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  Photo 0.0    The trace left by two trilobites walking across a 500 million year old sea 

bed (from the summit of Elidir Fawr). The long axis of the rock is nearly 30cm.
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This book is intended to help those who love Snowdonia’s mountain scenery to under-

stand how this haunting landscape came about. I have divided the book into two parts. The 

first narrates the story of colliding continents, volcanoes, mountain-building and glaciation in 

creating Snowdonia, explaining why volcanoes occurred, what rocks they created and how to 

Introduction

The spectacular mountain scenery of Snowdonia - Eryri in Welsh - with its arrays of steep 

rocky hills, atmospheric deep valleys and sparkling lakes, is one of the scenic highlights of the 

British Isles. The rugged beauty of the landscape attracts millions of visitors to North Wales 

every year. And of them, well over a quarter of a million slog up to the summit of Snowdon 

– Yr Wyddfa – on one or other of half-a-dozen popular walking routes. The walkers are there 

joined by another 200,000 or so who take a more leisurely journey to the top, thanks to the 

Snowdon Mountain Railway. Many thousands more stay in the valley, and come just to soak 

up the stunning landscape that stretches before them. 

  Photo 0.1     View towards Snowdon from Capel Curig. 
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I hope the reader will come to appreciate the interplay of volcanoes, glaciation, erosion 

and other influences on the landscape. The aim is to enable the reader to identify major and 

minor landscape features in Snowdonia and maybe elsewhere too. The landscape we see be-

fore us is the product of many different forces and factors. Identifying and unravelling these 

forces and factors on the ground is an endlessly fascinating pastime for the landscape lover. 

I have concentrated on what you can see as you walk around the hills without the need to 

use a hand lens or other geological tool, pointing instead to conspicuous, easily seen features 

in rocks and the overall shape of the terrain in accounting for the present day landscape. 

While geology is a fascinating subject, it is also a science, and relies on a complex scien-

tific terminology. My aim has been to minimise the use of jargon and to make the processes 

that have determined the shape of the landscape comprehensible to the average reader. This 

has meant some simplification of the jargon and a pruning of the detail. All the same, we 

Introduction

interpret signs of mountain-building and glaciation on the ground. The second half describes 

several recommended walks, of differing levels of difficulty, but all with a wide variety of 

geological features to be seen and, most important, enjoying consistently fantastic views of 

the very best of Snowdonia’s wonderful scenery. 

  Photo 0.2     Snowdon’s western face and Cwm Clogwyn peeking out over a winter cloud inversion. 
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Introduction

will, I’m afraid, have to deal with a minimal set of terms such as ‘plate tectonics’ and ‘fissure-

vents’, ‘magma’ and ‘intrusive’ rocks, ‘ice sheets’ and ‘moraines’, and the like. 

When I first use a piece of jargon I have put it in quote marks (for example, ‘continental 

plate’). Many of these terms are defined in the Glossary, but I have also sometimes assumed 

that the meaning of a term is obvious from the context in which it appears. Occasionally I 

have used quote marks to identify a bit of everyday idiom, such as a ‘blob’ of magma. 

The reader may well find it useful, while reading the book, to have open and to hand 

a copy of the OS 1:25,000 map (OL17) or a larger scale map of Snowdon (such as the OS 

1:50,000 or the Harvey 1:40,000). This will assist in locating places mentioned as examples 

in the text (with help of the list, at the back of the book, of grid references of all local places 

named in the text). A map will also help to convey an idea of the present-day physical shape 

of a location or feature and its surrounds when it is discussed. 

For this second edition I have taken the opportunity to make a number of minor correc-

tions, change some of the photos and improve some of the text, as well as introducing several 

new walks and giving more coverage to southern Snowdonia. It also allows me to thank in 

print all those readers who expressed appreciation of the first edition. I immensely enjoyed 

researching and writing the book and it is very gratifying to see it win such an enthusiastic 

reception. There is clearly an intense desire among hillwalkers to learn more about the land-

scape and the science behind it.

