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Middle Earth, Mordor, The Shire. Dorothea, Ffestinio
Welcome to your next big walk. It's a trip like nothin

9, Rhosydd.
gelse..

RAPHY KATE WORTHINGTON

N DAN BELL

SRRmNG m’

CWE!
FFRW
LASTINGIN

here are Bl
we? A quick
glance out
of the taxi’s
window hints at
| somewhere between
W' aTolkienesque fantasy
W and industrial North
Walian reality. Between the lost worlds
of mountain, moor, valley and village.
This is still north Snowdonia, but from a
very different angle...
Ross and | are en route to Liwybr
lechi Eryri, aka the Snowdonia Slate
Trail. Technically we'll be doing the
slate trail the ‘wrong’ way round, and

we only have three days to do the six- to
cight-day route, but it's just too early
to natter about any of that in the cab
from Nant Peris to our starting point
at Bethesda. The solitary and slightly
over-ripe banana clearly isn't hitting the
mark, and good coffee is most definitely
required. As we're dropped off on a
sleepy Bethesda High Streer, with an
over-excitable collie dog, Nonny, for
extra company, I can't help but ponder
where the trail actually starts? This is
last minute planning at its best

The Snowdonia Slate Tra

eductive concept — an 83-mill

th Snowdonia, through

ar places and some not
y Aled Owen, who

sed near Bethesda
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The old packhorse bridge, Pont Pen-y-benglog.

the 13 route sections that make up’
the trail can be followed comfortably
in a week or so back-to-back, or over
a period of time réturning again and
again. But time is really of no relevanc,
on the Snowdonia Slate Trail - it’s 5
journey to savour. Its artful concept is
the weaving together of existing paths
and tracks through woodland, vafley,
upland, heath, abandoned quarries
and diverse, north Snowdonia villages,
There is an ever-present reference to 3
this area’s unquestionable relationship
with the full bellies of the surrounding
mountains. Their rich resource and
abundan slate quarrying Opportunities,

23

created the communities that thrivec
amongst this developing hustle of
wagons, railways, cabans and the
engineering anomalies where youn,
old workers chipped away at hug
walls with no more than a hemp ropc
harness and a pick axe. Such a scenc
depicts the rapid growth of the slate
industry in the 18" century, bur what
about before that? Back to the 14005
even? We're often inspired to journcy
through areas we feel friendly with but
would like to know more about.

Day 1: A different view
We're feeling all maverick as we ascend
out of Bethesda, along the curvaceous
banks of Afon Ogwen, under a beautifu
broadleaf woodland canopy. Did we
pack enough plasters? And this is only
the first day... 1€ well-known that |.R-R
Tolkien, master of Hobbit and Mordor.
was deeply inspired by Wales and the
Welsh language. He visited during the
19405, when he was writing his Lord o'
the Rings volumes. And while journey’”
through specific areas on the slate trai
18 00t incommon for the mind to
:”ﬂfkr bnfk to the fantastical, fearsom™
of e P%ing backdrops to his storic®
Cuagic, batele, challenge and nature
. U shall not passt™ cchoes silently
holg.w:'_ln(‘o Baping, abandoned qua™
treen o (ERIOB With moss and alive "
830 but 10 longer rumbling Wit

e
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Slate Trail Passport. |

the noise of past activity.
y child receiv

There’s just the wind and

e the call of a peregrine: sticker for good homework. Fe
you fools,” says Gandalf.
We do.

As we sail into Idwal Cortage,
under the watchful stare of T
rising solid above Llyn Ogwe
skies are leaden and rain is forecast.
And we know a good breakfast is
still 90 minutes away in Capel
Curig. I'm wondering if we’ll
receive the obligatory poke of “,\ M
fun from Nick as he serves us at % pg
the Moel Siabod Café? I'm
daydreaming of their big-as-your- %
head scones as we pass under our
mountain friends Foel Goch, Y Garn and
Pen yr Ole Wen. It does feel a little
strange to weave our way under these
mountain giants, instead of over them,
but they're familiar enough to let us pass
without guilt. And we have to press on,
there's another 78 miles to go!

