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ORIGINS & HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT
OF THE AREA

depicts some buildings which have since been
lost/demolished.

This section is not intended to be a full history of the settlement but a brief
overview of its origins & development.

A much more accurate and detailed map of the
settlement dates from 1848-49. This is the Tithe
map. The map itself contains a depiction of the
settlement as a whole with its surrounding fields
and access tracks/lanes. As part of the map there
are a number of ‘enlargements’ drawn out at a
slightly larger scale and slightly more accurate. One
of these ‘enlargements’ is for Riber. Unusually this
does not show the entire settlement, as must have
existed at that time, but only part of it.

Historical Development
The Domesday Book of 1086 does not include a
specific mention of Riber. The settlement was
located within the manor of Matlock or
‘Metesforde’ as it is recorded in the Domesday
Book. The first written mention of Riber as a
settlement is in the 13th century being recorded as
‘Rygebeorg’ meaning ‘rye hill’. This nomenclature is
reinforced by the field names recorded at the time
of the Tithe map survey of 1848-49 where a
number of fields to the north and northeast of the
settlement containing the words ‘rye’ (‘Rye Croft’,
‘Upper Rye Croft’, ‘Far Rye Croft’ etc). Rye is a
grass and a cereal crop generally used for flour, rye
bread and rye beer. Bearing such a name it must be
opined that the location was particularly conducive
for the growing of rye.

The Tithe map shows the settlement as it existed in
1849. To the south is the 17th century Riber Hall,
and its contiguous outbuildings and barns. In the
core of the settlement the houses are grouped
closely around the road layout and close to the 17th
century Manor House. The large field to the east of
Riber Hall – forming its primary viewpoint and
aspect – is called ‘Kiln Croft’. The current road
linking Riber and Tansley did not exist at the time
of the Tithe map. This was formed sometime
between 1850 and 1880.

The earliest built evidence at the settlement are
references to a ‘cromlech’. This was located
somewhere in the vicinity of where the Castle now
stands, or perhaps a little further north. It was first
described in 1783 as a druidical altar. By that time it
had become known as the ‘Hirst Stones’. This was a
rocking stone (a 6-ton stone supported on 3 or 4
other stones). It was still intact in 1822 but is
recorded as being broken down by 1834. Nothing is
believed to remain of this ancient feature.
The historic settlement of Riber is small and more
than likely represented an agricultural community
farming the plateau. The earliest map is an
enclosure map of 1784, however, this only depicts
part of the settlement. It shows the road from
Starkholmes zig-zagging up the escarpment and the
road or track to Hearthstone (to the south east of
Riber). Names of landowners are inscribed on the
map – Samuel Bland, Henry Wall, John Higgatt,
Stephen Wall, Fairman Moresby, Thomas Lomas
and Obadiah Wood (even Richard Arkwright of
Cromford owned a few fields to the south east of
the settlement). The land on which Riber Castle
would be built is in the ownership of Samuel Bland
(the field name being ‘Big Close’). The map
indicates the formation of a new road or track called
‘Cliffside Road’, immediately above the escarpment.
The map also shows a proposed track leading up
from the escarpment into the centre of the
settlement of Riber. This exists today partly as a
roadway and as a footpath. The Enclosure map

A late 19th century engraving of Riber Hall
The biggest event in the development of Riber was
the construction of Riber Castle between 1862 and
1868. This was built for John Smedley (1803-1874)
who had accrued wealth with his hydropathic
establishment in Matlock. The presence and layout
of the Castle and its buildings are depicted in the 1st
edition Ordnance Survey map of 1880. Smedley
purchased land at Riber in February 1862 and
commenced building the Upper Lodge. It is then
recorded that he designed a 225ft tower for the site
which would be presented to the nation as an
observatory. On being informed that it would be
unsuitable for such a purpose he designed and built
the Castle. It is said that he prepared the design
himself without the aid of an architect. In its general
form and shape this huge building with raised
corner towers and crenellated walls must have been
influenced by houses such as Hardwick Hall near
Chesterfield and Woolaton Hall near Nottingham
(both dating from the late 16th century).
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that some light industrial activity was taking place in
the settlement.
The 2nd edition OS map of 1899 shows very little
change from twenty years before. During that
period the Castle was sold (in 1888) and began life
as a boys school. This closed in 1930 and the estate
was sold to Matlock Urban District Council in 1935.
During the Second World War it was used as a food
store and reverted to a school after 1945. This
closed in the late 1950s. The building rapidly
deteriorated and was by the early 1960s a roofless
shell. In 1962 the Council sold it and it was
converted to a Fauna Reserve. The Reserve closed
in 1999 and a few years later was sold to a private
developer. Approvals (obtained on appeal) have
been granted for the conversion of the Castle to
apartments (with enabling development within its
curtilage). By the end of 2012 the Castle had been
re-roofed and new windows inserted. It is now
weather-tight and its internal conversion continues.

19th century engraving of Riber Castle
With the Castle were the obligatory domestic offices
and outbuildings required by a large Victorian
home, including the (protective) walled garden
(private garden & kitchen garden) and stables and
coach house. The placing of the Castle on the very
edge of the escarpment ensured that from down in
the valley, and particularly from Matlock itself, the
Castle would command spectacular views and
provide an ever-present spectacle, and silhouette, on
the horizon. Stone for the Castle was obtained
close-by. The site of the quarry is shown on the
1880 OS map.

Since 1900 there has been little change to the
settlement. The gas works have gone and the old
gasometer removed. Some properties have had
extensions and alterations (generally dating from the
1960s/70s & 80s) and the only ‘new’ building
(1930s) in the core of the settlement is The
Hermitage. Part of Riber Hall is used as a hotel (and
has been for many years).

19th century engraving of Riber Castle
The 1880 OS Map indicates the location of at least
four wells within the settlement area. This was the
source of water for the community in the absence
of any local streams of brooks (apart from a small
number of water bodies or ponds). Within the
Castle courtyard is a ‘pump’. During works to the
Castle in 2010 an extensive arrangement of
subterranean reservoirs or tanks were discovered.
These were constructed in order to catch and store
the necessary amounts of water required for the
daily running of the mansion and its outbuildings.
The Tithe map depicts a ‘Town Well’ immediately
north of the settlement down on the escarpment.
This is also depicted on the 1880 & 1899 OS maps.
To the rear of the Lodge to the Castle the OS map
records a ‘Gas Works’ and a ‘Windmill’. Both of
these technologies were constructed to supply and
support the mansion. At the northern extent of the
settlement the OS map depicts a ‘Saw Pit’ indicating
7