  Photo 0.3      

View east from 

Snowdon’s 

summit.
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Chapter 9

The Industrial Landscape

Far-reaching change, caused by human beings, began to affect the landscape of central 

Snowdonia from the beginning of the nineteenth century. The system of enclosures came 

late to Wales in general and even later to remote areas such as Eryri (as Snowdonia is called 

in Welsh), which remained largely unaffected until the time of the Napoleonic Wars when 

sheep farming underwent further expansion (see photo 8.5). 

Economic historian, A H Dodd, wrote that, 'vast stretches of mountain pasture and 

extensive marshy wastes … formed the main objective of the apostles of enclosure. Common 

rights in the village fields were extinguished by a silent and gradual process … The mountain 

pastures were to have a much stormier history. … So long as the waste lands remained unim-

portant, ownership was left conveniently vague, but when suddenly they rose to the rank of 

national asset, the community was rudely awakened … At a time when war conditions called 

for every ounce of foodstuffs the land could bear, the Welsh pastures were certainly failing ‘to 

do their bit’ … In 1802 the first assault was made on the rocky wastes of the Lleyn Peninsula, 

which became the scene of extensive enclosures during the next ten years. The marsh of 

Dinas Dinlle, south-west of Caernarfon, was enclosed and drained under an act of 1806; in 

the same year the northern spurs of Snowdon were attacked.'

This is the period during which the stone walls started to rise up and crisscross the 

mountainsides, demarking the land of one owner from that of another. The national enclo-

sure movement, however, was already losing momentum by the time the mountains came 

under attack and its effects were generally limited to lower slopes. 

Much of the road network of central Snowdonia also dates from the beginning of the 

nineteenth century and the construction of ‘turnpikes’. The road from Capel Curig to Bangor 

was completed in 1802 (with the primary purpose of improving the journey for travellers to 

Ireland). The roads between Capel Curig, via Pen y Pass, and Llanberis, and between Caernarfon 

and Aberglaslyn, followed soon after. 

These roads, however, although intended to provide for through traffic, soon were thronged 

with a new type of traveller in North Wales, the tourist seeking out the delights and horrors of 

the frightful mountainous landscape. The earlier generations of visitors had tended to be men 
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of science – botanists and geologists describing the landscape and its natural history, including 

such intellectual giants as Charles Darwin who, after seeing glaciers in South America, realised 

that the scenery he saw before him in Cwm Idwal had clearly been carved out during an ice 

age. Their work popularised mountainous areas, and as there was a long-standing hill-walking 

tradition in the area, so the mountains started to attract many more tourists. 

Later on, that icon of the industrial age, the steam railway, brought many more visitors 

to North Wales and eventually steam and iron rails even took them up all the way up to 

the summit of Snowdon itself, on the mountain railway (see photo 9.1). Tourism was one of 

two industries on and around Snowdon, which really grew in parallel during the nineteenth 

century – the other being slate quarrying. 

Slate had been used locally for several centuries, but the industry really took off in the 

industrial age. The northern ends of both Nant Ffrancon and the Llanberis Pass as well as 

Blaenau Ffestiniog are notable for their massive slate waste tips. In the case of the Dinorwig 

quarry in Llanberis, the tips rise well over half-way up the mountain side – and as the moun-

tain in question, Elidir Fawr, is over 900 metres high, the slate tips dominate the view of the 

mountain from Llanberis (at 100 metres above sea level), with the highest workings at over 

600 metres. See photos 9.2 and 9.3). 

Present convention would see our area and its lower lying surrounding land as a 

mountain-cum-rural landscape. But from the end of the eighteenth century until the mid-

twentieth the areas around Llanberis, Bethesda and the Gwyrfai and Nantlle valleys to the 

west as well as Blaenau Ffesitiniog to the south were industrial landscapes – stone walls 

marking enclosure, roads and railways introducing previously unknown mobility, and indus-

trial quarry technology supporting extraction on an ever more gigantic scale. 