With minimal food for day one, we
finally bundle our way into the steamy
feeling all smug as we've walked a
substantial 11 miles for breakfast.
Nick supplies us with coffee, breakfast
baps and those huge scones. He knows
we're in for getting wet too, giving the
game away with thart twinkle that says
“You fools!” We're the first Snowdonia
Slate Trail walkers to visit the café that
morning, and receive a stamp for our

ma

professional, Ross secretes t

passport back into its dry
Good job too, “cause it's pro

raining now. Very wet, slate r

continues to rain for the remainder of

the day. Even the familiar pavements

of Berws y Coed are looking

Kisses from Nonny-
dog with Tryfan
behind.

increasing the determination to reach ou
destination. We're well kitted out
to cope any kind of precipitation,

though a wet Nonny-dog

is looking rather le
enthusiastic at this

.y -coes

= point

,‘::u:sryn,.,‘ Carching a
443

DAY glimpse of an
b

ancient bridge

Machno, dripping with

mosses and ferns, rer is us
where we are and the journeys
people must have taken to and
from past communities. We're next
to the old Penmachno Woollen Mill,
amidst a dripping world of trees. I he
you, J.R.R Tolkien. Next up, 2
will pop out from under the old ‘Roma
Bridge' as it's called. Streams are 1

The most Important
part of the day] A
stamp in the State

~ Trail Passport at
Moel Siabod Café.

and cloud bases are lowering ro vallc
level in Cwm Penmachno. Cor

to land at the head of a distant

our first day is complete. Wer pa



“THIS WORLD

IS RICH IN
MOSSES, FERNS,
LIVERWORTS

AND LICHENS - A

IN SNOWDONIA”

and past hungry, it’s been a
long time since we've had
so many hours to talk
complete nonsense

to each other and
we're excited to see 34
tomorrow (and dry
boots). Food would
be good, a beer would be
awesome, so we make our way

to Conwy Falls Café. Nonny is torally
pooped at the end of a very full day,

and ready only for her bed, so we have
her picked up and taken home for some
much needed R&R. We'll meet her again
once she’s recuperated. The (long) day’s
not over for us yet though, as we just
about make it in time for a free evening
talk back at Plas y Brenin. Sore feet? No.
Well... maybe.

Day 2: Hidden secrets

Mists lurk as we break out early on the
second day, re-supplied and now canny to
the need for extra food and snacks. We're

TRAIL

SNOWDONIA SLATE TRAIL

impressive views of the enticing Nantlle
Ridge, Snowdon’s imposing massif, and
a softness of fields falling away to the
western coast. The gaping quarry holes of
Dorothea are immense: a cool breeze rises
back at me from tree-filled airas I try to
peer further in. We take a detour from the
path towards the abandoned buildings
and rusting machinery. All weathers and
all seasons are witnessed from these
empty caban windows. Timeless. By the
time we reach Waunfawr, the sun is out
and it’s hot in the valley. Our planned
café stop at Antur Waunfawr is thwarted
by a volunteer staff training day, buta
helpful lady delivers ad hoc orange squash
and water refills. That hits the spot. We
dry our boot insoles in the sun and take
on some carly lunch. What time is it?
idea. Ross is more concerned we've not
been able to stamp our Slate Trail
Passport. Now who's the ki
Descending into Llanberis is like nearly
completing our journey, for we're now a
mere two miles from home, and yet 13.5
miles from the finish line of Porth
Penrhyn in Bangor. As we descend from
Bwlch-y-groes, the scale of previous
quarry operations on the slopes of Elidir
Fawr is awe-inspiring and the gaze
returns to the Llanberis Pass and its rise
towards Yr Wyddfa/Snowdon. Still
standing proud she welcomes us, albeit
fleetingly. We see the most people we've
seen all day in Llanberis, unsurprisingly.
Friends ask us what we’re doing (“Why
do you look so tired?”) and are keen to
hear more about The Trail. We move
along with a friend, Jason, to find our
walking pace only slightly less than his

