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Viewpoint

Fancy a brew?

Time: 15 mins Region: North West England Landscape: Rural

Location:
Eastern shore of Thirlmere, Cumbria, CA 12 4TW

Grid reference: NY 32172 14921

Getting there: Approximately 2.2 miles south of the
‘St John's in the Vale' turn-off, stop at the lay-by on
the west side of the A591 between Grasmere and
Keswick near a castle-shaped building.

Keep an eye out for: The castle like red brick
building by the water’'s edge was built to filter the
lake water before it enters the aqueduct.

Looking at this body of water between Keswick to the north and Grasmere
to the south, you might not realise that unlike most of the other natural
lakes that give the Lake District its name, Thirlmere is artificial.

This lake is in fact a reservoir - a purpose built space to store water.

Why did the Lake District need another man-made lake?
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The short answer is the Industrial Revolution. In the late nineteenth century, the city of Manchester was
booming. Increasing volumes of water were needed to power its mills and factories and to supply the
growing population of city workers with a clean supply of water.

The existing water source (Longdendale in Derbyshire) would soon be exhausted so another supply was
needed. Originally Ullswater was earmarked, but the hard rock surrounding Ullswater on all sides would
have meant pumping or boring through miles of rock.

So why Thirlmere?

The Thirlmere valley was chosen for the new reservoir as it is long, has a relatively flat bottom and is flanked
by some of the highest peaks in England including Helvellyn and Dunmill Raise. There were already two
existing smaller lakes in the valley bottom where rainwater naturally collected.

In 1890 the Manchester Corporation constructed a dam at the northern end of the valley to stop water
flowing out into St John's Beck. As waters levels rose, the nearby village of Wythburn and the hamlet of
Armboth were both flooded and lost under the water.

Incredible journey

In order to transport the water south to Manchester an aqueduct was built. It carried the water almost a
hundred miles by the force of gravity alone (without the need for expensive pumps). With a fall of 50cm
every mile, the water travels at just 3-4 miles per hour and takes a day and a half to get from Thirlmere to
Heaton Park reservoir from where smaller pipes carry water to locations across Manchester.

Drowned villages

Not everyone was happy about the Thirlmere scheme. As well as the loss of Wythburn and Armboth with their
school, vicarage, pubs, farms and houses, locals argued the lake would lost its natural beauty in becoming
‘industrialised’. The natural shoreline of the lake was lost and its dramatic natural cliffs submerged.

The battle against the Thirlmere reservoir was lost and the needs of industry and a growing population
prevailed. Time may have softened the ‘man-made’ features of the reservoir but issues of progress versus
purity are still a familiar battleground in our landscapes.
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