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Mountain safety
Every mountain walk has its dangers, and those described in this 
guidebook are no exception. All who walk or climb in the mountains should 
recognise this and take responsibility for themselves and their companions 
along the way. The author and publisher have made every e�ort to ensure that 
the information contained in this guide was correct when it went to press, but, 
except for any liability that cannot be excluded by law, they cannot accept 
responsibility for any loss, injury or inconvenience sustained by any person 
using this book. 

International distress signal (emergency only)
Six blasts on a whistle (and flashes with a torch after dark) spaced evenly for one 
minute, followed by a minute’s pause. Repeat until an answer is received. The 
response is three signals per minute followed by a minute’s pause. 

Helicopter rescue
The following signals are used to communicate with a helicopter:

Emergency telephone numbers
Dial 999 or 112 and ask for 'Cumbria Police' then 'Mountain Rescue'
For the emergency SMS service, text 999 and send 'Police' + details of incident 
+ location

Weather reports
www.lakedistrictweatherline.co.uk
www.meto�ce.gov.uk
www.mwis.org.uk

Help not needed:
raise one arm
above head, extend 
other arm downward

Help needed:
raise both arms
above head to 
form a ‘Y’

GPX files for all routes can be downloaded free at www.cicerone.co.uk/1049/GPX.

route

alternative route

start point

finish point

route direction

route

higher-level route

alternative route

start point for stages

Features on the overview mapRoute symbols on OS map extracts
(for OS legend see printed OS maps)
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PREFACE

‘I wandered lonely as a cloud
that floats on high o’er vales and hills,

and all at once I saw a crowd
a host, of golden daffodils’

William Wordsworth

Like many English schoolchildren, I learnt Wordsworth’s poem, inspired by the 
Lake District’s scenery, by heart – but it wasn’t until my first visit on a walking 
holiday as a teenager that I fell in love with the Lakes. It was a typical week of 
‘summer’ weather: warm and humid one minute, interspersed with driving wind 
and torrential rain giving rise to swollen streams and boggy ground ready to seem-
ingly swallow you whole. But for the first time I understood that the colours, the 
views and the unspoilt wildness was everything I needed to make me happy. 
The freedom of the mind and body as you wander among the Lake District fells 
and valleys is something to be experienced and cherished at any age, and in my 
research for this book, whether walking alone or in company, I have genuinely 
enjoyed every minute – whatever the weather!

However you choose to use this book, whether for a series of long week-
ends, or for an adventurous high mountain expedition, I hope you enjoy your 
experiences as much as I have enjoyed discovering new paths and views while 
researching this book.

Acknowledgements 

The concept of a circular trek around the Lake District was first thought 
of by Jim Reid while working as a local youth hostel warden. Jim spent 
two happy years researching and writing the first Tour of the Lake District 
guidebook which was published by Cicerone in 2007. With other com-
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The basic framework for the lower-level main route remains similar for 
most of the stages, any alterations reflecting changes in the quality of the 
paths, access or signage on the ground. The stage between Keswick and 
Rosthwaite now runs to the east of Derwent Water, enjoying fine views and 
a visit to Castlerigg Stone Circle, and the final stage from Patterdale now 
returns directly via Scandale to finish in Ambleside.

I am deeply grateful for the help and support of my husband Jonathan, 
who has accompanied me on many of my research walks, including under-
taking many of the higher summit alternative routes while I walked or re-
walked the lower route. His help and support also extended to helping me 
organise the mass of information collected, and patiently listening to my 
accounts of lone wanderings on the fells during some of the challenging 
stormy days of the winter of 2019–20.

Finally, my thanks to the team at Cicerone, for ensuring that I have 
enjoyed all the help, guidance and support afforded to all our authors, 
despite being an ‘in-house’ author!

A perfect winter morning for photography – Elter Water
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The Lake District National Park is one 
of England’s most popular mountain 
regions, designated as a UNESCO 
World Heritage site, welcoming mil-
lions of visitors every year. For fell 
walkers, experiencing the beauty of 
the mountains and lakes happens at 
a relatively slow pace, giving time 
to admire all that the national park 
has to offer, away from the crowds 
that throng the valleys and lakesides. 
Whether you are an experienced fell 
walker or are considering your first 
visit, the Tour of the Lake District will 
reveal many rewarding views and 
memorable experiences – the best of 
the Lake District in a circular tour.

