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Introduction

If you look at a satellite photograph of the British Isles taken at night, the cities of the north of England and the Midlands stand out as bright beacons of light. The borders of Manchester, Sheffield, Leeds and Bradford, Birmingham, Stokeon- Trent and Nottingham are all clearly delineated by the glow of their street lights.

At the heart of this ring of bright cities is an island of inky blackness, and the shape of that island echoes precisely the shape of the Peak District. You can even make out the townships of Buxton and Glossop as pinpoints of light amid the encircling darkness which represents the relatively sparsely populated area covered by the 555sq mile Peak District National Park.

That Space Age image graphically and unequivocally illustrates both the importance and the fragility of Britain’s most popular and most pressurised National Park. Surrounded as it is by teeming cities – half the population of the country is estimated to live within a day trip of its centre – the Peak District has always been a vital lung and escape to the residents of its surrounding cities.

Peak lover, broadcaster and former president of the Campaign for National Parks Brian Redhead dubbed the Peak District ‘the Great Escape’, and that’s exactly what it was for the millworkers of Manchester and the cutlers and forgeworkers of Sheffield for years before the creation of the National Park as Britain’s first nearly 60 years ago. The Peak was right on their doorstep – they could actually see the tempting blue outline of the moors from their factories and they knew they could escape from the drudgery of their everyday lives at the weekend because the moors were only a cheap bus, train or tram ride away.

What was it that attracted those milling hordes from the surrounding cities every weekend? It’s been said that the only thing the Peak District doesn’t have is a coastline. Nowhere else in a comparable space in the British Isles has such a variety of landscape, history and wildlife. It is a microcosm of the best of English landscapes, all tightly contained within an area that a strong rambler can easily walk across in a single day. In reality, there are two faces to the Peak District, both defined and created by the underlying rocks. Some writers have attributed them with feminine and masculine characteristics, and it is a metaphor which works well.

In the south and at the heart of the Peak District is the area known as the White Peak, where the underlying rock is the pearlygrey limestone, laid down in a semi-tropical sea some 350 million years ago during the Carboniferous period. The White Peak landscape is the softer, sylvan and altogether more gentle, feminine face of the Peak. It is the land of the glorious limestone dales, smaller and more intimate than the broader Yorkshire Dales further north, and usually threaded only by footpaths.

The wildlife gems of the Peak are found here, and the Derbyshire Dales National Nature Reserve protects the most precious of these fragile habitats. The great prehistoric monuments of the Peak – such as Arbor Low, ‘the Stonehenge of the North’ – are found on the 1,000ft White Peak plateau above the dales. And the pretty White Peak villages, such as Tissington, Hartington and Tideswell, are home to some magnificent churches and the unique Peak District custom of well dressing, where springs are decorated with floral icons every summer.

The Dark Peak, in direct contrast, is a more severely masculine landscape of wild, open moorland, fringed with craggy edges of millstone grit. It brackets the White Peak to the north, east and west with its brown, enclosing arms of moorland, and is the home of dashing birds of prey such as the merlin and peregrine falcon, and the croaking red grouse, for whom much of the glorious expanses of heather moorland was created.

In between the White and Dark Peak, shale valleys like those of the Derwent and the Wye create the pastoral settings for some of the finest stately homes in England, such as Chatsworth, home to the Dukes of Devonshire, Haddon Hall, ancestral home of the Dukes of Rutland, and Lyme Park, where the Legh family lived for six centuries.

Milltowns such as Leek, Macclesfield, Glossop, New Mills and Holmfirth used Peak District streams and rivers to power some of the first machinery of the Industrial Revolution. And today, apart from their own intrinsic attractions, they act as gateways to the splendours of the Peak.


