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Out in the
Country

Cycle route: Harrogate to Knaresborough
including Bilton, Dragon Cycleway and Beryl Burton Cycleway

with Graham Megson
Natural Environment
Team Leader

THIS time last year I wrote how we had
just come through the coldest winter
for a long time. But that was minor
compared to this winter’s offering of
snow and ice. Time will tell what impact
the weather has had on our wildlife,
but most animals are remarkably adept
at survival, even when it looks to our
eyes that there is no food for them to
find. However, some species of bird
are known to suffer and we can expect
fewer wrens and kingfishers. Wrens
suffer because of their small size and
a few days with no invertebrate food
produces a fatal loss of bodyweight.
Kingfishers rely on just one type of
food, so are vulnerable when this
becomes hard to find. Birds like grey
herons and bitterns are known to switch
to other prey and there were reports
last winter of them catching mice and
voles that were visiting bird feeders.
• In January, there was a prolonged
stranding of a rather fierce-looking fish
along the Yorkshire coast. These were
Ray’s bream and subsequent research
revealed that they come up in the
warm Gulf Steam but then get into side
currents that cool down, leaving them
close to death. Reported to be nice to
eat, they were certainly devoured by
great black-backed and herring gulls
and at Saltburn by the Sea a glaucaus
gull down from the Arctic.
• To me, March is about turning away
from the depths of winter and revelling
in the delights
of spring. There
is so much
of interest to
choose from,
with mad March
hares in the
fields, swathes
of daffodils,
emerging bumble bees (above) and the
frantic actions of mating frogs.
• We depend upon insects for much,
not least the pollination of fruit blossom
and other foods, so hearing that first
buzz is a real morale boost. Small
tortoiseshell and peacock butterflies
that have hibernated take to the wing
and flies that have slept through the
winter in nooks and crannies around
the house find themselves trapped on
the wrong side of windows. People
often ask me “what good do flies do?”
Well, if you see one on a flower, then it
is pollinating it and if you like flowers as
much as I do then that’s a good thing,
so let them out.
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The route: A 3.8-mile
(6.2km) linear cycle route
starting from Dragon Road,
Harrogate.
Difficulty: Easy, one steep
hill for a short distance
going up Bilton Lane. You
will need OS Explorer Map
289 (Leeds, Harrogate,
Wetherby & Pontefract)
Parking: Car parking is

available in Harrogate.
Public transport:
A regular rail service
operates between York,
Knaresborough, Harrogate
and Leeds with limited
provision for cycles.
For further details, go to
www.northernrail.org or
www.nationalrail.co.uk
or call 08457 484950.

THIS linear link is based on a route
submitted by reader Jane Hamilton, of
Harrogate. It’s a short urban and rural
journey that encounters a variety of
wildlife, including blackbird, thrush, robin,
magpie, sparrow, blue-tit, goldfinch and
1. From the centre of Harrogate,
starting on Dragon Road past
the supermarket, turn left into
the car park (signposted Dragon
Cycleway) then turn right along
the cycleway running parallel to
the railway line.
2. On reaching Grove Park
Avenue, turn left and head
along the avenue towards the
pedestrian bridge.
3. Continue over the bridge
crossing the railway line. Follow
the cycleway to the T-junction
with the path, turn right at the
T-junction, continuing along the
cycleway.
4. Follow the cycle track along
the dismantled railway to where
it meets the road of Bilton Lane.
This can be an alternative start
to the route, with car parking
available. Turn right, heading
along the lane (be aware of
traffic). Continue up the short
climb. This is the hardest section
of the route.

the occasional squirrel. But, says Jane,
she has yet to see any dragons, despite the
cycle route’s name. The cycle track is well
used by pedestrians and cyclists. It allows
cyclists to travel between Harrogate and
Knaresborough without using the A59 road.