The Lake District is the name 
given to the mountains and lakes 
of Cumbria, a region of north-west 
England that forms a roughly circu-
lar bulge in the coastline before the 
border with Scotland is reached near 
Carlisle. It’s a region that has been 
settled by man from ancient times. 
Neolithic stone circles, the distinc-
tive local Celtic and Norse names, 
ancient packhorse bridges, castles 
and medieval farmsteads, quarries 
and the open fells themselves all 
bear testament to the fascinating 
history and landscape that can be 
explored while walking this multi-
day route.

Looking west from just below the summit of Whiteless Pike, with Rannerdale Knotts 
and Crummock Water below (Stage 5A)

 
INTRODUCTION

Still waters on Buttermere  
provide stunning reflections (Stage 4)
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In just one day you can experi-
ence a cross section of history and 
landscape. One bright winter day I 
explored a new route to Rosthwaite 
from Keswick. A steady climb brought 
me first to the atmospheric setting 
of the world-renowned stone circle 
at Castlerigg, then on through farm-
land and sunken tracks to Walla Crag 
to take in the extensive views of the 
northern and western fells, and a 
bird’s-eye view of two lakes – one nat-
ural, one man-made. I crossed several 
ancient packhorse bridges, literally no 
wider than a horse, passed through 
the dappled light of the oak and ash 
woodlands of Ashness, and into the 
‘hidden’ valley of Watendlath, at the 
head of which lies a small lake and 
one of the more remote hamlets in the 
entire region, the pastures still grazed 
by Herdwick sheep whose ancestors 
grazed these same slopes centuries 
ago. A final climb over open grassy 
fells brought me down to Rosthwaite 
in Borrowdale, the Norse name mean-
ing ‘The clearing with a cairn’. This vil-
lage lies at the junction of three great 
valleys surrounding the Borrowdale 
fells, now a stage point for walkers on 
the Coast to Coast walk, the Cumbria 
Way and the Tour of the Lake District.

It’s perhaps astonishing that the 
idea of a circular walking route tak-
ing in the best of the Lake District 
is just that – an idea, with no fixed 
route, and no signposts of any kind. 
This guide can be followed exactly, 
or it can be used as the basis for your 
own route around the Lake District. 

a shallow sea. Mud, sand and silts 
were deposited, but around 475 mil-
lion years ago these deposits were 
subjected to immense heat and pres-
sure as the plate on which the ‘Lake 
District’ lay began to move north, 
colliding with neighbouring conti-
nental plates. The resulting changes 
from muds to rock led to the forma-
tion of incredibly hard slates of the 
Ordovician Skiddaw Group.

Around 460 million years ago 
continued movement of the con-
tinental plates caused violent vol-
canic activity, with layer upon layer 
of molten lavas of various viscosity 
and ash building up to form a cen-
tral core to the region, characterised 
by the steep crags seen surrounding 
Thirlmere, High Rigg, Walla Crag, 
Kirk Fell and on into Wasdale and 
Eskdale. These volcanic rocks are also 
threaded with rich veins of minerals, 

the result of highly mineral-rich liq-
uids and gases which penetrated tiny 
fissures within the rock.

Over the next 400 million years 
the region continued to move north, 
crossing the equator and undergo-
ing a series of periods of erosion and 
deposition both above and below the 
sea to form limestones, sands, and 
even coal deposits. Many more peri-
ods of deposition and tectonic activ-
ity repeatedly squashed and buckled 
the region to form a dome. This shape 
led to the formation of a radial drain-
age system as rivers carried away the 
softer sedimentary rocks, exposing 
the underlying older Skiddaw and 
Borrowdale rocks, leaving just a fringe 
of the sedimentary deposits.

Finally, two and a half million 
years ago, along with much of north-
ern England and Scotland, the region 
was covered in a huge ice sheet up to 

The route described takes in most of 
the major valleys of the region, staying 
away from many of the tourist honey-
pots near Windermere, preferring to 
explore ancient routes that link one 
valley with the next, one village with 
another. There are both high-level and 
lower-level options described for some 
stages; the high-level routes start and 
finish at the same points as the lower-
level options, so it’s easy to mix and 
match as you go, according to weather 
conditions, energy and time available.

