.

	 Time now for us to move up and onto the 
limestone country above your head.

5 	The larger pond on your right as you start to go 
up a gentle slope is crammed full of frog spawn 
and later tadpoles in spring. It is also home 
to stonewarts. These algae have an encrusted 
appearance – they build an external structure 
of calcium carbonate [similar to lime], instead 
of using cellulose for structural support as most 
plants do. It is believed that these algaes may have 
been the first link to the first land plants. They 
are also the plants with the biggest cells known to 
science – up to 20 cms long! 

	 There are green-topped waymarkers to help you 
keep to the path although in summer they tend 
to get a little overgrown. Make your way to the 
top of the slope out of the quarry and turn right. 
The most extraordinary fact about this somewhat 
messy area is that beneath your feet is hidden an 
ancient British settlement, now much destroyed 
by quarry activity. To the north west of the quarry 
are the associated field systems.

6 	Here is your first handgate. You are now in 
Gauber Pasture, limestone grassland which is 
lush and sweet for sheep which munch it happily. 
Walk here in the spring or summer and you will 
see any number of attractive lime-loving plants 
like the fragrant, purple-flowered and low growing 
Common Wild Thyme [Thymus praecox] which, 
like other wild thymes, contains the characteristic 
volatile oil, thymol. This gives the special thyme 
fragrance and is an antiseptic, as well as being 
used in cooking. Locally, it has been used to scent 
clothes much as lavender would if it grew here!

	 Bird’s Foot Trefoil [Lotus corniculatus] 
commonly known as Eggs and Bacon livens up the 
limestone edges in summer with its bright yellow 
and deep pink flower. It has an elfin connection 
and another of its names is Tom Thumb…..are 
the Little People watching us?  In early summer 
you may be lucky enough to see Early Purple 
Orchid [Orchis mascula] growing up here– if the 
sheep haven’t reached them first.

7 	The walk to the Viking-age settlement can be 
done clockwise or anticlockwise. Here we will 
go clockwise which means you keep walking 
straight up the well-marked track towards the 
next dry stone wall. The walls here are testaments 
to the skills of many craftsmen over centuries: 
they provide shelter from the weather in winter 
and shade from the sun for ewes and lambs in 
summer. Here you will find another handgate 
through which you should pass.

8 	Through the gate and suddenly you are in 
limestone moonscape land. The main idea is to 
keep gently turning right, leaving the limestone 
pavement to your right. It may seem a rather wild 
and empty landscape, but if you turn around you 
can see the railway and Viaduct [Walk 3].There are 
green-topped way markers to show the way, but 
sometimes the sheep use them as rubbing-posts.  

	

	 The flat expanses of limestone are known 
as limestone pavements. These fascinating 
rock forms have been created by scouring ice 
movement as recently as 14,000 years ago. Since 
then, they have been altered by human impact 
through grazing animals and further by water 
erosion. Look closely between the rock slabs 
[Clints] into the gaps [Grykes] and you will find 
a number of common woodland plants – Dog’s 
Mercury [Mercuralis perennis] and the delicate 
white-flowered Wood -sorrel [Oxalis acetosella] 
in spring. The damp, shaded conditions 
encourage a number of the fern family too like 
Brittle Bladder fern [Cystopteris fragilis].

	 Bright green and long Hart’s Tongue fern 
[Asplenium scolopendrium], Wall Rue 
[Asplenium ruta-muraria] and others from the 
Spleenwort family which display a remarkable 
ability to grow directly out of the rock. Some 
unprotected pavements in the YDNP were under 
threat as useful amounts of money can be made 
by digging up the attractive, irrecoverable, water-
worn layers of stone to sell to garden centres. 
Happily, it has now been made illegal to remove 
limestone in preserved areas in the Dales. 
However, in SE England, garden centres still 
insist on selling irreplaceable pieces of limestone 
pavement imported from the Republic of Ireland.

9 	You are heading for the small hill coming up 
on the left, under which you should stop for a 
snack and a drink for this is an important hill. 
This whole area is called Gauber High Pasture. 
Gauber is derived from Old English galga = gallows 
or cross and Old Norse berg = hill. So this small 
hill could be the site of a gallows where rough 
justice was carried out or a hill on which stood 
a cross. On the top of the hill, quite near the 
north eastern front is a small, rectangular rock-
lined cist cut out of the rock whose stone ceiling 
has been removed. This carefully dug place is a 
Neolithic burial site for a body or body parts, 
possibly 4,000 years old. So was this a special 
place for the local families through time rather 
than a gallows? Or did it start out as one and 
become the other? Whatever the answer, the views 
from the top at 350m/1,150 feet are spectacular. 
The hill serves to protect the rocky limestone 
pavement below you from the prevailing westerly 
winds which is very useful if you choose to make 
this your home.