5. After the short climb, the
road heads right and continues
ahead after you have passed
the caravan site on your left,
continue along the Beryl Burton
Cycleway. Follow this cycleway
along Bilton Lane.
6. On reaching the entrance
to Bilton Hall continue straight
ahead along the cycleway
signposted for Knaresborough.
Follow this cycleway, passing
fields, a wooded area and then
running alongside the River Nidd
into Knaresborough.
7. Reaching the end of the
cycleway, the entrance to Mother
Shipton’s Cave is across the
road. Turn left over the bridge
crossing the Nidd. The entrance
to Conyngham Hall is on your
left. Cross the road with care and
head down the lane known as
Waterside Lane.
8. Continue down the lane,
passing under the viaduct,
and continue to the foot of the

castle. From this point, access
is provided to the centre of
Knaresborough.
Before your journey:
• Make sure your bike is fit for
use. If in any doubt, have it
checked at your local bike shop.
• Make yourself as visible to other
road users as possible.
During your journey:
• Always wear a cycle helmet;
• Stay alert to poor road surface,
other road users, livestock,
blind bends and correct road
positioning;
• Make clear hand signals;
• In wet weather, occasionally
apply brakes to remove excess
water; and
• Beware of icy patches on roads,
especially minor roads that may
not have been gritted.
For more safety information,
contact the County Council’s road
safety and travel awareness team
on roadsafety@northyorks.gov.uk.

Notes

Historic environment
THE area near map
reference 2 would have
been unpleasant for
recreation 150 years
ago when there was a
bleach yard for boiling
and whitening flax using a
variety of nasty substances
in preparation for weaving
into linen cloth.
The wonderful curve on
the railway track was put
in at Dragon Junction to
join up the new station
at Harrogate with Bilton
in 1862. It was closed to
passenger traffic in 1966.
Old Bilton was close to
Bilton Colliery, which was
worked from small pits
and shallow shafts from
the mid-18th century,
but possibly during the
medieval period, too. Spoil
heaps can still be seen in
Bilton Banks, accessible
along a right of way.
The road bridge over the
Nidd has been rebuilt
several times since its
medieval origins but gained
status when it carried the
Skipton to Knaresborough
turnpike road in 1777.
Linda Smith
Rural archaeologist

Ecology
AS the route leaves the
outskirts of Harrogate, it
runs through a patchwork
of small grassland fields
and hedgerows. These
provide food and shelter for
many small mammals, such
as voles and field mice,
with the hedges being used
as foraging routes for bats
and sheltered places for
hedgehogs to hibernate.
The River Nidd runs to the
north of Bilton Lane and
the extensive woodland
between the river and the
lane is ancient woodland
and a designated Site of
Importance for Nature
Conservation. The wood
contains a good range of
tree and shrub species,
including elm, ash, oak,
field maple, hazel and
wild cherry. In spring, the
ground is covered in a
carpet of bluebells, patches
of beautiful white wood
anemone flowers and tiny
purple violets.
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Recipe: Hearty Bean Stew with Quinoa
QUINOA is quite a new ingredient to most
of us, but is tasty, readily available in most
supermarkets and has a fantastic nutritional
profile. Although it is best used as a grain, it
is actually the seed of a plant. It contains all
the essential amino acids (building blocks for
protein) making it great for tissue growth and
repair. It is also a great source of iron, making
it a brilliant food for vegetarians. It’s very easily
digestible, has a mild nutty flavour and is equally
good used in hot dishes, like this one, or salads.

Ingredients
• 400g tin of pinto or
similar bean
• Tablespoon olive oil
• 1 onion, chopped
• Tablespoon paprika
• 4 garlic cloves, crushed
• Bay leaf
• 400g chopped tomatoes
• Large carrot cut into chunks
(or sweet potato or squash

Roz Witney is a qualified nutritionist who works with North Yorkshire County
Caterers to make sure school meals are delicious, appealing and nutritious
depending on season)
• 2 stalks of celery, chopped
• ¾ cup of quinoa, rinsed
thoroughly (to remove natural
bitter coating which protects
the seeds from being eaten
by birds)
• Salt and pepper
• Handful of chopped herbs
of choice, such as basil or
parsley

Heat the oil in a heavy non-stick pan and add the
onion, heating gently for about five minutes. Add
the paprika and the garlic and stir for a minute. Stir
in the tomatoes and a little salt. Cook for about
10 minutes then transfer to a larger pan and add
the beans. Bring to a simmer, add the bay and the
vegetables and simmer for 30 minutes with the lid
on. Add the quinoa with a cup of water and simmer
for a further 25 minutes, adding more liquid if
necessary. Add lots of black pepper. Stir in the fresh
herbs and serve with salad and garlic bread.