 P hoto 9.1     Snowdon Mountain Railway. 
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The silent waste tips we see today would have been busy places, with many small steam 

locos noisily hauling the wagons of waste back and forth. Llyn Padarn’s two railways would 

have been busy too, the locos hauling wagons filled with the valuable slate to the quarry 

company’s own docks 15 kilometres away at Port Dinorwig (Y Felinheli) on the Menai Strait 

or to Caernarfon. 

The quarries also used ‘inclines’ or ‘inclined planes’ to lower the good slate to the railhead. 

There are two massive inclines visible in the Dinorwig quarry (and a smaller, partly restored 

one in the National Slate Museum grounds next door which shows what they would have 

looked like in their prime – walk 13). 

The quarries at Llanberis, Bethesda and Blaenau Ffestiniog are the biggest, but there are 

plenty of other quarry remains in Snowdonia, including several small trial workings that can 

be encountered at odd spots (see photo 9.4). 

 P hoto 9.2      

Dinorwig slate quarry. 

 P hoto 9.3      

Dinorwig slate 

quarry view. 
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If you do explore the quarries remember to take very great care. The faces and some 

waste tips are unstable and you could easily fall victim to an accident if you enter the quarries. 

Even the public footpaths are not wholly safe in quarry territory (see photo 9.5). 

Including those in Blaenau Ffestiniog and Corris, there are over 60 quarries in North 

Wales which, at their height, employed over 18,000 people. The area saw the growth of 

a distinct modern, Welsh-speaking, non-conformist culture. The quarry workers developed 

their own cultural activities in their ‘caban’ or cabin. There is an abandoned caban high up 

in Dinorwig quarry where some old jackets and shoes were discarded when the quarry was 

closed in the 1960s (see photo 9.7). Elsewhere, among the ruins of power sheds and incline 

 P hoto 9.4    T rial quarry (near Bwlch 

Cwm Brwynog).

 P hoto 9.5    D angerous section on public 

footpath to Nant Peris.

 P hoto 9.6    A bandoned ‘caban’ in  

Dinorwig slate quarry.

 P hoto 9.7    A bandoned slate workshop in 

Dinorwig slate quarry.
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brake houses, and there are the rows of barracks where men who did not live locally stayed 

during the working week. One barracks can be seen in the National Slate Museum grounds 

(walk 1). ‘Barics Môn’, the Anglesey Barracks, was used by quarrymen from the island. 

The industrial remains are plentiful too. High up there’s an old saw mill (long and narrow 

to fit on to the ledge created by a waste tip) with rusting machines and a collapsing roof (see 

photo 9.7). There are also odd remains such as ladders attached to vertical quarry faces which 

the quarrymen would have used, and parts of the overhead haulage systems that were used 

to raise slate and waste from the quarry workings. Most impressive of all are the massive 

holes which the quarryworkers dug in order to get at the slate. 

The remains of quarrying are not all so conspicuous as the pits and tips, and there are 

many more subtle effects which may be noted – many mountain lakes, for example, were 

dammed to increase their level and thus their usefulness in powering machinery in slate 

quarries further down the hill. You can stumble across leats that run horizontally across 

a hillside collecting water, the remains of old dams, and even, in Cwm Llan, the sunken 

remains of old reservoirs. These can be navigational hazards (or, to the alert walker and 

map reader, navigational aids) as well as items of interest on any walk. Also look out for 

the fences (see photo 1.6), bridges, gate posts and even stiles made out of slate in many 

mountain areas. 

Although a lot of quarry workers and their families lived in local villages, many also 

lived on smallholdings. There’s a very distinctive feature marked on OS maps north-west of 

Bethesda, at Mynydd Llandegai. Rows of straight lines mark extremely large ‘gardens’ at-

tached to quarryworkers’ houses. 