Strenuousness OO & &

Navigation L L A

Technicalily @@®O®

Distance 134km 83 miles) Tertain
Good

Total ascent 5237m
Time 5-8 days lor 3 Like this!
Start/finish 7

nowdonia Slate
& describes e paths, open

moorland

3PS

for up

tracks, forest
and mountain

Full waterfalls and ancient woodlan
Ceunant Cynfal Nature Reserve.

taking the
gradual rise out
of Cwm Penmacha, passing the forgotten
Rhiw-bach Quarry, before breaking out
over the very western tip of the

‘Mignoint siooms Vst

is our way?! Moisture drips from m,
onto the map as I check our directio;
Now thisall feels very familiar, very
Welsh. But we're blessed with a brej|
the weather as we descend from the
moors towards Llan Ffestiniog, whi
has never felt so far away. And a
sublime detour through Naric
Nature Reserve, Ceunang
Cynfal - which
impresses up
a delight thay
StOps us in ou
(relentlessly

e
;) e

onwards) tracks with o
protected area of ancient wood
and river gorge. Hidden and secrc:
you'd be forgiven for thinking you'd |
slipped through a time worm-hole |
5 02 land of diplodocus. A world aw
4,4’ from high summits, stripped bare |y

ferns, liverworts and lichens, like a 1
rainforest in Snowdonia. It'll be we
worth a return visit. And then
Blaenau Ffestiniog beckons wir
the foreboding horseshoe of
Moelwyn Mawr, Moel-y-hyd
Foel Ddu, guarding the quictness

Rhosydd and Croesor quarrics
There’s a friendly chemist in
Blaenau for extra plasters. Nored
Forty-two total miles in and the slatc
path above Cwmorthin needs some

Dduallt Special Area of Conservarizn).
Now we feel lonely. The visibility is poor
and I even take to the compass at one
point. There’s lots of old ways, but which

warm-up run. That late-night Bangor
pick up is waiting and we have ground to
cover. A warm hug spurs us on. Jason is
our return taxi and we've pre-ordered
salty crisps and a fizzy beverage t0 be on
the back seat. It’s here that we meet up
with Nonny-dog again. She’s so, so
pleased it’s not raining and it’s a w
sight to see her bouncing along next to us
as we rise steeply out of Llanberis
through Coed Dinorwig. On to the
quarry village-scapes of Dinorwig and
the windswept moor of Gwaun Gyfni,
above Mynydd Llandegai. We luckily
catch Sonni at Lodge Dinorwig Café.
Just too late for food, but not so

for smiles and a passport stamp

(happy kids).

From our elevated position on the
moor we can see Bangor in the distance,
and we take a moment to soak up the
wide view to the coastand the completion

come

otlocal villages,

Maps 05 Explorer (1:25,000§ 0L17
and OL18, Harvey British Mountain
Map [1:40,000] Snowdonia North,
route avallable from www
snowdoniasiatetrail.org

Public transport See

Pubs & grub

ne.cymeu/

date information. The Snowdon
Sherpa bus serves a number
,but
times and days of
operation can vary.
over the seasons.
Check Gwynedd bus
metables for local village

services,
Guidebook Snowdonia Slate Trail by
Aled Owen, pb Rucksack Readers.

There are lots of aptions en route
for refreshments, more so than
@high mountain route ~ bonus if
you (ike coffee and cakel Check
0ut Moel Siabod Café, Capel Curig
far THE best scones in the
ares. Conwy Falls
Café,

