
The Fairfield Horseshoe,
Wansfell and Orrest Head

A weekend walking adventure for
London-based hikers
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Introduction
A classic Lake District circular ridge walk starting from the town of Ambleside, the Fairfield 
Horseshoe takes in several Wainwright fells and will certainly blow the cobwebs away as you 
follow the 'horseshoe' round.

This is one of the Lake District's most famous day walks, starting from Ambleside in the heart of 
the Lakes, and it offers gorgeous views of Lake Windermere, and many fells around.

On Day 2, walk to Windermere via the spectacular viewpoints Wansfell Pike and Orrest Head, 
which inspired Wainwright to move to the Lake district.

This weekend is based in one location so you will not have to carry your luggage on your hike, 
apart from on Day 2 when you will walk to Windermere.

Summary
You'll travel up to Ambleside in the evening, potentially after work, or if you prefer, travelling in 
the afternoon.

On Day 1 you will walk the Fairfield Horseshoe, a classic ridge walk.

On Day 2 you will climb up Wansfell Pike and then walk to Orrest Head at Windermere, where 
you can catch the train back home and be back in your own bed in the evening.

You could extend the weekend to three days, by staying an extra night in Ambleside and 
spending some time exploring the local area on Day 2, then walking to Windermere on Day 3 
instead. Some suggestions are provided for extending the weekend by an extra day.

Highlights
• The achievement of having competed the famous Horseshoe walk and eight of 

Wainwright's fells to boot (not sure who Wainwright is? Find out more here).

• The view from Wansfell Pike

• Visiting Orrest Head and seeing the view that made Wainwright fall in love with the Lake 
District.

• A pint in the cosy Golden Rule in Ambleside

• Cakes in the Apple Pie Cafe and Bakery.
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Options
Do it in a weekend (2 days): Travel from London to Ambleside on Friday evening or afternoon. 
Travel back to London on Sunday evening. 

Pros: no annual leave required! 

Cons: if using public transport, you have to plan carefully to ensure you get back to 
Windermere in time for your train; getting back to London quite late on a Sunday; 
travelling by train can be more expensive on a Friday evening.

Do it in a long weekend (3 days): Make it a long weekend by having either the Friday or Monday
off work. Travel back to London in the afternoon or evening of day 3. 

Pros: potential for 2.5 or even 3 full days of walking – woo! Potential to travel back to 
London in the afternoon on day 3, getting home at a more reasonable time of day. 

Cons: have to take one day off work.

Ambleside seen from Wansfell
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Example itinerary

This is an example! Do not rely on the times below - always check current times before planning 
your trip!

DAY FROM >  TO LEAVE ARRIVE

Day 0 TRAIN London Euston > Windermere 17:30 20:41

TAXI Windermere > Ambleside 20:45 21:00

Day 1 WALK Fairfield Horseshoe  (10.5 miles / 16.9 km )

Day 2* WALK Ambleside > Wansfell > Orrest Head > Windermere (6.3 
miles / 10.1 km)

TRAIN Windermere > Oxenholme 15:58 16:17

TRAIN Oxenholme > London 16:23 19:12

* There are later trains you can get back to London.

Suitable time of year
You should not do these walks in snowy or icy conditions unless you are very experienced with 
suitable equipment such as crampons.

The walk on Day 1 is strenuous and can be dangerous in mist or bad weather. 

Day 2 should be fine in any weather.

Alternative options are explained in detail below if the weather takes a turn for the worse.
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Resources you will need: CHECKLIST
In addition to all your usual walking gear, waterproofs etc.:

 Map and compass. You will need a map of the Lake District covering Ambleside and 
Windermere. Either:

• The Ordnance Survey 1:25000 Explorer OL7 map (English Lakes South-Eastern 
area), 

Or:

• The new 'book' style A-Z Adventure Lake District Southern Fells map (this is the 
RECOMMENDED option because it contains 1:25000 Ordnance Survey maps and if 
you intend to do any more walks in the Lake District, this one map will cover many 
of them; it will also come in useful for the two other Lake District walks in the Walk
Your Weekends pack). 

Or: 

• A GPS with the Ambleside area of the Lake District on it.