Similarly, in the area behind Llanberis and below Cwm Dwythwch, there are well over 20 

ruins. Near Hebron station, where the public footpath to Helfa Fawr leaves the tarmac track, 

there’s also the remains of the community’s chapel – now behind metal barriers to prevent 

the inquisitive from becoming victims of the parlous condition of the building (see walk 10). 

Indeed, Hebron station was put in place to serve the local community. Several footpaths 

crisscross the area, from which the remains of old cottages can be seen. At first glance one 

sees only a handful of ruins, but soon the full extent of habitation in this area becomes clear. 

The ruin near the footbridge in the centre of the area still has remains of a small waterwheel 

used to churn milk to make butter and cheese. This area and others were abandoned in the 

1950s and 1960s, as the slate industry declined and people moved increasingly into the ‘slate 

villages’ such as Llanberis and Deiniolen. 

Slate is certainly the most conspicuous, but is not the only produce harvested from the 

geological heritage of the area. Snowdon in particular is also marked by several copper and 
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lead mines: opposite Nant Peris, in Cwm du’r Arddu, Glaslyn, Cwm Merch (below Y Lliwedd), 

Hafod y Llan, Braichyroen, Hafod y Porth and Pantku. 

There’s also a cluster of copper mines near Cwm Ceunant on the Glyderau Ridge and 

several related mines occur to the south of Snowdon (see photo 9.9), including the Sygun 

Copper Mine which is now a museum and offers underground tours of the old mine shafts. 

Lead mining was common in the hills behind Capel Curig and Betws y Coed.

A word of warning; these old mineral mines can be even more dangerous than the 

generally more conspicuous slate quarries. Some copper mines are no more than gashes 

in the earth and may not be seen until you are right up to them (see photo 9.10). In recent 

years some of the gashes of the Glaslyn copper mines (Brittannia) just below the Pig Track 

have been fenced off to prevent accidents, but some remain. One local mountain rescue team 

(all unpaid volunteers) recently had to go out and rescue someone from a quarry/mine near 

Crafnant.

 P hoto 9.8      

Cwm Maesgwn. 

 P hoto 9.10    U nguarded copper mine  

entrance, Crafnant area. 

 P hoto 9.9    C opper mines, Mynydd Sygun. 
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The main feature giving away the presence of a mineral mine is usually a brown coloured 

waste tip seen on some hillside (see photo 9.9). Close examination of the hill near the tip may 

reveal a gash which marked the entrance to the miners’ place of work. 

Copper and lead are always found within seams of a  common small-scale feature of the 

landscape of central Snowdonia – quartz. This glassy rock, usually white, can be seen in seams 

in many places. Some seams – for instance in the Cambrian Carnedd y Filiast Grits – form 

intricate networks within the host rock. At other places it forms really quite thick veins – 

some very impressive such veins can be seen from the Pig and the Miners’ Tracks near Llyn 

Lladaw. The day I wrote these words I went for a walk near Pen y Pass, into Cwm Beudy Mawr 

above the Llanberis Pass. There I came across some substantial quartz veins – two or three 

metres wide. Then I noticed that there were a series of veins going down the hillside, getting 

narrower lower down, and that each vein formed the top or bottom of a small crag. One of 

the narrower veins towards the base of the hillside, where I sat for a cup of tea and a biscuit, 

ran across the path of a minor stream, forming a tiny waterfall, a vein of tough quartz in only 

slightly less tough volcanic tuffs. In fact it appeared, looking back up, that the quartz veins 

played an important part in the shaping of the hillside, when it was carved out by the outlet 

glacier that breached Pen y Pass and flowed down towards Anglesey. 

White quartz is the commonest mineral intrusion into the rocks of our area. Rather less 

common is coloured quartz, though you can see lumps of yellow-brown or reddish-brown 

quartz in several places on the hills. The discolouring is caused by the presence of other 

minerals in the hot liquids. Some of the most intensely coloured quartz is found close to 

copper mines, where it has been mixed up with the rarer minerals, creating copper and 

other metals. 