LANDSCAPE AND GEOLOGY

A quick glance at a map of the Lake 
District suggests two obvious things: 
that it is a mountainous area, and 
that it is interspersed by a network of 
long thin ‘finger lakes’ which spread 
in a radial formation from roughly 
the centre of the region. But this is 
a complex landscape. The geology 
of the region is roughly divided into 
three broad zones. In the north, the 
most ancient rocks of the region are 
the Skiddaw slates, today forming the 
bulky rounded fells to the north of 
Keswick. In the middle are steeper, 
craggy mountains made of much 
harder volcanic material, while to the 
south and forming a rim around the 
edge of the Lake District are lower, 
undulating hills made up mainly of 
sedimentary rocks.

The origin of the Skiddaw slates 
dates back to when the area formed 
a tiny part of a tectonic plate that lay 
south of the equator, submerged in 

Penny Hill Farm nestles in Eskdale (Stage 2)
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PROLOGUE

Windermere to Ambleside

From Windermere station, walk up to the main A591 
road and cross over at the pelican crossing, then 10 
metres to the left take the small road signed to Orrest 
Head that climbs steeply past houses. Stay on the tarmac 
through several switchbacks until you find a sign straight 
up to Orrest Head. Follow this and continue steeply to 
Windermere’s great viewpoint (238m).

From the summit, head north down a steep rutted 
path. Take a stile through a wall and continue on the 
path across a meadow and descend into woods, coming 
out at a small road. Turn left and then right past cottages 

Start	 Windermere railway station
Finish	 Ambleside
Distance	 10.5km (6½ miles)
Total ascent	 350m
Total descent	 400m
Time	 2hr 45min
High point	 Robin Lane, 240m
Refreshments	 Small shop on the route in Troutbeck; pubs off the route 

on the A592
Transport	 555 bus to Ambleside; lake launch from Bowness-on-

Windermere to Ambleside Waterhead
Accommodation	 Ambleside has all services and plentiful accommodation

A surprising way to link these two big Lake District centres, and a good way 
to get a first taste of the lower fields and hills as you move towards the start 
proper of your Tour of the Lake District. The route is usually very quiet, with 
good views across to the Old Man of Coniston and the Langdale Pikes and 
down to England’s largest lake. Halfway along, Townend is an interesting 
and well preserved old Lake District farmhouse and gardens, now owned 
by the National Trust.
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Prologue – Windermere to Ambleside

and enter open fields. The route here is fairly level. Cross 
three fields and come to the farm at Far Orrest. Pass 
through the farm and continue to meet a tarmac road. 
Almost straight across this, pass through another farm, 
then keep to a clear pathway across fields, meeting the 
A592 Troutbeck road at Thickholme Bridge.

Cross the road and turn right along the pavement, 
which becomes a path alongside the road. Take the first 
left turn and descend steeply to Trout Beck. Cross a 

bridge then climb the track to a road and turn right past 
Townend.4After five minutes, come to a small general 
store and a well-placed bench.

Turn sharp left on Robin Lane. This old turnpike is 
clearly signed and runs all the way to Ambleside. The 
climb is steep at first on a well-made track between 
field walls, but soon levels out. Wide views open up 
across Windermere and to the higher mountains. At a 
point where the main track appears to continue, take 
the descending path to the left signed for Ambleside. 
Cross the bridge at Low Skelghyll, pass the farm at High 
Skelghyll, and gradually descend into woods (Skelghyll 
Wood).4If you want to visit Waterhead (for buses and 
steamers), drop down on a path to the left shortly after 
Jenkin Crag and a stream crossing, otherwise continue 
down through the woods, looking down on the garden 
centre, and soon reach a quiet road near the A591.

Turn right on the quiet lane that runs north parallel 
to the main road. It climbs slightly before dropping into 
Ambleside. The bus station is the first turn left. Otherwise 
continue along the road into the centre of the town for all 
shops and facilities.

Townend is a 
traditional Lake 
District stone and 
slate farmhouse 
dating back to 
the 17th century, 
displaying tools, 
furniture, a library 
and cottage garden.

Jenkin Crag, just 
off the trail, gives 
another fine 
viewpoint.
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