
High Force and
Bowlees Geotrail

Whinstone, waders & wild flowers

The North Pennines is one of England’s most special places – 
a peaceful, unspoilt landscape with a rich history and vibrant 
natural beauty. In recognition of this it is designated as an 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). The area is also a 
Global Geopark – an accolade endorsed by UNESCO.

A lovely 4 to 5-mile (6.5 – 8km) walk, starting from 

Bowlees Visitor Centre or High Force car park in Upper 

Teesdale, exploring landscape, geology, history and wildlife. 

North Pennines AONB Partnership
www.northpennines.org.uk
+44 (0)1388 528801
info@northpenninesaonb.org.uk
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Welcome to Upper Teesdale in the North
Pennines AONB & Global Geopark
This beautiful landscape has been shaped by millions of
years of Earth processes and thousands of years of
people living and working here. Part of the area is within
the Moor House–Upper Teesdale National Nature
Reserve, which is home to some of the UK’s rarest plants
and most iconic upland birds.

This circular walk, from Bowlees Visitor Centre or High
Force car park, will introduce you to some of the special
features of the landscape around High Force and Low
Force waterfalls. You’ll discover rocks with dramatic
origins, ice age features, ancient settlements, lead mining
heritage and wonderful wildlife. 

Upper Teesdale is in the North Pennines
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONB) and Global Geopark 
What is a Geopark?
The North Pennines AONB is a Global Geopark, a status
endorsed by UNESCO. Geoparks are places with
outstanding geology and landscape, where there are strong
local efforts to make the most of Earth heritage through
interpretation, education, conservation and tourism. To find
out more visit www.europeangeoparks.org and
www.globalgeopark.org

Moor House – Upper Teesdale National Nature Reserve (NNR)
Part of this walk, between Low Force and High Force, is
within the Moor House-Upper Teesdale NNR. This large
reserve stretches over parts of Co. Durham and Cumbria and
contains a wide range of North Pennine upland habitats,
from hay meadows and juniper woods to limestone
grassland and blanket bog. For more information contact the
Reserve Base on 01833 622374. 

Walk length/time:Approx.
4–5 miles (6.5–8km)
(depending on High Force
route options) with 120m of
ascent, taking about 2½–3
hours. 

Start/finish:Bowlees Visitor
Centre NY 907 282 or High
Force car park NY 885 286

Terrain:Public rights of way
and permissive paths with
gates and stiles, and short
stretches of minor road. This
walk is mainly on paths and tracks through fields and beside the
River Tees.     Please take care crossing the road and near the
cliff edge just east of High Force.The route is gently undulating but
with a few short, steeper ascents and descents. Walking boots or
strong shoes are recommended. Please keep to paths, leave gates
as you find them and keep dogs under close control. 

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

Facilities:Bowlees: visitor centre, café, information, toilets, parking,
e-car charging point, activities (www.visitbowlees.org.uk)

High Force: hotel, parking (charges apply), gift shop, toilets, path to
base of High Force (www.highforcewaterfall.com)

Useful maps:
Ordnance Survey
1:50 000 Landranger 91 Appleby-in-Westmorland

92 Barnard Castle & Richmond 
1:25 000 Explorer OL31 North Pennines

Rocky foundations

Life in the tropics
The rocks that make up most of the North Pennines are layers of
limestone, sandstone and shale. They formed around 320 million
years ago, when this area lay near the equator.
Limy ooze, sand and mud in tropical seas and
deltas hardened into the rocks we see today.
Most of the walls and buildings you’ll see are
made of sandstone.

Molten rock
A very different rock layer forms Teesdale’s most dramatic
landscapes. This is the Whin Sill, which you’ll see at Low Force and
High Force. It formed 295 million years ago when
molten rock solidified underground to become
dolerite (or whinstone). It is now exposed at
the surface after millions of years of erosion.

Buried treasure
Criss-crossing the fells are veins of lead
ore and other minerals. They formed
around 290 million years ago, when
minerals crystallised out of hot fluids
deep underground. The North Pennines
is famous for its minerals, which have
been mined for centuries.

Ice and water
Today’s landscape has been shaped by ice and water. In the last ice
age, 20,000 years ago, there would have been a mile of ice above
you here! Ice scoured the land and dumped clay and boulders.
Torrential meltwaters carved gorges like those at Low Force and High
Force. The landscape continues to be sculpted by modern rivers.

A landscape for people and wildlife
A working landscape
People have lived in the North Pennines for 10,000 years and
have left tantalising traces for us to discover. From prehistoric
hunter-gatherers to Victorian lead miners and today’s farmers,
people have used the land and resources around them. Human
activity has profoundly affected the landscape and continues to
shape it today. This walk takes you through a working
countryside of stone walls, sheep, cattle and hay meadows.
Further up the dale there is quarrying and on the high moors,
management for red grouse shooting.
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Wild and wonderful
The North Pennines is fantastic for wildlife and Upper Teesdale is
particularly special. As well as being important for upland birds
(see overleaf), this is the home of the ‘Teesdale Assemblage’. This
uniquely rich association of plants includes rare arctic-alpine
plants like the spring gentian. If you’re here in late spring and
summer look out for wild flowers, especially along the Pennine
Way verges between Wynch Bridge and High Force, and in hay
meadows around the route.
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