‘Mineralisation’, the process of intrusion of these liquids and subsequent creation of 

minerals, took place mainly in the Bedded Pyroclastic Formation rocks, near the boundary 

with the earlier Lower Rhyolitic Tuffs at a depth of about 1-2 kilometres and probably within 

about 5-15 million years after the Snowdon Caldera collapsed. Much of the metallic mineral 

content is believed to have leached out of previously intruded volcanic rocks at high levels 

in the earth’s crust, as ‘hydrothermal’ cells rose upwards powered by the last embers of the 

molten magma. Minerals may also have been present in the original magma. 

The copper mines on Snowdon and near to it, although apparently scattered across the 

massif, are in fact grouped mainly around the line running roughly north-east to south-west. 

The Cwm du’r Arddu mine is on the line of the great Snowdon syncline and the Idwal-Hebog 

fault zone. The copper mines near Nant Peris occur in sedimentary rocks from well before the 

volcanic era, but are associated with the intensely folded strata in that area. 
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Swansea, in South Wales, was the centre of the metals industry in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century and the earliest written records of Snowdon copper come from Swansea 

in 1804. The Britannia mine in Glaslyn produced ore intermittently from 1889 to 1915. Some 

remains of the Britannia mine can be safely examined from the hollow of Upper Glaslyn, off 

the Pig Track (with great care of course as there are open mine shafts around here). Among 

the detritus you can find lumps of purple quartz and many other coloured rocks, as well as 

fragments of metallic minerals. 

The mine also played a part in establishing the network of tracks which climb up the 

mountain. The Miners’ Track has an obvious origin, but the Snowdon Ranger’s track preceded 

it as the route on which copper was carried down (to Llyn Cwellyn where it was then trans-

ported to Caernarfon). These and other foot tracks, and also the later mountain railway track, 

make very conspicuous marks on the mountain, but enable hundreds of thousands of people 

a year to visit the summit of Snowdon and to appreciate it in their own ways. Indeed, we 

should really include the massed crowds of people who surround the summit cairn on sunny 

days as part of the landscape. 

The national park authorities and other agencies do really excellent work in maintaining 

and improving the tracks. Their work has led to paths that are capable of supporting those 

hundreds of thousands of pairs of boots tramping up and down them in all weathers. Before 

the Pig Track was improved in the 1980s it suffered badly from widespread erosion, leaving 

great scars as a mark on the landscape – and providing weak points for rainwater to speed up 

the overall rate of erosion. Since the improvements the situation has fully recovered. 

Water and height are the main factors in another primary industry that has a fairly 

conspicuous effect on the landscape – energy production from water. The pipeline that runs 

from Llyn Llydaw to the Gwynant valley feeds a hydraulic power station. A campaign to have 

the pipeline put underground was unsuccessful and it remains a key intrusive feature of the 

landscape in this masterpiece of natural glacial sculpture (see photo 9.12). 

Less intrusive is the power station in the old Dinorwig quarry, but only because the quarry 

remains overpower the power station buildings and much of it is housed in a massive cavern 

dug into the mountain. A plunge pool, surrounded by an electric fence, sits at around 650 

metres, above even the highest quarry workings, but it is still comparatively inconspicuous.  

A similar hydroelectric scheme is found near Blaenau Ffestiniog.

There are many other aspects of human influence on the landscape, too many really 

to be covered in a short book like this. The automobile, for example, lies behind enormous 

shifts in the patterns of habitation, work and tourism. Constant flows of moving traffic and, 

especially on weekends, long lines of parked cars are now an intrinsic part of the landscape, 
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for better or for worse. The problem is that, just as we can’t really see the tiny cumulative 

changes to the landscape, we don’t really notice that the lines of cars get longer each year. 