 A street map of Ambleside is handy.

Accommodation

Ambleside has lots of accommodation to choose from with many hotels and B&Bs. It is a small 
town so you can stay anywhere as it is all within walking distance.

There are two hostels: the YHA Ambleside, which is about 15 minutes walk from Ambleside town 
centre, and the Ambleside Backpackers, which is cheaper, more central on Old Lake Road, and 
includes a light breakfast.

Camping

• Rydal Hall (just below the start of the horseshoe: about 20 minutes walk from Ambleside)
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Getting there and back by public transport
You'll be going from London Euston to Windermere on the way out (changing at Oxenholme), 
and getting to Ambleside by bus or taxi.

Train from London Euston to Windermere 

If you are heading up after work on an evening, you can get trains from Euston at around 17.30 
(arrives at Windermere 20.46), 18.30 (arrives at Windermere 21.34) or 19.30 (arrives at 
Windermere 22.39). These are approximate times; check the National Rail enquiries website for 
up-to-date times.

Travel time from London to Windermere is approximately 3 hours & 15 minutes.

It usually works out cheapest to get an open return from Windermere, but feel free to try 
different options to see if you can get anything cheaper. I always prefer to get an open return so I 
don't have to rush to get my train on the way back.

When planning, make sure to take into account you will have additional travelling time from 
Windermere to Ambleside as it takes about another fifteen minutes by taxi or bus after you've 
arrived at Windermere (not taking into account time waiting for buses!). If you'll be arriving late 
you should obviously warn your accommodation beforehand.

You have to change at Oxenholme for trains to Windermere. If your train from London is 
running a bit late, don't worry as the Windermere train will often wait for the the London one 
and it's on the opposite platform – you don't have to cross over to the other side of the station or 
run up or down any stairs or over a bridge! However, do try to get off the train and onto the 
Windermere one quickly as it will set off as soon as it can.

Windermere is the end of the line.

It is a good idea to plan ahead whether you're getting a taxi or a bus to Ambleside. If you hang 
around trying to find the bus stop and reading the timetable on the bus stop first, by the time you
work out the next bus is in an hour's time, all the taxis may have left Windermere with other 
customers! Both options are explained below.

a) Taxi from Windermere to Ambleside

From Windermere get a taxi to Ambleside. The taxis park right outside the station in the station 
car park, just get off the train and walk right out into the car park and you're there. Taxis will 
often wait for trains to arrive and the journey to Ambleside takes approximately fifteen minutes.
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b) Bus from Windermere to Ambleside

If you're arriving in the afternoon you can get to Ambleside by bus (there are no useful buses in 
the evening). 

Be aware that bus prices are more expensive than they are in London so ensure you have plenty 
of cash.

You can buy tickets from the bus driver.

To find the bus stop at Windermere station, turn left in the station car park and it is in front of 
Booths (a supermarket). 

There are several, relatively frequent buses to Ambleside during the day and they will be marked 
for Keswick, Coniston or Grasmere – just ask the driver if in any doubt. 

The main bus stop in Ambleside is on Kelsick Road.

If you can be sure to pick up one of the really helpful free booklets showing all the bus timetables 
and bus route maps in the area (called 'The Lakes Connection'). Some buses have these on board, 
or you can get one from a tourist information office, or some hostels have a stack of them lying 
about.  You can also find them as a printable PDF on Stagecoach's website (search for the Lakes 
Connection booklet).

View from Orrest Head, near Windermere

7 of 24
www.londonhiker.com

http://www.stagecoachbus.com/


Travelling back home on Day 2 by public transport

If you are walking on Day 2 and travelling back the same evening, plan out your day carefully in 
advance to ensure you are able to catch your train! I always estimate 2 miles per hour walking 
speed. I know it doesn't sound a lot, and some of you will scoff at this, but I find it's usually 
realistic, and allows for rest stops, etc.

You'll end the walk at Orrest Head, and walk from there to Windermere station which is really 
close by, below the viewpoint.

There is only one platform at Windermere.

If you are early you can get refreshments in the cafe in Booths supermarket or in the Lakeland 
store's cafe which is across the carpark.

