
Wasdale and Wasdale Head 

 

 

 

 

Wasdale looking northeast from near Location 1 towards Wasdale Head. Yewbarrow is the fell on the left, Great Gable 

in the distance at the head of the valley, Lingmell and Scafell on the right. 

 

Purpose: To explore the geology and geomorphology of what many consider to be the most 

beautiful of all the Lake District valleys 

Practical details:  The road along the lake can get extremely busy in the summer months, and 

though there is a large carpark at Wasdale Head this fills up quickly in fine weather. It is advisable 

therefore to arrive at Wasdale very early in the morning, or to park at Nether Wasdale and cycle or 

walk the 8km (5 miles) between Nether Wasdale and Wasdale Head – this gives you the best chance 

to take in the magnificent scenery, and understand the geology.  Alternatively, in August/September 

Reay’s runs a shuttle bus from Nether Wasdale to Wasdale Head (though this will mean you only get 

a fleeting glimpse of Localities 1 and 2 of the Excursion). There is no difficult terrain to negotiate, and 

very little uphill. Map: Explorer OL6. 

 



 

 

 

Wasdale Excursion map. Route shown in red. 

 

Geological background:    

The rocks around Wastwater and Wasdale Head are mainly lavas and ashes of the Borrowdale 

Volcanic Group erupted from volcanoes that were active some 460 million years ago. The first 

eruptions produced extensive andesite lava flows, which underlie the lower slopes of the fells 

around Wasdale. This relatively quiet phase of volcanic activity was followed by a series of violent 

eruptions and the collapse of the roof of the magma chamber to create the Scafell Caldera.  The 

higher crags that ring Wasdale Head are composed of erosion-resistant dacite lavas and tuffs formed 

near the western edge of the caldera during this more explosive phase of the Borrowdale volcanic 

sequence. 

Some of the magma that produced the eruptions never reached the surface, but cooled and 

solidified deep beneath the volcanoes to produce large bodies of granite (see p.60 of book).  In 

various places in the western Lakes between Buttermere and Eskdale, erosion of the volcanic rocks 

has revealed these granite ‘roots’ of the volcanic terrain.  



Two principal granites are recognised: the Eskdale and Ennerdale granites. The Ennerdale granite 

underlies a wide stretch of the western fells between the northwestern end of Wastwater and 

Buttermere (see Ennerdale Excursion on our website). The Eskdale granite mainly outcrops between 

Wastwater south to Eskdale. There is however a small isolated outcrop of the Eskdale granite 

revealed much further north, at Wasdale Head (which we visit on this excursion).   

More recently - in the last few hundred thousand years - episodes of severe glacial erosion have 

gouged out the deep trough now occupied by Wastwater, and created textbook examples of glacial 

and periglacial landforms. 

Excursion details 

The road from Nether Wasdale meets the lake shore at NY 14790 04829 and for the next 500 m runs 

very close to the water’s edge. Note the hummocky terrain composed of ice-smoothed outcrops of 

Ennerdale granite on either side of the road. Location 1 (NY 15022 05184) is one of these – a 

prominent rounded knoll of granite crowned by a wind shelter.  

The lake itself is the deepest in the Lake District (79m), occupying a elongated rock basin carved by a 

glaciers that flowed down the valley, fed by ice fields in the high mountain cirques that ring the 

valley head.  

 

Wastwater Screes as seen from the ice-smoothed granite outcrop at Location 1.  

On the far shore of the lake the famous Wastwater Screes mantle the flank of Illgill Head. Screes (Old 

Norse scritha meaning ‘landslip’) are accumulations of rock fragments that collect under crags, and 

on steep rocky fellsides, and are ubiquitous in the Lake District. They form by a process known as 

‘freeze-thaw’. Water seeps into cracks in the crag, turns to ice in frosty weather, and expands, 



pushing out against the walls of the crack. The result is that fragments or small blocks of rock are 

broken from the crags, and added to the scree below.   

These conditions (severe winters and wet summers) prevailed in the Lake District during the retreat 

of the main ice sheet, and again during the brief return to colder conditions between 13,000 and 

11,500 years ago.  Scree growth was probably most rapid during these periods, and perhaps in the 

‘Little Ice Age’ between the fourteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Many areas of the Wastwater 

Screes slopes are now inactive, or ‘relict’ features, and are being invaded by grass, heather and other 

vegetation.  