My 1983 copy of W. A. Poucher’s classic route guide, The Welsh Peaks, refers to the ease 

of parking at Pen y Pass with extra capacity provided at its ‘large car park’. Now even the 

enlarged car park is much too small to meet an insatiable demand. It is often full before 8 a.m. 

at weekends and there is pressure for more parking spaces to be provided on and around 

Snowdon and the Glyderau. We can only be dimly aware of the subtle, cumulative changes 

that the automobile and modern patterns of life are bringing in their wake. 

At the time of writing the first edition of this  book, the 'café' on the summit of Snowdon 

had been demolished (see photo 9.14), to be replaced by a new building. The large ancient 

cairn that used to stand on the summit was demolished two centuries ago and a succession 

of buildings has been erected and then demolished in its place on the very top of this wonder-

 P hoto 9.11 (left)      

Llechwedd Slate Cavern.

 P hoto 9.12 (top right)     Intrusive 

hydroelectric pipeline, Cwm Dyli, 

Snowdon horseshoe.

 P hoto 9.13 (bottom)      

Landslip created during flash flooding 

in Llanberis in November 2012.
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ful mountain and it is now almost impossible to imagine it without some sort of building 

on its topmost reaches, nor indeed without its chugging train (the experience of ascending 

the rocky wilderness of the Pig Track to arrive at Bwlch Glas, only to be greeted by a puffing 

stream engine is too confounding to be expressed easily in words). And of course there are 

many other buildings halfway up the mountain — mainly quarry and mining ruins, but also 

sheep folds and a modern café (the Halfway House). 

Global warming is certain to bring new challenges. Already rain storms are regularly now 

more intense than they used to be - a sign of greater heat in the atmosphere. In November 

2012 the village of Llanberis was subject to a flash flood in one of these heavy downpours and 

new landslips were opened up on the hills (see photo 9.13).

Having looked briefly at human effects on the landscape, it is time to bring this section 

of the book on the landscapes of Snowdonia to an end. I hope that this account of the factors 

which have affected the landscape will enhance the reader’s appreciation of the landscape 

and the interest to be gained from walking through it.

 P hoto 9.14    A  fleeting glimpse – Snowdon’s summit without a building in the winter of 

2006/2007, after the old building had been demolished and before work started on the new one.
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Walk #4 Tryfan

Tryfan is a very special mountain. Its most outstanding characteristic is simply that – 

it stands out. Its striking shape demands the attention from wherever it can be seen. 

Whether from a distance or from close up, it is an impressive mass of rocky mountain. 

Both from its flanks and from its summit area, it is a consistently stunning viewing 

point.  Clearly Tryfan is a geological accident. We owe the existence of this exquisite 

peak to the specific interplay on this mountain of volcanic eruption, sedimentation, 

folding, uplift and extensive glacial erosion. 

Tryfan’s bony ridge is made up of rhyolitic tuffs and intrusive rhyolite and is 

not far from the centre of volcanic fissure-vents of the last and most powerful erup-

tive phase of the Llewelyn Volcanic Group (the phase which created the Capel Curig 

Volcanic (CCV) formation of rocks – see Walk 5). Its summit crest, running roughly 

north-east to south-west, runs parallel to the axis of an anticline in Cwm Tryfan, 

where mountain-building forces folded the rocks. Tryfan’s narrow summit ridge is also 

Tryfan
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an arête, a narrow ridge of rock left as glaciers on either side have cut back into the 

rock, and the bwlch or col between it and Glyder Fach is a secondary glacial breaching 

point where ice flowed down into Nant Ffrancon. 

In many ways Tryfan exemplifies the best of Snowdonia’s landscape – an intensely 

impressive rocky mountain with superb views. Yet despite its forbidding visage, Tryfan 

is within the reach of the fit walker – albeit any climb up to its summit, or down from 

it, demands some use of the hands as well as the feet. 

The scramble up Tryfan’s north ridge is one of Snowdonia’s premiere routes for 

fit, confident hillwalkers. It is comparatively straightforward as far as scrambles go, 

with a series minor scrambles up short crags, with good wide ledges between each 

short section. However, it gets a bit tougher towards the top so don’t dismiss the 

dangers too lightly – there’s always the risk of slipping and falling a few metres, 

enough to break a leg or bash the head rather badly; all in a place where evacuation 

could be difficult. 