Wine gums at the read
climb another quarry track! We retu
the feeling of the familiar playing tricks
onyou. Somehow, in the context of 1
multi-day journey we now feel further
away than usual, in a historical, cultural
and personal bubble, all to ourselves. <
been looking forward to our ascent over
Cwmorthin, and it’s here that we see the
MOst people we've seen all day — a schoo!
group descending from an underground
quarry tour, a lone walker below Llyn
brith, and a mountain leader
assessment group looking for a place 10
wild camp. No one knows of the distance
We've come since yesterday morning
Aﬂ;“"Wefﬂl pleased with ourselves thit
::‘:’m‘klnﬁsbod time and the cloud
S “l‘&’:‘gﬁrjll kno»;rdrhc dlcl 3
"’m‘_ San lent, old double trac
Which weill allow s o freeswheel all the
b of food and addition of

m‘,wmu hneeded as we pass throus”
;Qn"‘l;.yv,b\lddling behind

da tled a Ofslate. Hello mount'
MW\I old friend.
uly emerging evening s

et’s

of a special journey. We're exposed to a
north-east wind up here and all layers
are on again. Please don't rain now, that
would be brutal, Stomachs are
rumbling in Bethesda and croissants,
cheese and milk from the local Londis
fill a hole, and prove just enough to
speed us on our way to Porth Penrhyn.
This dock is where much slate was
loaded onto ships, bound for distant
destinations. Evening sun shines
through a cloud slot in the western sky,
bathing the fields above Bethesda and
bringing contrast to the darkness x.af
the working Penrhyn quarries behind.
Looking to the brooding cliffs of Twil
Du in Cwm Idwal, it's easy to see why
this ‘black hole® was named as such.
And to think that only the day before
yesterday we were winging our way
towards this landmark, dreaming of
mountain giants, hobbits and scones.

Justoutside Betws-y-Coed, offers
a handy mobile phone charging
device. Antur Stiniog ‘Y Siop®

in Blaenau Ffestiniog boasts
good coffee and excellent local
information. Beddgelert has
lots of options, but don‘t miss
the very tiny but excellent The
Real Coffee Stop. Blasy Waun
café at Antur Waunfawr is an
excellent, volunteer-operated
soclalenterprise hub. Don't pass
byLodge Dinorwig Café, above
Llanberis - always worth a visit

Accommodation
We stayed at The Rocks at Plas
Curig hostel, Capel Curig, 01690
720225, and Royal Goat Hotel,
Beddgelert, 01766 890224, There
are hostels, B&Bs and hotels
tosuitall budgets in Bangor,

wind and ice, this area is rich in mossc,

of Gwmorthin with its abandoncd

P
y

Carving through the mountains
around Croesor Quarry.

over Cwm
Croesor, Cnicht
and Moel Hebog
knocks us over the head with the, *isn’t
Snowdonia flipping awesome, everywhere
you look?’ bat. My head is spinning from
oo many wine gums, too little sleep and
too many photos. What fresh take on a
familiar view will we discover next? Did I
say rain? After a morning of mist and
moisture, humid sun in Llan Ffestiniog,
and upland winds, we're now greeted with
the final artack of a sharp shower as we
enter the Pass of Aberglaslyn. Just as we'd
dried out and thought we could flop into
Beddgelert, no drying room needed. How
wrong were we? Luckily, the friendly staff
at the Royal Goat Hotel are completely
happy with our boots drying on the
radiator in the dining room overnight.
Adapt, improvise and overcome.

Il be our last day of walking
tomorrow, with just the 31 miles to cover.
Did Imention it would be preferable to
take a little more time over this route?
We're discussing this over wine at dinner.
We don't always agree on everything,
myself and Ross. But on this
occasion we do. Especially as 1
suggest an even earlier start the
NEXT MOrAINg to ensure our
repatriation is before
midnight! Ross nearly spits
out his wild mushroom
risotto, He doesn't do early
MOrnings...

YR wyBEF

snwww

2,
44
4% 2

Bethesda, Llanberis, Nantlle, Rhyd
Ddu, Beddgelert, Llan Ffestiniog,
Penmachno, Cwm Penmachno,
Betws-y-Coed, and Capel Curig.
Ifyou're thinking of wild camping
along the way, be sure to act
considerately, and stay high and
well out of the way of communities
and valleys - leaving no trace of
your stay. Keep your pack light for
easeof travel.

