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A Jessop Trail 
The Cromford Canal and 
Cromford & High Peak Railway
Part 1: Cromford Wharf & High Peak Junction



Civil engineers William Jessop (1745-1814) and his son Josias (1781-1826) left their marks 
on the Derbyshire Peak District with a remarkable canal and railway, which fitted well into 
the landscape and can still be followed by anyone with a car or bicycle who is prepared 
to do a little walking. The canal towpath provides easy walking between Cromford Wharf 
and Ambergate (5 miles), but is only usable by wheelchairs as far south as Gregory Tunnel. 
However, most features described below (to Derwent Aqueduct) are within 1.5 miles of 
Cromford, giving a round trip of less than 3 miles. 

William Jessop, the leading civil engineer of his day, lived in Newark from 1784 to 1805, the 
most active period of his career. He was responsible for the improvement of navigation and 
the building of locks on the River Trent between Shardlow and Gainsborough, for similar river 
works on the Soar and the Thames, and for the making of canals all over the country, including 
the Grand Junction Canal (now known as the Grand Union) from London to the Midlands, and 
the Shropshire Union Canal, which included the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, where Thomas Telford 
was his assistant.

His son Josias trained under him and then became an engineer in his own right, until his career 
was cut short by his death.

There are a number of options for car parking at Cromford Wharf (Ordnance Survey 
Landranger 119 or Explorer OL24, map ref. 300571) but they can still become full on a busy 
day. There are also bus and train services to Cromford. An alternative starting point is High 
Peak Junction car park (map ref. 315561), 1.5 miles SE of Cromford on the road to Holloway, 
which provides access to the canal via footbridges over the river and the railway.

The canal was opened in 1794 and connected Arkwright’s mills at Cromford with the Erewash 
Canal at Langley Mill, 15 miles to the south-east, which ran to the River Trent. It was designed 
by William Jessop, who also supervised the construction, assisted by Benjamin Outram. 
Cromford Wharf was the terminus of the canal. Sir Richard Arkwright’s tipper Mill, opened in 
1772. It took its water supply from the Cromford Sough (a long adit, or tunnel, that drained 
distant lead mines); on discharge from the mill, the water was (and still is) carried in a culvert 
and a channel to feed the canal.

Through traffic on the canal ceased in 1900 when the Butterley Tunnel collapsed (it was never 
repaired), and the canal gradually fell into disuse.  Cromford Wharf and Cromford Mills (across 
the road) have been restored by the Arkwright Society and new uses found for the buildings, 
including shops, café and restaurant. 

Walk south along the towpath for about 1 mile. This section of canal is navigable and regular 
boat trips to High Peak Junction are available (check details on website).

The canal linked the coal fields of the Derwent and upper Erewash valleys with the main 
canal network. It allowed limestone, gritstone, lead and cotton from the Cromford Mills to be 
shipped out and coal to be imported into the area. For example, it enabled the development of 
the Butterley Company, who used Crich limestone combined with coal and iron ore to produce 
iron. By the 1830’s the canal was congested, but it wasn’t long before the railways started to 
break the canal monopoly.

Cromford Wharf & High Peak Junction

Introduction

Cromford Wharf1



The Cromford and High Peak Railway was opened in 1831. Designed on canal principles, it 
comprised of  almost level stretches connected by short, steep inclines, up and down which 
wagons were hauled on cables by steam-driven winding engines.  

Cross the canal by the swing bridge to view the foot of the incline. 

The railway met the canal at High Peak Junction, at the bottom of this long incline, where part 
of the cable winding mechanism has been restored. Further on, and just beyond the bridge 
that takes the A6 over the old rail route, there is a catch pit for runaway wagons. 

This is now the start of the High Peak Trail, a 17 mile stretch of the old trackbed, open to 
walkers and cyclists, that stretches to Dowlow (6 miles from Buxton) – though cyclists are 
advised not to cycle down steep inclines.

The pumphouse was built in 1849 to augment the canal’s water supply by lifting water from 
the River Derwent to the canal. It is an elegant gritstone structure with a high chimney, and 
houses a beam engine manufactured at Milton Ironworks, Elsecar, South Yorkshire, which is 
run on steam occasionally.  (Refer to Derbyshire County Council website for Operating Days or 
telephone 01629 533298). Mill owners insisted that it was only used on Sundays, when the 
mills were closed, so that they did not lose water power lower down the valley.

High Peak Junction

Leawood Pumphouse

Return to the group of old workshop buildings by the canal, which now house a shop and a 
museum.

Continue south on the path adjacent to the canal which is on the line of former rail lines that 
ran along the wharf. Pass behind the sheds that were originally built to facilitate the storage 
and transit of goods, before the path re-joins the canal bank.
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Derwent Aqueduct 
(also known as Wigwell Aqueduct)

Lea Hurst Aqueduct

Just south of the pumphouse lies Jessop's most monumental work on this canal, the 
Derwent Aqueduct, which carries the canal across the River Derwent on a masonry 
arch of 80ft span. Three years after construction started, repairs were needed following 
serious cracks, thought due to sparing use of lime mortar.

This aqueduct was inserted into the canal when the Ambergate to Matlock railway was 
built in 1849. It consists of an iron trough made of flanged panels, with the towpath carried 
on timber decking beside it. The south portal of the tunnel noted above can be clearly seen.

Continuing south, the canal runs along sidelong ground and forms a linear nature 
reserve (no longer navigable), until Gregory Tunnel is reached after 0.5 miles. 

A good view of the aqueduct is difficult to obtain, but walk across the aqueduct, cross 
to the east side of the canal by the footbridge and turn left for a few yards along what 
was the towpath of an arm of the canal serving Lea Mills. This arm forms an interesting 
diversion since it soon passes over the  Manchester, Buxton, Matlock and Midland 
Junction Railway of 1849 (still operational between Ambergate and Matlock), which dives 
into a tunnel to the south immediately after crossing the River Derwent. The opposing 
portal of this tunnel can be seen further on the walk. 

Return to the aqueduct and cross to the towpath that now runs on the west side 
of the canal and head south for 600 yards.
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Gregory Tunnel

This is a short tunnel with a towpath running through it. On the other side it is possible to 
see Crich Stand on the hill ahead. The present tower on this site was built in 1923 as a War 
memorial.

Options exist here to continue along the towpath to Whatstandwell or Ambergate (and 
picking up public transport links), or taking the path away from the north tunnel portal 
that connects to the A6 (though there is no public car park at this location), or returning 
along the towpath to Cromford. However, for those not wanting a longer route, it is best to 
return to Cromford from Lea Hurst Aqueduct or Derwent Aqueduct.

Original text by John Gardiner, 1995; updated and photographs taken by Robert Armitage, 
FICE, 2018. For further reading: Barton B, Civil Engineering Heritage – East Midlands, 
Ruddocks Publishing Ltd, Lincoln, 2016. ISBN 978 0 904327 24 3.
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