So, as an alternative route I’ve added the option of leaving out the scramble and 

using the Heather Terrace which rises diagonally up and across the south-western 

face. This too is a super walk and does in any case deserve to be done in its own right 

(for example if the summit is in the clouds or as an alternative descent route). It’s a 

walk rather than a scramble, but only just. It is quite tough, possibly hard to find in 

the early stages, rising at a steep angle up and over roughly tumbled boulders, and 

finally needing a short, steep scrabble up some scree to arrive at the bwlch or col 

between Tryfan’s main summit and its ‘South Peak’. 

It’s a tough choice, but for the return leg I’ve described the route through Cwm 

Tryfan. Cwm Bochlwyd is as good as an alternative, perhaps being more rocky and 

classically cwm-like, and providing a truly excellent walk. Cwm Tryfan is less im-

mediately appealing, a vast, open valley, following the line of an anticline. It does, 

however, offer very impressive views of Tryfan and is highly atmospheric. In addition, 

the shapes of the outcrops of rocks are fascinating and there are a lot to see and 

plenty of choice of paths. 
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North Ridge Route

Start	  A5 near Gwern Gof Uchaf (673 605)

Finish	  Circular route

Time	  5 hours plus

Grade	  Navigation	 • • • • •
 	  Terrain	 • • • • •
	  severity	 • • • • •

The best place to begin is at Milestone Buttress (663 602). Here Tryfan’s north ridge comes 

down to earth only metres in from the road, so this route offers stiff, steep scrambling from 

the very start – though this also means that you gain height and enjoy excellent views quite 

rapidly (see photo w4.1). 

Initially the outcrops, and many of the tumbled blocks, are rhyolitic tuffs of the Capel 

Curig Volcanics (CCV) but very soon the outcrops are all intrusive rhyolite and this remains the 

case right up onto the start of the summit plateau area. This doesn’t mean that the rocks lack 

  Photo w4.1     View from Tryfan’s north ridge towards Idwal Cottage. 
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interest. The scramble gives you plenty of opportunity to see the vast variety of rock types 

within this one category – with plenty of flow-banding and siliceous nodules to be seen (see 

photo w4.2). 

There is no one track to follow and you can choose harder or easier scrambles. In general 

the easiest route is in the middle, with harder, more exposed routes towards the sides. On 

the third of the very substantial ledges you come across it’s necessary to make a choice on 

whether to scramble directly further up the ridge; from here the scrambling sections become 

a bit longer and require more of a head for heights. 

The alternative is to follow a narrow track round to the left of the ridge, high above Cwm 

Tryfan, leading you to a gully or cleft on the right. You then scramble up the gully to regain 

the ridge. The difficulty here is getting past a boulder lodged high up in the cleft. It’s not too 

difficult but does require a little bit of undignified stretching and heaving. The gully then 

takes you to the summit ridge and the summit without further difficulty. 

Unless you’ve done it a few times before, the route finding on Tryfan’s north ridge and 

the demands of the scrambling will probably have prevented too close an attention being 

paid to the rocks, but if you do keep an eye on the rocks you can see some interesting 

  Photo w4.2     Siliceous nodules 

in intrusive rhyolite on north ridge 

(block is about 2.5 metres high). 

  Photo w4.3     Flow-banding in intrusive 

rhyolite, below south peak summit of 

Tryfan (block is about 4 metres high).
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examples of flow-banding and outcrops containing siliceous noducles. At some point you 

will have crossed back from the intrusive rhyolite to the rhyolitic tuffs of the CCV – the crazy, 

frost-shattered shapes of boulders on summit area are made of CCV rocks. As you descend 

you will cross back into the intrusive rhyolite once again, probably near Bwlch Tryfan, or you 

may cross the boundary more than once as it does depend on the line you take, the boundary 

between the rocks being rather convoluted at the present-day surface. 

