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A DREAM COME TRUE
SUE ROGERS

T

he Mary Towneley Loop of the Pennine
Bridleway is a 48 mile circular route in
the South Pennines. It is just part of a 350
mile national trail designed with horse
riders in mind, though also open to walkers and
cyclists. It came into being because there so much
support for the idea of a long distance trail from bridleways groups in both Lancashire and Yorkshire,
it was felt wrong to go through just one or the other.
I had the good fortune to meet Mary many years
ago when she was planning her pioneering ride
from Hexham in Northumberland to Derbyshire to
show that it could be done (with difficulty!). Mary
was a leading endurance rider of her day, with her
beautiful chestnut mare, Miss Muffet.
I was already into designing long distance
routes for competition and for others to use for their
holiday riding in the North Pennines. That sort of
work can be addictive! So when the job of project officer for the Pennine Bridleway was advertised, I was determined that it would be mine.
Begining with a short term contract of 18
months, I worked for the Countryside Commission
for the next ten years identifying a potential route
on the ground, negotiating with all and sundry and
writing all the necessary reports in order to persuade the Secretary of State for the Environment
that it was a worthwhile project for the government
to support.
Many were the long evenings I spent at Mary’s
home near Burnley where we discussed the problems we faced – and problems there were!

Without Mary’s inspiration, determination and her
ability to persuade others, there would be no
Pennine Bridleway today nor many of the other
improvements to bridleway networks elsewhere
that have stemmed from that work.
So for me, the ride we did this May, which
included the three days in the South Pennines, passing the memorial to Mary, which is a large block
of sandstone on a hill above her home with a
horse’s head engraved on it (Muffet, of course),
was indeed a dream come true.
It is a splendid route - demanding, varied, of
high scenic quality and historically interesting. It is
not a fast route but your horse will be much the fitter for doing it. Your horse may lose weight but you
certainly won’t as the quality of the B&Bs was
excellent. The reputation for friendliness in the area
is rightly earned.
In spite of being close to many built up areas,
the sense of tranquillity and remoteness is extraordinary. Every so often you descend into a narrow
steep sided valley that is filled with rows of houses,
the main road and sometimes a canal and railway
thrown in for good measure. But with the help of
a pegasus crossing (traffic lights designed for riders), we crossed these without any difficulty.
Although I knew many parts of the route, it was
still an adventure to ride it as a whole. The sense
of exploration was there. I maintain that horses
love travelling from place to place as much as
many riders do. Our horses behaved impeccably, all four of them. Nothing scared them, not

even the motor bike traps which none of them had
seen before. I believe that this sort of experience
is a wonderful way for a young horse to gain confidence as he meets so many new things every day
and there is no pressure of time.
Why not give it a try?
It could be 5 days in Derbyshire, riding from
Hartington to Glossop with a stay put day doing a
circular route and then returning to your transport at
Arbor Low. With less time, it could be the 3 days
on the Mary Towneley Loop. To either of these
could be added the section in between, through
Rochdale, Oldham and Tameside – I know these
sound like industrial towns but the route still keeps
to the hills.
Some stunning sections have been developed
through the Yorkshire Dales National Park and
southern Cumbria but it will be some time before
the route is continuous from Derbyshire through to
Kirkby Stephen in Cumbria. And then, one day,
there will be the Northern Extension, through the
wilds of the North Pennines AONB and the
Northumberland National Park, through some of
the remotest parts of England bringing the full route
up to 350 miles. There’s a challenge for the future!
Remember, all you need is a horse and a trail!
See www.nationaltrail.co.uk/penninebridleway
and www.ride-uk.org.uk
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