At Oxenholme, get off the train and cross over to Platform 1 on the other side via the subway to 
await the London train.

Remember if you are travelling back on a weekend or bank holiday, you can usually get a first 
class upgrade for £15! To get this just sit in first class and ask for an upgrade when the member of 
staff comes by to check tickets. You'll won't get a hot meal but you will get free drinks, snacks 
and nicer seats to relax in. :-)

View from Wansfell Pike
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Day 1: Fairfield Horseshoe

Fairfield Horseshoe seen from a distance

Distance 10.5 miles / 16.9 km 

Strenuousness 4/5

Difficulty of navigation 3/5 

IMPORTANT: You absolutely must be prepared for bad weather and potentially very 
difficult navigation at the top of Fairfield, a notoriously misleading plateau which has 
caught out many a walker. Check the compass or your GPS regularly even if your are 
confident and see the notes below.

Head north out of Ambleside on the busy main road, the A591 towards Grasmere. 

You will pass the famous tiny 'bridge house', one of the most photographed buildings in the Lake 
District; literally a tiny house built on a bridge.

You pass a large carpark on the left (with public toilets).
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Stay on the left pavement as you head out of Ambleside because the pavement on the right 
disappears after a while!

You cross a river at Scandale Bridge, and then cross the busy road with care, and take a footpath 
off to the right towards Rydal. The footpath sign is often obscured by trees, but the path goes 
through a large iron gate, which can be clearly seen from the road.

Towards Rydal

Follow the path through the Rydal Hall estate, as it passes the campsite, then curves left, crossing 
Rydal Beck, and then past buildings and a cafe. 

On reaching another road, turn right and head up to follow the footpath towards Nab Scar.

10 of 24
www.londonhiker.com



Nab Scar

The path heads steeply up but it is a short climb and you have spectacular views to reward 
you of Rydal Water below and Lake Windermere, as well as Wansfell and Loughrigg.

Windermere (in the distance) and Rydal Water (closest) from Nab Scar
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You then follow the ridge along, following the obvious paths past Lord Crag, climbing again to 
Heron Pike, after which there is a relatively flat section before reaching Great Rigg.  With each 
climb you get even more impressive views of the local area, and the neighbouring fells.

Towards Great Rigg

Climb up and over Great Rigg, and then there is a further but gentle climb to Fairfield, the 
highest point and the middle of the horseshoe.  When a path joins from the east, go straight on to 
the summit plateau, but take note as that's the path you'll return to, to follow to the next fell.

IMPORTANT! The top is a flat plateau which is extremely disorientating in mist or fog! Fairfield 
is notorious for getting people lost as the path becomes unclear, and it is very easy to think that 
you are heading in the right direction when you aren't. Be extremely careful and check, check,
check the compass or GPS regularly and ask fellow hikers if in any doubt. 

From the summit you need to be heading back south and then east.

Eventually the path curves south-east again and you are heading down, then up again to Hart 
Crag. Again, take great care to make sure you are heading roughly south-south-east from here as 
Hart Crag is very rocky, and the path is not always very clear.
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On coming down from Hart Crag you will reach a wall; this is a great point because from now on 
you are simply following this wall all the way back to Ambleside so it is pretty much impossible to
get lost (she says confidently)!

It doesn't really matter which side of the wall you are on, as there are paths either side.

You will climb again to Dove Crag along a gentle path, gradually down to High Pike, and then 
more steeply down to Low Pike, the last fell on the horseshoe.  The path can often be boggy and 
rocky near High and Low Pikes.

High Pike and Low Pike, seen from the other side of the horseshoe

Keep heading down, down, down, roughly following the line of the wall most of the way.  Some 
way on after Low Pike the main path then heads away from the wall.  In bad weather it is best to 
follow the a smaller path that follows the wall all the way down and which meets the main path 
again at Low Sweden Bridge.  

From Low Sweden Bridge go down Nook Lane, past University buildings.  Follow Nook Lane to the
end, and then when you reach Smithy Brow, walk straight into The Golden Rule pub, one of the 
best pubs in Ambleside, and order a pint.  

