
WOODLANDS & RIVERBANKS
GEOLOGY TRAIL

Sandstone 
Outcrop

Look behind the bench to see a 
massive outcrop of pale, buff -
coloured sandstone, surrounded 
by a wall. We’ll go on to see several 
beds of sandstone exposed in the 
banks of the river gorge. Sandstone 
like this, and other rocks we’ll 
see along the way, are known 
collectively as Coal Measures.
They are about 310 million 
years old, formed during the 
Carboniferous period of the
earth’s history.

Continue along the path to where 
the western wall of the Cathedral 
rises dramatically above you.
You’ll see more outcrops of the 
stone we saw earlier projecting 
from the path side.

Western
Wall 

Look for thin, parallel layers within 
the rock. These stripes show us that 
the rock originated as beds of sand, 
built up by a huge river within a 
wide delta, rather like the modern 
Mississippi delta, all those years 
ago. This sandstone is known as 
the Low Main Post. ‘Post’ was a 
coal miners’ term for sandstone, 
‘Low Main’ is the name of the 
important coal seam beneath it.

As you can see, the Cathedral’s 
foundations are sandstone, and it’s 
likely to have been built mainly of 
stone from the Low Main Post.

Follow the path until you reach 
Prebends’ Bridge on your right. 
Cross Prebends’ Bridge and
look out for the inscription of
Sir Walter Scott’s famous poem in 
the stonework at the far right-hand 
side of the bridge. Look up to see 
one of the classic views of the 
Cathedral.

A few metres up the hill from the 
bridge, just past the middle lamp 
post, is our next stop.

Ochre 
Deposits

A few metres along, you’ll notice 
some bright orangey-brown 
patches on the banks of the stream 
– they’re ochre deposits. They’re 
formed when water fl oods the 
old coal mines and dissolves iron 
minerals from the surrounding 
rocks. This process takes many 
years, but when the water reaches 
the surface, it reacts with the air 
and turns orange, like rust. 

Take the path back to Prebends’ 
Bridge. Continue on the lower path 
to the boathouse.

Stone
Arch 

Look out for an area of sandstone 
with sloping layers on your right. 
These were formed as the sand was 
deposited by strong currents of 
water, a feature known as ‘cross-’ 
or ‘current-bedding’. 

You might spot some fragments of 
coal in the horizontal slot near the 
foot of the bankside – it’s part of 
the exposed Maudlin coal seam. 
Coal is the fossilised remains of 
tropical forests, which grew here 
about 310 million years ago. The 
vegetation was buried under layers 
of sand, which we see today as the 
overlying sandstone.

The stone arch at the bend in the 
path a few metres away was once 
the entrance to a 19th-Century 
tunnel that was used to drain water 
from underground coal mines.

Retrace your steps and take the 
riverside path to the right just 
before Prebends’ Bridge on the 
south side of the river at Elvet Banks. 
What’s now a wide, steep-sided 
wooded area was once the site of 
medieval sandstone quarries. Once 
the quarries were no longer in active 
use, they became convenient places 
to dump the city’s rubbish, so the 
beautiful woods you see today are 
actually concealing old quarries and 
rubbish dumps!

Continue along the woodland 
path. Pass the stream and take the 
second path that climbs steeply 
uphill. Turn sharp left over the fi rst 
stone bridge and along the small 
path that follows the head of the 
gorge. There are good views from 
here across the steep sides of the 
gorge to the medieval city on the 
peninsula. Take a sharp right turn 
where a footpath joins from the 
right and follow this to a broad,
fl at area at the head of the gorge.

Elvet
Colliery

The low, circular wall marks the 
position of one of the shafts of the 
long-abandoned Elvet Colliery.
It was still active until the early 
20th century, but the Durham 
University library now stands on 
the main site. There were very 
few areas that escaped mining, 
and although the monks at the 
Cathedral almost certainly used 
local coal, they very wisely 
didn’t allow mining beneath the 
Cathedral.

Metal
Bridge

Follow the path ahead, turn left and 
go down the steps. Turn left and walk 
to the metal bridge. The stream fl ows 
over outcrops of bare sandstone and 
siltstone. Look out for a small stone-
lined tunnel – it carries water away 
from the old pumping shaft. 