There are some valley camping
options, some of which may require
ashort departure from the trail
Itself. The closest are:

Hafod Lydan, Llanberis,
www.campinginllaberis.com
Cwellyn Arms, Rhyd Ddu,
www.snowdoninn.co.uk
Dolgam, nr Betws-y-Coed, www.
dolgam-snowdonia.co.uk

Slate Trail Tips

W Gaiters come in very useful over
certain upland moor and valley bog
sections, You'll be surprised by how
often these little waterproof friends
saveyour trousers.

W Ifyou're using a mixture of
traditional and online mapping to
follow the route, make sure you
have a charging pack or plug to
recharge your device en route at
café stops [be sure to ask first and
definitely buy something!l

W Many cafés will happily let you
refill reusable bottles and this will
help reduce the amount of single-
use plastic in circulation in the
area, Download the app 'Refill" and

Day 3: Mountain giants

It’s alpine-start o’clock to reach Rhyd-Ddu
(Ross thinks it’s still the middle of the
night), but the hour’s walk wakes up the
muscles and the feet. Sun breaks through
the clouds in Rhyd-Ddu to promise an
improving weather picture, and we’re
ahead of the showers forecast for later
today. Battling over trees blown across the
path above Rhyd-Ddu, we're on a mission
to Dyffryn Nantlle and the way back to
Llanberis. Descending into Drws y Coed,
squeezing past Clogwyngarreg, the
morning shafts of sun pick out the ripples

7
Journey of rediscovery
Do you visit familiar places again and
again, or think you know an area so well
that you move on to the nextall rather
too quickly? Snowdonia really is a
Pandora’s Box of enthralling adventures
— as soon as you think you've mastered
the art of this diverse National Park then
more appears, lying dormant, waiting for
re-discovery. The Snowdonia Slate Trail

Llanberis lies ahead of Bwich-y-groes.

along your route.

ground are vague

check if there are refill stations.

M Use local resources and facilities
~thisis part of the Snowdonia

State Trail's charm and function,
tointroduce you to locations and
villages you may not have visited
before. Stay awhile and enjoy!

W As with any walk in varying and
upland terrain, check your skill
levelagainst your objective. Are
you happy with your plans and
fitness, tength of days and your
ability to amend them if necessary?
Some high points will be affected
by adverse weather, some arcas
need close attention on the map

In poor visibility, as paths on the

SNUWUUNIA SLATE

and contours of craggy peaks. We're now

nestled underneath the Nantlle Ridge,
with the imposing clout of Y Garn to ot
south. Light plays fantastically across the

fields, with scudding sun and shadows

chasing the lively lambs, We've seen
no-one since leaving Beddgelert, and it
remains this way until we reach Llanberis,
How unusual for such a well-known area
Bu this is the Snowdonia Slate Trail

A highlight of this day includes a
journey through the immense Dorothea
Quarry, above the village of Nantlle
From here, we are truly spoilt with

Nonny-dog above Lianberis
and posing with Yr Wyddfa/Snowdon beyond.
Inset: Onwards through the gate at Rhyd-Ddu.

The moody Quarry of Dorathea, Nantlle. Inset: The Slate Trail Passport is filing up!

will fast-forward you along to quiet
corners, with comforting views aplenty,
but all the while retaining enough of a
difference to the ‘big hitters’ to warrant
your time and attention. And the walking
is visually stimulating, physically
challenging in many places, and through
a mix of ever-changing terrains and
natural and man-made environments.
The feet are just as occupied as the mind,
the body and the camera. There’s a
connection with yourself and the space
around you made when you're travelling
on foot: it’s tactile, immersive... and 83
miles is a long way. That's a lot of time to
walk, to ralk, to look and look again. The
conceptual beauty of this waymarked

journey is that is can be broken into as
many stages as needed, which means it’s
totally accessible for when winter storms
hit the higher summits, for shorter
autumnal days, for long summer
evenings, or as a day’s antidote to bank
holiday swarms on Snowdon. I am going
back, Gandalf. I am smitten. &3

Kate & Ross

Kate and Ross are
experienced Summer,
Winter and International
Mountain Leaders. They live
m Snowdonia, from where
they run their mountain
activities business,
Adventures, and are always
keen to explore their local
area in more detail. www.
raw-adventures.co.uk