10 	The combination of Old English and Old Norse 
in the name Gauber is appropriate here because we 
are standing next to a farmstead settlement which 
may be Northumbrian Anglo-Saxon [7th – 9th 
centuries] who spoke Old English or may be of 
Viking age [9th – 11th century] who spoke Old 
Norse, akin in some ways to Old English . It is 
certainly Early Medieval.  Norse names account for 
60% of place names between Settle and Sedbergh, 
with a similar pattern emerging in further dales. 
Common words still used locally such as fell, birk, 
dale, beck, foss are of Norse origin.

 	 But where is this Viking-age settlement, you ask?

11 	The map here shows the 
remaining, visible 
foundations of three 
buildings. It’s easiest to 
see them if you stand on 
the side of our hill first 
and look down towards 
the quarry, ie. north 
east. The site is at 
340 m/1,115 feet 
on the topmost 
bed of the Great Scar Limestone, within 1 km 
of the even more ancient Lancaster-Bainbridge 
[Wensleydale] Roman road which emphasises the 
convenient cross-Pennine route way location. 

	 In the 1970’s the site was excavated by Alan King 
and W.Walker as a rescue project because the site 
was threatened by quarrying.  They discovered 
the three rectangular buildings arranged around 
a small enclosure with surrounding fields 
covering about half a hectare. Please respect this 
archaeological site.

	 The buildings vary in size and function: 

	 A  The largest building [we cannot truly call it a 
Longhouse as there is no positive evidence that cattle 
were ever housed inside] or farmhouse is 19 m/62 
feet long and 4m /13 feet wide with lovely curved 
end walls in which there are opposite entrances. 
[Interestingly, the author lives in a Cumbrian 
farmhouse of almost exactly the same proportions, 
at a similar height above sea level – the ratios of sizes 
of old Dales farmhouses often fit the same pattern 
even though they may not be as ancient].

	 This was where families ate, slept, sang songs 
and played games, span wool and cured hides. It 
was here that two iron knife blades and a horse 
bit were found. Elsewhere on site at the same 
level, a bell was discovered – a small, wrought 
iron clapper bell measuring 5 cms overall, 
similar to a cow bell. Here also were found four 
Northumbrian coins dates to the end of the ninth 
century. Does this mean our farmers had links to 
a trading economy?

	 B  In the next building, adjacent to the main 
farmhouse, were found remains of an oven or 
kiln, a quern for pounding cereal crops and a 
variety of animal bones belonging to cattle, sheep 
and goat along with smaller quantities of red 
deer, wild boar, pig, hare and game birds. Maybe 
this was the kitchen?

	 C The final building, hunkered into the hillside, 
is less well-built. Here they found a broken 
sandstone hearth in the centre of the floor, 
while finds of iron-rich cinders, two sharpening 
stones and a lathe-turned whorl for a spindle 
[for spinning] suggest it was possibly a small 
smithy. All three would have had substantial 
thatched or turved roofs, extending below the 
level of the stone walls to protect them.    See the 
BBC website referred to at the end for a virtual 
tour of this settlement!

	 Don’t you just get the feeling that our Viking-age 
families enjoyed life here?  But in fact there is no 
evidence later than the 9th Century, so why did 
the settlement not survive at this altitude as other 
local farmsteads have to the present day? Possible 
clues : Have you seen or heard any running water 
nearby apart from the waterfall in the quarry 
which would have been deep underground?  Or 
was it the lack of decent pasture which drove the 
families onwards?

12 	From the settlement, there is a clear, sunken path 
which leads you towards the quarry and another 
‘holloway’ which joins from the right. This is an 
ancient, eroded track which will guide you safely 
through the limestone pavement. If you didn’t see 
many plants in the earlier pavement, you will be 
sure to see lots here.

	 The handgate ahead of you will lead you into a 
pasture above the edge of the quarry  so please 
be careful. 

13 	Turn right around the perimeter of the quarry
	 which is below you on the left – you get a good
14 	view of the extensive hole in the ground!

	 Go back through the first handgate at  6.  you 
came through originally. Then make your way 
over the scrubby area back to the quarry. 

15 	Here you can take a short cut back to the start by 
heading downslope then immediately right rather 
than going back across the quarry floor – unless 
you want to hunt for more flowers.

	 If you have an OS map, you can link this 
excursion with Walk 2 in this series. The link is 
from Gauber settlement, via 2.5 km/ 1.5 miles of 
tracks over Open Access land heading south west.

	 But remember – once you have walked there 
you will have to walk back unless you can 
organise a lift.
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