Alternatively, turn right, then left along the main road back into Ambleside and stop off at the 
Apple Pie Cafe and Bakery and order the biggest cake you can see. 
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Cosy in the Golden Rule pub

Day 1: Food 
You will need to take a packed lunch. It is best to pick this up in Ambleside. There are plenty of 
options in the town.

The best place to eat your lunch is half way round the horseshoe, at Fairfield. There are some 
wind breaks made of stones there.

For your evening meal, Ambleside has a good variety of restaurants and cafes including some 
excellent vegetarian options such as Fellinis, which is connected to a Cinema! Lucy's on a Plate is 
also very good and has an absolutely massive desert menu (and main course menu too).

If you fancy something more basic, there are a couple of good fish and chip shops!

As suggested above, The Golden Rule pub is a great place for a good ale, but unfortunately they 
don't do food.
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Day 1: Facilities
There are public toilets in Ambleside at the car park on Rydal Road. 

There are also toilets at Rydal hall opposite the cafe. 

Day 1: Escape routes/bad weather alternatives

If the weather turns bad, the options are pretty simple. Either turn back, or just keep going. There
isn't really any easier way down or off the horseshoe.

If you think the weather is too bad to attempt the Horseshoe at all, switch your plans to climb the 
lower level Loughrigg Fell which is within walking distance from Ambleside.  

Or, you could stay low level and follow the 'coffin route' (much nicer than it sounds!) between 
Ambleside and Grasmere. This is about 4 miles (6.5km) of easy walking and leaves you with plenty
of time to explore the famous Grasmere village, home of Wordsworth. To do this, follow the 
instructions above to Rydal hall. When you have passed Rydal hall and joined another road, turn 
right up it, and then left (rather than carry on straight up to Nab Scar). The path goes along the 
bottom of the hill and it should be signposted for Grasmere. After exploring Grasmere you can 
catch a bus back to Ambleside or walk back from Grasmere the same way, or by following minor 
roads and then paths around the other side of Grasmere and Rydal water. This full route would be
approx 12/13 miles (19-20km)

Alternatively Ambleside has several cinemas, shops and cafes to potter about in. We've all given 
up and sheltered in a cafe, consoling ourselves with delicious cake. Don't worry about it – you're 
in Ambleside, in the heart of the Lakes! Enjoy the atmosphere of being in the Lake District; 
browse some bookshops, stock up on waterproofs, eat cake, go on a pub crawl... there's even a 
gorgeous spa (Oxley's) in Ambleside so you could go for a massage instead (go on I won't tell 
anyone).
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Day 2: Wansfell Pike and Orrest
Head

Windermere as seen from Wansfell Pike

Distance 6.3 miles / 10.1 km 

Strenuousness 2/5 

Difficulty of navigation 1/5

From Ambleside, find the path up to the summit of Wansfell Pike – you can join this from a couple
of locations in the town; either Stockghyll Lane or Blue Hill Road.

It's a steep, tough climb up to the Pike but with fantastic views to stop and admire whilst you take
a breather. 

Once you're at the top of Wansfell Pike the view is even better. 
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The summit of Wansfell itself is actually a mile further on behind from the Pike along the dry 
stone wall (there is a small cairn which marks the summit of Wansfell; it is marked Baystones on 
the map); if you want to divert to climb it, feel free, but then double back to the Pike to continue 
your journey.

Views from Wansfell Pike

When you've soaked up your fill of the wonderful views, follow the path down to join Nanny Lane
which you follow all the way to Toutbeck. 

When you reach the road in the pretty Troutbeck village, turn right and follow it, passing a series 
of lovely watering troughs in the walls. 

The Post Office in Troutbeck sells snacks and refreshments if you need them.
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Ambleside seen from Wansfell Pike

Pass through Low Fold and Town End, keeping to the left hand fork. 

A path leads off to the left down to a footbridge over Trout Beck, which you cross, and which 
leads you quickly up to the road. 

Cross the road and take the left turn, following this minor road around as it curves to Fusethwaite
Yeat, where there is a footpath leading into a field on the right. 

Follow this path through fields to Far Orrest then Near Orrest. 

