
20) Dinorwic Quarries and the old villages 

 

The main workings of the Dinorwic Slate Quarries themselves covered an area exceeding one square 

mile, fronting onto the whole length of the northern shore of Llyn Peris and reaching up the slopes of Elidir 

Fawr almost as far as the eye can see, to a height of over 2,200 ft above sea level. These two views contrast 

the quarry in around 1860 (left) with steam power evidently already in use (for driving rock drills), and 

(right) on the day the workings finally closed down in 1969, seen from across Llyn Periséé  

 

   
 

To explore the remains of such a vast enterprise thoroughly would take several days, and the visitor with 

little time could do worse than to walk up the first few levels of the much smaller Vivian Quarry, situated 

immediately behind the workshops complex at Gilfach Ddu. This small satellite quarry started at a time of 

peak demand in the late 1880ôs and was operating for only a few years; consequently it retains several 

features of the working methods once carried out on a much larger scale in the main area. It has been laid out 

with footpaths, fences and steps so that it may be 

explored in safety. The quarry was worked in 

terraces or galleries as at Penrhyn and the main part 

of Dinorwic, and continued downwards into a pit or 

ñtwllò now flooded, at the bottom level. A tramway 

ran into this area directly from the works yard under 

the distinctive archway at the foot of the inclines 

leading to the main quarry. The higher levels were 

served by another incline at the further end of the 

present Lake Railway platform, but this is 

extremely steep and the summit may be reached 

much more easily by the marked steps and 

footpaths. Our picture (right) shows the 

drumhouseéé 

  

Because of the very steep location this incline was of the transporter variety, whereby the wagons were 

conveyed on a triangular framework running on broad-gauge lines rather than ascending or descending 

directly on their own wheels. Parts of the mechanism and conveyor frames are to be found at various levels, 

one of which has a double drum house with two sets of winding gear and parallel sets of lines down the 

hillside (this is a result of the location requiring separate movement of waste rock and good slate). Also on 

the levels are the ñgwaliauò or huts for the workmen engaged upon splitting the slate.  These are a crude and 

early form of workshop which were superseded elsewhere in the quarries by large, mechanized mills.  Each 

1evel also had a solidly built circular blast-shelter, some of which are still to be seen between the working 

faces and the dressing area. 

In the main quarry, the principal dressing sheds were situated in a vast complex on the shore of Llyn 

Peris known as Wellington Mills (591596) but this has largely been demolished to make way for the 

contractorôs huts of the Dinorwic pumped-storage power station scheme. These first two pictures were taken 

looking into the area prior to this work startingéé 

 



               
 

And these are within this lake-level area, which is not now accessible to the general public (the last two 

pictures by David Mills)éé  

 

      
 

Most of the quarry levels also had their own mills, some quite sizeable, and examples from both the 

steam- and electrically powered era survive in disrepair. All of the quarry galleries were named, after 

countries, people (both local and nationally famous) and contemporary events; it used to be said that the 

more energetic visitor could complete a round-the-world trip in an afternoon! Some parts of the old 

workings have been rendered inaccessible by rock falls and many more so by the power station work: all 

must be considered dangerous and demanding extreme care in exploration. In terms of relatively easy 

walking routes, the quarry can nowadays be split into two separate sections, the west side leading up to the 

oldest workings and thence naturally on to the quarrymenôs villages of Dinorwic and Deiniolen, and the east, 

accessible from the far end of Llyn Peris: we deal will briefly with each in turné.. 

 

From the main quarry and country park entrance between the two lakes a public footpath, formerly the 

ñzigzag pathò built for the convenience of quarry workmen, leads right through the west side workings and 

provides easy access for limited exploration at various points. After an initial steep section, the path crosses 

the main railway ñAò inclines coming up from the workshop area by the second drum house. These are 

largely intact with all equipment and rail tracks, and may eventually be restored as an operational exhibit by 

the museum authorities. Our pictures show (left, by David Mills) the full extent of the A1 incline, and (right) 

the top part of A2, with its drum house and adjacent ñcabanò (staff mess room) to its leftéé 

 



     
 

 The level here may be followed eastwards round to the foot of, then up the third and fourth inclines, 

which are also well preserved, if desired; a good impression of the sheer scale of the quarry workings may be 

obtained by so doing. Here are two views on these inclines, with detail of the track ï simple flat iron bars in 

special chairs nailed to wooden sleepers ï and the rollers which guided the haulage cableé.. 

 

     
 

The public path meanwhile continues up the 

hillside and shortly passes a double row of 

roofless cottages on the right hand side (589603, 

picture right; the row may also be entered at the 

opposite end, from half way up the third incline). 

 These were the quarrymenôs barracks where 

those employees living further afield such as 

Anglesey spent the weeknights, returning home 

only at weekends. Called ñDre Newyddò (New 

Town) these were specially built to accommodate 

such workmen, in conditions which although 

hideous to modern eyes were probably little worse 

than those prevailing in some of their homes at 

this time.  Rendered long derelict by improved 

means of transport, the ñstreetò is now due for restoration as a museum piece. 



 

The footpath now runs past several very different and imposing houses once occupied by senior quarry 

officials, before joining the ñtop roadò beyond Dinorwic Village. This point may also be reached with 

considerably less effort by bus from Caernarfon, or by car.  A tramway crosses the road by the engine shed 

here (590611) and this may be followed eastwards for a short distance on a high slate ledge to regain the 

main quarry workings once more.  Alternatively, by continuing on up the main A3 and A4 inclines, one also 

reaches this point at the top of the latter.  

The first large building, now derelict and stripped of all reusable timber and slates, was the Village 

Mills, a later mechanization of the dressing processes which used all-electric power: the substation is 

adjacent.  Just around the corner, also regrettably stripped but still identifiable by the large slate slab 

chimney stack, are the Steam Mills (594606), built in 1847 and noteworthy as representing the first 

application of steam power to slate dressing. The original machinery, well documented in the contemporary 

press as the herald of a new era in North Wales, has long since been removed. The buildings, tended 

carefully by the quarry concern well after they ceased to serve their intended purpose, now bear the open 

wounds of recent indiscriminate destruction resulting from the proximity of the power station project; their 

significance it seems has now been totally forgotten (pictures below)éé  

 

 

 

 

   
 

The group of buildings opposite the Steam 

Mills comprised foundry (picture right), stores, 

workshops, canteen and pay office. Although all of 

these have similarly been vandalized over the last 

two or three years, most were still in active use up to 

the end of the quarry operations in 1969. From this 

major intermediate level, the inclines continue their 

unrelenting ascent skywards into the mist, but the 

topmost levels at something over 2,000 ft may be 

more easily reached if desired via another of the old 

workmenôs access roads at (594613). 

 

Here is a reminder of the 

very last steam locomotive to 

work in the quarries, on 

Twlldwndwr level (about 6 

down from the top on this 

side), ñHoly Warò in 1967 

(b&w) and summer 1968 

(colour). We enjoyed several 

sessions with the driver here 

(who must have got fed up with the many enthusiasts who turned up to see it at this time!), occasionally 


