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The village straddles some of the oldest roadways
in the Peak District. Along the Norman “Earls
Way” came the tax collectors to drain resources

from copper mines near today’s vast limestone quarries.
Centuries later the railway helped ensure the survival of
the village, exporting limestone and bringing tourists.
These two commodities still remain the life blood of
the village.

Stony broke
The village has seen mining and
quarrying for centuries past, copper
mining in the Weaver Hills at Ribden
and Wredon, limestone at Cauldon
Lowe. It was demand for limestone that
persuaded the North Staffordshire
Railway to jointly promote the Leek &
Manifold Valley Light Railway, a branch
from their  standard gauge Macclesfield
to Uttoxeter line at Leek Brook leading
to the quarries. Without this profitable
business a link up the Manifold would
have remained just a dream. Stone from
the quarries was used in the building of
the Thames Barrier, much of it is
crushed for use in the chemical and
construction industries.

Light
entertainment
In 1906 a great cavern, complete with
stalagmites, stalactites and animal bones
was discovered at Cauldon Lowe
Quarries. The railway company
developed this as a tourist attraction,
lighting the cavern by the novelty of
electric light. After a few seasons the
cavern was destroyed in quarrying
operations.

Transport artery
Packhorse trails passed through
Waterhouses en-route from the White
Peak to Ashbourne, Cheadle and other
old-established market centres; the
village acted as a focal centre for farm
produce from the area. The Ashbourne
to Leek turnpike of 1738 allowed local
inns to thrive by providing
accommodation and stabling points for
the change of horses between the long
hills either side of the village.

Standard and narrow gauge trains at Waterhouses
The contrast between the two railway gauges and rolling stock is clearly evident here at
Waterhouses interchange station. Demolition and road widening cleared away all but a few
bridges and the old standard gauge goods shed, which is now a cycle hire centre.

“We apologise for
the late arrival…”

The standard gauge line between Leek
and Waterhouses opened a year after the
narrow gauge line. During this period
the North Staffordshire Railway
operated a steam bus service between
the two towns to retain the goodwill of
their potential passengers. The trip took
one hour and cost 8d (3p). With their
solid iron wheels they were so heavy
and caused such rumblings that they
were nicknamed Earthquake 1&2.

Timetable poster from1904 for the
Steambus Service.

TROPICAL LAGOON
The Staffordshire Wildlife Trust manages
the disused Brown End Quarry as a
Geological Nature Reserve. This old
limestone quarry is renowned for its fossils,
particularly crinoids and brachiopods which
lived in a tropical lagoon which once
covered the area. Both of these are
commonly found in the limestone of much
of the White Peak area and are often seen in
the split limestone blocks used in cottages
and field walls.

Watering
hole
Literally smothered by the dust from
Cauldon Quarries is The Yew Tree Inn, a
mile south west of Waterhouses. This dusty
exterior hides a warren of rooms littered
with an unrivalled collection of antiques,
artefacts and ephemera which has brought
the pub national renown - polyphons,
pianolas, Queen Victoria’s stockings,
boneshakers and penny farthings, early
televisions and medieval church
instruments. Even most of the pubs seats
and tables are several centuries old. The
pub consistently rates 3 stars in the
“Which” ‘Good Pub Guide’ and has two
decades of entries in the CAMRA ‘Good
Beer Guide’.

The Yew Tree Inn

Turnpike
mile-post on the
verge side in
Waterhouses.

The above cross-section shows how surface
water percolates down joints, dissolving the
carbonates to create caverns, linked by systems
of caves and tunnels. The water table marks
the level below which the strata is saturated,
causing water to flow at this level.

Overground

LIMESTONE COUNTRY
Limestone takes many forms, the chalk
of England’s downlands or the honey-
coloured Cotswold stone for example.
In the Peak District, reef and bedded
limestones are the most common. All
types originate in tropical seas and are
made up of remains of simple animals,
shell fragments or algae, their variation
depends on the depth of water in which
they were deposited and the chemical
composition of the carbonates from
which they are formed.

Underground
Beneath the White Peak is a hidden
landscape of caves, caverns, tunnels and
potholes largely created by the action of
rainwater on joints (cracks) in the rock.

The spectacular gorges were formed about 12,000 years ago when meltwater from
retreating glaciers scored quickly down through the limestone following pre-
existing valleys, greatly overdeepening them. The associated dry side valleys are, in
part, due to the lowering of the water table in the area caused by pumping out
groundwater from mine workings. Only where the water table breaks the surface
do perennial rivers flow above ground on the limestone, above Wetton Mill for
example.

The Manifold Track is a footpath,
cycleway and bridleway following the
route of the old narrow gauge railway. It
starts from the Old Station car park in
Waterhouses. Cycle hire facilities are
available here and also at Brown End
Farm, SE of the village centre.
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Fossil Crinoids

Old horse-power is seen here giving way to a
new steambus.
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