Turn right onto the road then a short while later, the path turns left to lead up via grassy paths 
and past pretty bushes towards the famous viewpoint of Orrest Head, sprinkled liberally with 
benches and day-trippers. 

From here, you can see the Fairfield Horseshoe!
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Behind Orrest Head, looking back 

From Orrest Head, follow the path down to Windermere, emerging onto the main road. 
Turn left for a very short walk to the station.

Fairfield Horseshoe from Orrest Head
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Day 2: Food 

You can get snacks at Troutbeck Post Office if you need them but I would recommend getting 
your packed lunch from Ambleside before you go.

Alternatively you could have your lunch at Windermere, before catching the train, if you have 
time. This walk should leave you with enough time to do this if you set off early enough.

Close to Windermere station there is a cafe within Lakeland, a large shop selling useful household
gadgets, and also within Booths, a supermarket. 

I have found that service in the Booths cafe can sometimes be a bit slow, but in Lakeland it is 
generally good; they even have a bleeper system in operation so you can browse the store whilst 
you wait for a table! (Don't worry if you're a bit bedraggled, they're used to it!)

Sign for Orrest Head at Windermere
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Day 2: Facilities

There are no public toilets on this route until you get to Windermere; there are toilets in the 
station, in Booths supermarket and in the Lakeland store.

Day 2: Escape routes/bad weather alternatives
Instead of doing this walk, you can catch the bus to Windermere from Kelsick Road in Ambleside. 
Many buses go to Windermere, if in any doubt just ask. You can go straight to the station, or 
perhaps stay on the bus to go into Bowness on Winderemere, and while away some time with a 
boat ride on the Lake.  

Ambleside with Wansfell behind, seen from Loughrigg
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Day 3: Options
If you wish to extend your weekend to three days here are some options for the extra day:

• Refer to the 'Langdale extravaganza' London Hiker guide and do one of the walks 
from there (Bowfell and Langdale Pikes or Lingmoor. You would need to catch the 516 
from Kelsick road in Ambleside - details are given in the 'Langdale extravaganza' guide.

• Take the bus to Grasmere and climb some of the fells nearby. A nice circular walk is to
climb up Steel Fell, north of Grasmere, then head west to  Calf Crag. You then follow the 
ridge past Gibson Knot to Helm Crag where you'll find the famous 'lion and lamb' rock 
formation (it looks like a lion and a lamb from the ground below). You then head steeply 
down to Grasmere. To do this walk, take a bus from Kelsick Road in Ambleside towards 
Keswick. Get off at the bus stop opposite the Travellers Rest pub, which is shortly after the
bus has left Grasmere village and turns back onto the main road.  This is a full day's walk 
but after the first climb up Steel Fell and the steep descent, it is fairly easy going.

Views from near Grasmere

• Climb Loughrigg fell. You could head up via Rothay Park, west of Ambleside and come 
back down via Loughrigg Terrace and Rydal water, then follow a minor road into 
Ambleside.

• Explore Ambleside town or Grasmere. At Grasemere you can visit Dove Cottage, home of
Wordsworth as well as the gingerbread shop (which is delicious and highly 
recommended!)
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Background reading & viewing

Ambleside

This is a pretty comprehensive introduction to the town of Ambleside and its various shops and 
attractions:

YouTube: Cumbria TV guide to Ambleside

Fairfield Horseshoe

My partner Andrew Bowden has blogged about each fell on the Fairfield Horseshoe. You can read
his account here.

Wansfell

Wordsworth

Wansfell! this Household has a favoured lot,
Living with liberty on thee to gaze,
To watch while Morn first crowns thee with her rays,
Or when along thy breast serenely float
Evening's angelic clouds. Yet ne'er a note
Hath sounded (shame upon the Bard!) thy praise
For all that thou, as if from heaven, hast brought
Of glory lavished on our quiet days.
Bountiful Son of Earth! when we are gone
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From every object dear to mortal sight,
As soon we shall be, may these words attest
How oft, to elevate our spirits, shone
Thy visionary majesties of light,
How in thy pensive glooms our hearts found rest.

Gate in Troutbeck village
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