Invisible from our vantage point on the lake shore, are a series of long trench-like depressions along 

the summit ridge of Illgill Head, parallel to the edge of the slope. These features suggest the 

mountainside has been unstable at some time in the past (probably soon after the retreat of the 

valley glacier), and sections of slope started to rupture from the summit ridge. This large-scale 

movement of material - knows as rock-slope failure - is common in the Lake District (see P.28 of the 

book). Fracturing of the rock close to the lines of failure on Illgill Head probably increased its 

susceptibility to freeze-thaw action, which may explain the particularly large volume of scree here. 

Cross the road and clamber up one of the granite knolls to get a better view of the terrain on this 

side of the lake. Between the road and the rocky slope of Middle Fell to your northwest, the bedrock 

is granite, exposed in low, pale-coloured knolls. Freshly broken the rock is pink. Middle Fell itself is 

composed of andesites of the Borrowdale Volcanic Group. 

 

Looking northeast 

across Countess Beck 

from the prominent 

granite knoll on the 

opposite side of the 

road to Location 1. 

The light-coloured ice-

smoothed knolls in 

the fore- and middle-

ground are Ennerdale 

granite. Volcanic 

rocks form the rocky 

slope of Middle Fell 

beyond. The fell in the 

distance (top-right) is 

Yewbarrow, also 

composed of volcanic 

rock. 

 

Return to the road, cross Countess Beck, and walk up-valley for about 350 m to a second little beck 

(labelled Smithy Beck on the OS 1:25,000 map) and try to locate a freshly broken rock surface on 

Water Crag (Location 2), just to the north of Smithy Beck. You will see that although the weathered 

rock surface is a warm buff colour, the fresh rock is dark grey – this is a typical andesite of the lower 

part of the Borrowdale Volcanic Group.  Smithy Beck therefore marks the approximate location 

where the granite disappears beneath the overlying volcanic rocks. 



The promontory in the 

foreground is Ennerdale  

granite but beyond the little 

bay where Smithy Beck enters 

the lake, the rocky outcrops 

are composed of andesite 

lava. 

As you continue along 

the road towards 

Wasdale Head, the view 

across the head of the 

lake to the Scafell range 

opens up. The high crags 

of Scafell and Scafell Pike 

are composed of hard 

erosion-resistant dacite 

lavas erupted near the 

western edge of the Scafell volcanic caldera. The middle slopes are underlain by tuff (volcanic ash) 

beds, which are also part of the caldera sequence. The andesites of the older (pre-caldera) part of 

the volcanic sequence occupy the slopes below (very approximately) the intack wall which contours 

round the fellside.  

A thick layer of glacial till occupies Hollow Stones, the valley between Scafell (on the right) and 

Lingmell (on the left), into which Lingmell Gill and its tributaries have carved impressive gullies.  

Glacial debris washed out of the valley by the gill has built a prominent delta into the head of 

Wastwater.   

 

The high volcanic crags of Scafell (right) and Scafell Pike (centre) overlook the valley of Hollow Stones. Lingmell Gill has 

carved prominent gullies in the glacial till that fills the valley, and built a wide alluvial fan into the head of Wastwater. 



Once you reach Wasdale Head, take the path past tiny St Olaf’s church to Burnthwaite Farm. The 

first permanent settlers in Wasdale, perhaps 10th century Vikings, must have started the work of 

clearing the vast quantities of glacial boulders that litter the head of the valley, and the mounds of 

stone in the fields here may date back to this time. The walls came later – probably in the 17th 

century when the medieval open field was parcelled up between individual farms.  Notice the 

immense thickness of some of the walls - they serve both as field boundaries and repositories for 

unwanted boulders (hence the term ‘consumption walls’). 

 

Consumption walls,  

Wasdale Head 

The path goes 

through Burnthwaite  

Farm (where, in 

August 1802, Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge 

stayed during his 

epic walk through 

the lakes), then 

continues towards 

the head of the 

valley, overlooked 

by the imposing bulk 

of Great Gable 

ahead, and Kirk Fell to your left.  

The lowest two-thirds of Gable’s flanks are crag-free, the bedrock being hidden under a thick mantle 

of glacial till and scree that has built up since the glaciers retreated. Above the scree is the jagged 

Napes Ridge, composed of tuffs and dacite lavas belonging the Scafell Caldera sequence.  

Preferential erosion along a series of northeast-southwest fault lines has produced the serrated 

outline of the ridge.  

