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COUNTRY DIARY

ACK in 2002 the plant conservation

Bcharity Plantlife organised a poll for

people to choose a wild flower for
each county in the UK. County Durham’s
choice was the rare and exquisite spring
gentian, which is only found in England on
the border between Durham and Cumbria
and is in flower now.

The history of this azure blue wild flower
is something of an epic tale. It probably
first colonised this part of Britain around
ten thousand years ago, when the glaciers
melted and tundra
vegetation established in
the area that is now the
Pennines. As the
climate became
milder trees were
able to invade the
tundra and the
gentians would
have been
ousted by their
leafy shade
over most of
their range, but
somehow they
survived in the
area that is
now Moor House
Nature Reserve, around the
headwaters of the River Tees. There, in a
bleak moorland habitat, in some of the
most severe winter weather in the British
Isles, the plant still thrives and in May its
vivid blue flowers open amongst the short
grasses that cover the fellside.

Botanists first became interested in the
Teesdale spring gentians at the end of the
18th century, although local people would
have been well aware of them long before
that. By the end of the 19th century,
thanks to the railways and easier travel,
tourists began to visit this remote area
and a vigorous trade in spring gentians,
dug up as souvenirs, sprang up and
threatened the future of the plant. But it
has survived and has flourished since the
area was declared a National Nature
Reserve. Today hundreds of flower lovers
make the annual pilgrimage to see this
botanical gem — and there is still time to
take a look this year. Flowering finishes
around the end of May.

Dr Phil Gates

BIRDWATCH

NCE again action has tended to be
OConoentrated on a few areas — and

I'm happy to report that our region's
most notable events up to Tuesday night
were virtually on my doorstep.

| was writing an article at my home on
the edge of Whitburn Coastal Park on
Sunday when a friend phoned to say an
isabelline shrike from Central Asia was
just a few hundred yards away. Thinking it
would be around for a while, | pressed on
with my work — which proved to be a
mistake as the rare visitor kept moving
north through the park and, within an
hour, had vanished.

So when Tuesday brought a further
phone call, this time reporting a black
stork over South Shields and heading my
way, | didn't hesitate. It was just as well for
on stepping out of our back gate |
immediately saw this spectacular migrant
drifting south slowly over the coastal park
— most impressive with its 6ft wingspan,
long black neck stretched out forwards
and legs trailing behind.

This was only the fourth black stork in
the Tyne-Tees area in 200 years. The most
recent flew over Hamsterley Forest on May
13, 1989 — the first two were during the
previous century, one on the outskirts of
Hartlepool in August, 1862, the other in
Sunderland South Docks during a gale in
1880, both ending up as local museum
specimens, which, tended to be the
outcome of unusual bird appearances in
those days.

As for its origins, this species' main
summer range is from eastern Europe
across Asia to Manchuria but there is also
a Spanish population and it may not be
just coincidence that the British Isles'
appearance rate has increased during the
period of a spread into western European
countries. More recently, it may have been
the same bird noted in north-east
Scotland last weekend.

Brian Unwin

Slapestone

By
Mark Reid

POINTS OF INTEREST

LAPESTONE Wath is an
ancient crossing point over
the River Ure as wath is the
old English word for a ford
and slapestone means
slippery stones — you have been
warned! The large stepping stones
across the river lead up to join
Thoresby Lane, an old road that is now
an overgrown path hemmed in by
hedgerows that once led from the
medieval village of Thoresby to
Aysgarth. Thoresby is one of the lost
villages of Wensleydale, first settled by
Danish invaders over 1,000 years ago as
this was Thor’s farmstead. For
unknown reasons, this village had all
but disappeared by the early 15th
century the village possibly due to
climate change, disease or a greedy
landlord who found that sheep were
more profitable than people.

THE WALK

From the National Park Centre at

Aysgarth Falls, walk across the car
park to join a path at the far end, which
you follow down to the left to reach
Yore Bridge above Aysgarth Falls.
Cross Yore Bridge after which head
straight on up steps between Yore Mill
and the cottages and through the
churchyard to reach St Andrew’s
Church, where you follow the path
straight on (away from the main door)
up through the churchyard then along
an enclosed path to reach the main
road. Cross the road (take care) and
take the footpath opposite (signpost
Eshington Bridge) and follow the path
straight on through a small wall-gate
then down into a dip, over a stile then
up to reach another wall-gate. After
this wall-gate, head on alongside the
wall on your left over the brow of the
hill (signpost) then bear away from the
wall to the right through a small gate
in a fence. Continue straight on bearing
left down across the hillside, through a
wall-gate (in a section of wall) then on
to quickly reach another wall-gate after
which head straight down the field
through a wall-gate beside a large tree
(to the left of a gate) that leads onto the
road near Eshington Bridge.

Cross Eshington Bridge, just after

which take the footpath to the right
(signpost West Burton) and head
straight on across the field, over a stile
and continue straight on to reach two
wall-gaps beside a bend in Bishopdale
Beck. After the wall-gaps, head straight
on across the field passing through a
gate to the right of a barn and on to
reach a stile by a gate that leads onto
the road. Cross the road and head up
the steps opposite to the right and
follow the path up between the houses
to join a lane at West Burton (Fox &
Hounds detour to the right).