Unmissable highlights

[image: images]

01 Lathkill Dale

Not as busy as the ever-popular and better-known Dovedale, Lathkill is every bit as beautiful – a wildlife haven which is part of a National Nature Reserve but with fascinating remains of former lead mining, see here
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02 Well dressing

This unique folk custom attracts thousands of visitors every year to the 50 or so villages that decorate their wells or springs with these colourful floral icons, originally a pagan custom designed to give thanks for the gift of water, see here
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03 Castleton caves

Castleton’s four show caves each give an entirely different view of the Peak’s usually unseen and secret underground world of beautifully lit caverns draped with colourful stalactites and stalagmites and veins of the Peak’s unique semi-precious stone, Blue John, see here
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04 Chatsworth

You can’t avoid the palatial pile of the Devonshires, which dominates the Derwent valley with its rolling landscaped parklands, beautiful manicured gardens and a veritable treasure house of works of art inside, see here

[image: images]

05 Haddon Hall

Smaller, older and much more intimate than Chatsworth, Haddon is instantly recognisable as the backdrop to many television and film period dramas, and has been described as the perfect English medieval manor house, see here
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06 Heather moorland

Three-quarters of the world’s heather moorland is in the UK – and a large proportion of that is in the Peak District National Park. It is of global ecological and conservation importance, supporting rare and endangered plants and animals, see here
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07 Bakewell Market

There’s probably been a market at Bakewell for a thousand years, and farmers still flood into the Wye-side town every Monday to buy and sell their stock, see here
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08 Arbor Low

Sometimes dubbed ‘the Stonehenge of the North’, the ancient stone circle and henge of Arbor Low, west of Youlgrave, puts its Wiltshire contemporary to shame with its air of untouched mystery and enchantment, see here
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09 Derwent dams

The three huge reservoirs of Howden, Derwent and Ladybower which flood the Upper Derwent Valley are a massive visitor attraction, and their still waters and surrounding forests constitute the Peak District’s Lake District, see here
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10 Buxton Opera House

Frank Matcham’s 1905 ornate rococo white and gilded masterpiece is the scene of the annual Buxton Festival of the Arts, and the glorious centrepiece of the cultural life of the Peak District, see here


Secret

Peak District

Local recommendations
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01 Castleton Garlanding

A strange, pagan custom involving a flower-decked ‘King’ and his ‘Queen’, held annually on Oak Apple Day (29 May), see here
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02 No. 6 The Square Tea Room, Buxton

Award-winning tea room in a beautiful Georgianstyle building in the centre of Buxton, see here
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03 Tindalls Bakery & Delicatessen, Tideswell

A cornucopia of locally-produced and homemade food, from bread and cakes to original pork pies and home-cooked local meats, see here

04 World Toe Wrestling Championships

Toe-curlingly bizarre competition held annually in August at the Bentley Brook Inn, Fenny Bentley, near Ashbourne, see here

05 Freshfields Donkey Village, Peak Forest

The kids will love this sanctuary for abused and neglected donkeys, supported by the stars, see here
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06 Lud’s Church

Follow in the footsteps of Sir Gawain to this secret chasm near Gradbach, see here

07 Lemon Grass Restaurant, Matlock

An exotic taste of Vietnamese cuisine in the heart of the Derbyshire Dales, see here

[image: images]

08 Manifold Valley

Escape the crowds of Dovedale and admire the quieter pleasures of the Manifold, including Thor’s Cave (pictured), see here
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09 Druid Inn, Birchover

Drinkers and diners can sample the best of both worlds at this 17th-century establishment, beneath Row Tor Rocks, see here

10 Riley Graves

Near Eyam, discover the true meaning of the tragedy of the Plague village in this poignant graveyard for a family of seven, see here


Factfile

01   The Peak District National Park was Britain’s first, established on 17 April 1951

02   It covers 555sq miles/1,438sq km, from Ashbourne in the south to Meltham in the north, and from the outskirts of Sheffield in the east to the Staffordshire Moorlands in the west

03   With around 22 million day visitors, it is the second most visited National Park in the world (after Mount Fuji in Japan)

04   Although it is often mistakenly known as the ‘Derbyshire Peak District’, the National Park actually covers parts of six different counties

05   The highest point of the Peak District is the moorland plateau of Kinder Scout, at 2,088ft/636m

06   There are over 50 reservoirs in the Peak District, and no real natural lakes

07   About 38,000 people live within the National Park, and Bakewell is the largest town with a population of just under 4,000

08   Tourism is now the biggest single industry in the Peak District, worth around £450 million annually and employing over 14,000 people

09   It is the only British National Park to be awarded the Council of Europe’s Nature Conservation Diploma

10   It is the northernmost home of many southern species, such as the hobby and nettle-leaved bellflower, and the southernmost home of many northern species, such as the mountain hare and cloudberry
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