 

Great Gable towers 

over Wasdale Head. 

The craggy Napes ridge 

to the right of the 

summit is composed of 

dacite lava.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Six-hundred and fifty metres up-valley from Burnthwaite you reach the footbridge over Gable Beck 

(at NY 19943 09274) which issues from valley between Great Gable and Kirk Fell. Cross the bridge 

then head up the side of Gable Beck, and after some 50m you will see an area of pale brown/pink 

rock in the stream-bed. This (Location 3) is the most northerly outcrop of the Eskdale granite.  

 

The edge of the Eskdale granite outcrop at Wasdale Head. Upstream from this point the granite dives beneath 

Borrowdale Volcanic Group andesites, which outcrop below the wall (just visible top left) 

As you walk up the stream towards the intack wall, the granite appears in a number of places in the 

stream bed. The last granite outcrop is visible 50 m below the wall, after which point it disappears 

beneath dark grey andesite lava. The precise contact between the two rock types is obscured by 

boulders, but this is the northeastern edge of Wasdale Head’s little granite outcrop (see map).  In 

effect, erosion has produced a ‘window’ through the layers of volcanic rock here, to reveal the 

granite that lies beneath them. 

There are several good outcrops of andesite on the opposite (western) stream bank just below 

where the beck runs through the gap in the intack wall.  In places the rock has a speckled 

appearance due to crowds of tiny white feldspar crystals (this in known as porphyritic texture and is 

common in the andesites of the lower part of the Borrowdale volcanic sequence, see P.56 of book).  



 

 

A porphyritic andesite of the 

lowest part of the 

Borrowdale volcanic 

sequence exposed just 

below the intack wall above 

Location 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A water-smoothed 

exposure of andesite lava in 

the stream bed, displaying 

flow-banding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In places where the rock has been smoothed by erosion in the stream bed you can also make out 

faint layers of slightly different texture running through the rock, some layers crowded with feldspar 

crystals, others not. This banding probably formed when pulses of rather different lava types flowed 

from a volcanic vent. 

From here there is a good view southeastwards towards Lingmell on the other side of the valley.  

The crags on the summit of Lingmell are composed of dacite lavas erupted near the edge of the 

Scafell caldera, below them are a series of tuff (volcanic ash) beds which mark the early, most 

explosive phase, of eruption in the caldera. In the right light these tuff beds can be clearly made out 

as a series of steps, inclined to the left (They were originally deposited as horizontal layers, but later 

earth movements have tilted them). The lower half of the fellside is underlain by andesites similar to 

the one we are standing on, deposited during the first (pre-caldera) phase of the of the Borrowdale 

volcanic sequence.  

 



 

The summit crags of Lingmell are composed of hard, erosion-resistant dacite lavas, below them are a series of tuff beds 

inclined to the left.  Subtle differences in hardness between different tuff beds have produced the step-like topography. 

Return to Burnthwaite Farm, and when you reach the back of the farm buildings take the path to 

your right. This leads you round the base of Kirk Fell back towards the Wasdale Head Hotel. Note the 

prominent grassy mound to the right of the track at NY 18841 09091 (Location 4). This is one of 

several glacial moraines that formed along the side of the valley at the end of the Younger Dryas 

around 11,500 years ago. Immediately after this moraine, and just before you reach Mosedale Beck, 

take the path to the right that leads up into Mosedale. 

Mosedale is a good example of a hanging valley, separated from the main Wasdale valley by the 

steep slope down which Ritson’s Force tumbles.  After the steep ascent into the valley the path 

levels off and you get good view down the length of Mosedale, encircled by the imposing bulks of 

some of Lakeland’s highest peaks. 

The valley floor is littered with boulders, mostly rock-fall from the high crags that encircle it, though 

some large rounded boulders near Mosedale Beck may be glacial in origin. The prominent almost 

circular moraine mound on the valley floor, and the smaller hummocky moraines along the foot of  

Red Pike on the opposite (western) side of the beck, and at the head of the valley, were formed 

during the brief return of the glaciers during the Younger Dryas. Notice also the cirque of Black 

Crags, high on the side of Red Pike - this too would have been occupied by a glacier during the 

Younger Dryas. 



 

Younger Dryas moraines in Mosedale, looking towards Red Pike and the Black Crag cirque 

Return down to Wasdale and along the path that runs next to Mosedale Beck to the Wasdale Head 

Inn.   

 

 


