Late August in the Hills.

(Please see some of the pictures in the Gallery Too section)

This journey starts on wide sweeping roads, passes through forests and conservation areas, has sight of old churches and scattered farms and gives access to walking country with panoramic views.

That’s in the right weather conditions. On a misty day you’ll get a good look at mist and on a snowy day you won’t get far before you get stuck and have to dig yourself out. You certainly won’t drive over the tops because you won’t be able to tell where the road is – there are no way markers - as people are supposed to have enough sense not to attempt the impossible.

We start then outside of Clitheroe in Lancashire and on the Skipton road, turning off the main A59 road to follow the signs for Sawley. Passing through the scenic little village, we turn sharp left at the Spread Eagle (see guide) we cross the River Ribble and turn right towards Bolton by Bowland.
Now we are in the Forest of Bowland, and despite the name farmland predominates in what is clearly an affluent area; we turn sharp left at the Copy Nook Hotel and go up the hill along a narrow walled lane leading to Holden, then bearing right towards Slaidburn (about 5 miles away) and the Trough of Bowland. 

Rising to the top of the hill and passing into less favourable farming conditions, the road branches, and we take the direction which will lead us to the village of Clapham.

You must anticipate other road users, even on these single track roads, so a good look-out is needed as an unexpected farm tractor could be a serious problem, especially as the only buildings are now the occasional farms set well back from the road.

As we reach the brow of the hill and start to descend, still on narrow, twisting roads (as we shall be from now on) we can see a forest area in the middle distance - the Forest of Gisburn. To reach this we must negotiate a cross roads where we cross the main road. Take care here as visibility is very limited by the nature of the road and traffic can arrive fast and unannounced.

 You will end up on the minor road, passing a telephone box and post box looking very out of place out here and you’ll know that you are on track for Gisburn Forest, High Bentham and Clapham. Continue along the road, entering the forest on a narrow metalled road not a forest track, but keeping an eye open for the mountain bikers and hikers who use this area and can appear seemingly from nowhere to walk or ride directly in your path.
Throughout this area there are small car parks and forest roads, but we stay on the main track and eventually come to an old church, all alone in the country. This is St James’ (Stocks in Bowland) or Dale Head Church. In the quiet country church yard there’s a sign which says ‘Pause and rest awhile’ – and in the churchyard there are those who are doing exactly that.
Then we come down to the Stocks reservoir and its car park, a haven for bird watchers and nature lovers of all kinds. Moving further up the hill the road winds even more between high stone walls and our speed is tempered with the remembered thought that motor cycle groups sometimes frequent these roads – and not at low speed. 

The road gets steeper and winds over the moors for a little while and there are passing places which must be used as necessary – the ground here is very soft and marshy – once off the road you could find it very difficult to return, and the nearest farm is some miles away.

Reaching the summit of the hill we stop near the rocky outcrop to admire the magnificent view. We’ve picked a clear day, so the Three Peaks of Ingleborough, Whernside and Pen y Ghent stand out clearly with the Bowland Fells in one direction. There are views over the Skipton and Clitheroe areas too, with Pendle Hill standing out and the A59 we started from invisible at its foot.
Now we start the descent into the Clapham and High Bentham areas, still high up and mindful of a winding road with many blind brows to catch the unwary. There is another hazard too, one we haven’t met before. Sheep. Not the small and fluffy kind, but the larger ones with horns ready for action, the sort that stand their ground and dare you to move them, the sort that will charge at the car if they feel threatened.

The road is more open now, still single track with passing places, and after about half a mile we start to reach farms set back from the road, but no private housing yet. Next we get to field boundaries and some houses set within belts of trees which must act as wind breaks in the more extreme weather they get up here.

Then we come upon an incongruous sight. One young boy practising his skate-boarding on the road - nothing and no-one else in sight for miles around. He falls over twice as we draw nearer, then thinks better of it and moves to let us pass. 
Then we reach the junction which allows us to go to High Bentham or to Clapham and thence to Settle. We take the Settle road, and before very long are back on the main A65, with traffic in abundance rushing along what seems now like a super-wide highway.

They don’t know of the roads we’ve travelled and seem content with looking at the rear of the car in front or at the farmland they pass. Perhaps they never say ‘I wonder what we could see from right up there, on top of that hill?’ -  or perhaps their driving and navigational skills aren’t up to the job.

Anyway, we know, don’t we, and are content to circle back towards Skipton and a well earned meal.