A few metres beyond the bridge, 
you’ll see a low, sandstone cliff  on 
the left of the path. This is the Low 
Main Post sandstone that we fi rst 
saw at the beginning of our walk. 
Can you see some shallow grooves 
in the surface? They are tool marks 
made by quarrymen centuries ago 
as they extracted the stone here.

Continue along the path to a steep-
sided valley on the left.

The
Boathouse

The grey stone above the path is 
siltstone. Have a look for fossilised 
shells and plants – they’ve been 
found here in loose bits of siltstone.

From here, you’ll get a spectacular 
view of the west front of the 
Cathedral standing on the outcrop 
of the Low Main Post sandstone, 
high above the east side of the 
River Wear.

Trail  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . walking
Grade  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . easy to 
moderate
Accessibility . . . . . . . . . some steps
and short steep slopes
Distance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.5 miles 
(2.41km)
Time  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-2 hours

KEY

Route of trail

Footpaths on the woodlands
and riverbanks 

Direction of trail

Go back in the direction you 
have come from 

Steps 

Steep slope 

With your back to the North Door of the Cathedral,
walk to the wall overlooking the riverbanks. You are now 
looking down into the northern end of the deep gorge of 
the River Wear. Known as ‘the peninsula’, this part of the 
city is surrounded by a tight loop of the river, or ‘incised 
meander’. The river began to cut this gorge about 11,000 
years ago as the ice sheets melted rapidly at the end of the 
last glacial period.

From the entrance to the Cathedral, go past Durham 
University’s Music Department – the fi rst building on 
your left – and turn left down the path known locally as 
Windy Gap. Turn left at the foot of the slope by a bench.  
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Durham Cathedral and Castle occupy a unique 
and spectacular hilltop site in a tight bend of the 
River Wear. When the Community of St Cuthbert 
arrived here in 995 AD and chose this site for their 
fi rst church to house St Cuthbert’s Shrine they 
laid the foundations for over a thousand years of 
ecclesiastical and architectural history at Durham.  

Yet the rocks that underlie the site and the form of 
the river gorge itself, tell a story that extends much 
further back in time to over 310 million years before 
the birth of Cuthbert. The rocks we will see, including 
those that were used to build the Cathedral, are the 
compacted sediments that accumulated in a vast 
river delta which covered much of northern England 
during the Carboniferous period, about 310 million 
years ago.  

In those distant times, our area enjoyed a hot wet 
tropical climate and was clothed in dense swampy 
forests of gigantic primitive trees. Layers of partially 
decayed vegetation, which were periodically buried 
beneath layers of mud and sand from the ever-
shifting rivers, became compacted over millions of 
years to form the beds of coal, shale and sandstone 
known as the Coal Measures. These rocks were to 
yield the coal that fuelled the region’s economic 
growth and the sandstones from which Durham 
Cathedral was built.

At the end of the last glacial period, about 11 000 years ago, the ice 
sheets melted rapidly and the River Wear began to carve the tight loop 
or ‘incised meander’ which we are about to explore. Through this trail 
we’ll introduce you to some of the geological features of the river gorge 
and explore what they can tell us about the distant geological past. 

The trail is along public footpaths on which there are some fairly steep 
slopes, and a few steps in places. Some sections may be slippery in wet 
weather, so please tread carefully and wear suitable footwear.

The walk, which starts and ends at the Cathedral, is approximately 1½ 
miles and can take as long as you like depending on your pace. There 
are seven stops along the way, where we’ll look at features of geological 
interest.  

At the end of the trail, why not revisit the Cathedral and explore its 
geological heritage? Find the fossils encased in the Frosterley Marble 
pillars and marvel at the magnifi cent sandstone pillars, constructed 
from local sandstone.

We hope you enjoy your visit to Durham Cathedral and its heritage 
woodlands and riverbanks. If you’d like to receive information about 
services, events and other ways of being involved with the Cathedral 
such as volunteering, please contact events@durhamcathedral.co.uk
or call 0191 386 4266.

FRIENDS OF
DURHAM 
CATHEDRA L

www.durhamcathedral.co.uk
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