Turn left along the lane down to
reach a junction where you head
left to soon reach another junction with

the main road. Head straight on along
the road for a short distance then cross
the stone bridge to your right over
Walden Beck (Weak Bridge). After the
bridge, follow the lane bending to the
left then straight on passing a house
and its gardens on your left just after
which take the footpath to the left
(signpost Edgley). Head straight on
across two fields through squeeze-stiles
then carry on alongside the fence/trees
on your right to reach a gate at the end
of the field, after which continue
straight on to reach another gate beside
a barn. Head through the gate and

WALKFACTS

Distance: 8"~ miles
Time: Four hours

Maps: OS Explorer OL30 - Yorkshire
Dales Northern & Central areas

Parking: Yorkshire Dales National
Park Centre at Aysgarth Falls

Refreshments: Pubs at Aysgarth
Falls, West Burton and Carperby.
Cafe at Aysgarth Falls and Bolton
Castle.

Terrain: This walk follows field
paths with numerous stiles. There
are also some short sections along
tracks and quiet lanes.

Caution: The stepping stones across
the Ure at Slapestone Wath may be
impassable after heavy rain. Do not
attempt to cross them if they are
submerged by water.

How to get there: Aysgarth Falls lies
just off the A684 between Leyburn
and Hawes.

follow the indistinct track up to quickly
reach another gate, after which turn
left keeping close to the field boundary
on your left to reach a wall stile in the
field corner. After the stile, head
straight on over a small stream after
which bear slightly left (signpost) down
a grassy bank then head straight on to
reach a farm track (Sorrelsykes Park
across to your left). Head straight on
over the track across the field to soon
reach another grassy track (barns
across to your left) where you bear left
across the field passing a double
telegraph pole to reach a wall-gate that
leads onto the road opposite the houses
at Edgley. Turn right along the road for
100 yards then left through a double
metal gate (signpost Hestholme Bridge)
and walk across the middle of the field
to reach a squeeze-stile that leads into
woodland. Follow the path to the right
through the woods to quickly join the
A684 road beside Hestholme Bridge.

Cross the road (take care) and turn

right up along the road for 25 yards
then turn left through a squeeze-stile
(signpost Wensley Bridge). Head
straight on across fields through two
gates to reach Adam Bottoms Farm
where you follow the track skirting
around the buildings just beyond which
the track becomes a grassy track that
leads to a ladder stile beside a gate
(River Ure on your left). Head through
the gate and follow the riverside path to
reach the stepping stones at Slapestone
Wath. Cross the stepping stones, after
which bear slightly to the right up the
bank to join a fence on your right —a
clear enclosed path now leads straight
on away from the river rising steadily
up for just over % of a mile to join the
enclosed path of Thoresby Lane across
your path. Turn right along the
enclosed path (Thoresby Lane) and
follow this straight on all the way to
reach Low Thoresby Farm and a
metalled lane.

Head straight on along the lane

(passing behind the farmhouse) for
a short distance then, where the lane
bends sharp right (ford and footbridge
on this bend), take the footpath to the
left on this bend (signpost Castle
Bolton). After the stile, head straight
on for a few paces over a tumbledown
wall, after which turn right alongside
the wall on your right heading up the
narrow field. Where this field opens out
after a short distance, head straight on
bearing slightly right to reach a
squeeze-stile in the top right corner,
after which carry straight on up across
the field alongside the fence/wall on
your right to reach a small gate at the

Wath

top of the field that leads onto the road
opposite the turning to Castle Bolton.
Follow the road directly ahead up to
reach Castle Bolton. As you emerge in
the centre of the village beside Bolton
Castle (village green to your right)
follow the lane to the left skirting
behind the castle to reach a gate at the
end of the metalled lane (car park on
your right).

Head through the gate then bear

left across the field (signpost
Aysgarth) to reach a wall-gate at the
bottom end of the wood. Head through
the wood and through another small
wall-gate, after which head on bearing
slightly to the left down across the field
(waymarker posts) and over two stiles
across fences, after which head to the
right keeping close to the fence and
then a wall on your right at first (West
Bolton Farm ahead) then bear away
from the wall slightly down to reach a
wall-gate. After the wall-gate drop
down over a footbridge across Beldon
Beck then head up to the right through
a squeeze-stile-stile, after which walk
straight on to reach West Bolton Farm.
Follow the track through the farmyard
(keep left of buildings) and take the
path on the right through a small wall-
gate immediately after the farm
buildings (signpost). Head straight on
up through another wall-gate, after
which continue straight on alongside
the wood on your left to reach a
bridlegate in a fence at the end of the
wood. Continue on down over a small
stream then follow the path alongside
the stream to reach a wall-gate, after
which head straight on keeping close to
the fence/wall on your right and
through two gates to join a clear track
that leads to East End Farm. Cross the

stile to the left of the gate that leads
into the farmyard then follow the path
to the left of the stone barn to quickly
join the road. Turn right into Carperby.

Take the footpath to the left through

a gate opposite the Wheatsheaf
Hotel and head down alongside the wall
on your right then, halfway down the
field, head through a squeeze-stile to
your right (signpost Aysgarth) then
continue on down across the field with
the wall now on your left to reach a
squeeze-stile that leads onto a narrow
walled lane (Low Lane). At the lane,
take the footpath opposite to the right
through a squeeze-stile (signpost
Aysgarth) then, after about 200 yards,
head right through a squeeze-stile after
which continue on along the path
bearing to the right across the middle of
the field, through a wall-gate then carry
on through two more squeeze-stile to
reach Freeholders Wood. As you enter
the wood, follow the path to the right
meandering through the woods to reach
the road. Turn left along the road then
right just after the railway bridge up
into the car park.

Mark Reid

Author of The Inn Way series of
guidebooks

www.innway.co.uk

@ While every effort is made to ensure that
walks are accessible and are rights of way, The
Northern Echo cannot guarantee that fields,
paths or pubs will be open. If you are walking
in the countryside, please remember the
Country Code.
www.thisisthenortheast.co.uk/leisure/walks