Some graphic flow-banding and other features can be seen in intrusive rhyolites on 

the descent from the summit as you get near the low bwlch (663 592) where the Heather 

Terrace walk joins the ridge, just before the ‘south peak’. The route trends somewhat to the 

right, away from the crest of the south ridge, as it descends to the blwch (662 589) opposite 

Glyder Fach’s Bristly Ridge. 

Both routes meet at this point (663 592) where there are plenty of interesting outcrops 

to be seen (see photo w4.3). Descend initially towards Llyn Bochlwyd, with the south peak to 

the left, but as soon as possible bearing left to aim south and then just east of south while 

dropping down below the south peak, eventually joining the north-eastern end of Bwlch 

Tryfan (6622 5890). Follow the stone wall south-westwards towards the base of Bristly Ridge. 

From here you have a choice of routes, the recommended route turning left to head 

south-east on the Miners’ Track around the head of Cwm Tryfan, or right to return via Cwm 

  Photo w4.4     Tryfan (left) and Cwm Tryfan (lower centre and right).
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Bochlwyd. To carry on along the recommended route, follow the Miners’ Track around the 

head of the cwm as far as the junction shown on the OS map at 6656 5835. Bear left and 

follow the track (initially steep and stony) down into Cwm Tryfan – though you may want 

to look at the prominent rocks just beyond the junction before dropping down into the cwm. 

These are well-bedded sedimentary rocks, forming a rock step carved by the ice which flowed, 

from the Migneint ice sheet, over the ridge of the Glyderau further along up the Miners’ Track, 

down into Cwm Tryfan (see Walk 3, Glyder Fach). 

There are several tracks which you can follow down the Cwm, the main one being no 

less interesting than any of the minor side routes. You will pass a wide variety of rock types, 

including rhyolite with flow-banding, CCV and sedimentary rocks, often forming regularly-

shaped outcrops with steeply dipping strata (see photo w4.4). 

Eventually you come across a fence that runs west-east, meeting the main track at 

671 599. Turn left along the fence until you meet the stile and footpath back (see photo 

w4.5 and diagram w4.1), at about 669 599, down to Tryfan Bach, Gwern Gof Uchaf and the 

main road. 

Heather Terrace Route

Start	  A5 near Gwern Gof Uchaf (673 605)

Finish	  Circular route

Time	  4 hours plus

Grade	  Navigation	 • • • • •
 	  Terrain	 • • • • •
	  severity	 • • • • •

This option can also be started from the Milestone Buttress, initially climbing upwards, then 

heading west from about 450 metres altitude to meet the track to the Heather Terrace. 

However, it can be hard to work out exactly where to move across and get onto the Heather 

Terrace and it’s all too easy to end up straying on to the steepening south-eastern flanks of 

Tryfan. The described route is a much easier way to find the Heather Terrace. 

Take the track heading just west of south from the road towards Gwern Gof Uchaf farm 

(and campsite), then follow footpath (shown on OS map) past Tryfan Bach – a popular site 

for trainee climbers. Above the climbers’ crags the track bears off half right between other 
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  Diagram w4.1 + Photo w4.5     Route to the Heather Terrace – follow track 

on right of fence to ridge line (reached just after passing through a rock 

outcrop), then turn sharp left and follow path up on to the terrace. 

To Heather Terrace

Alternative route 
to North Ridge

Viewed from above Tryfan Bach
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outcrops, eventually bringing you up to a stile across a fence. 

Ignore the stile and turn right just before the fence and follow the track heading up to 

the base of the north ridge (see photo w4.3 and diagram w4.1). After passing through a cleft 

with outcrops on either side, turn sharp left and follow the track upwards as it heads for the 

south-eastern face of Tryfan. After rising up steeply for 50 metres or so the track suddenly 

becomes rather wider, while still rising upwards across the main face. 

This is the Heather Terrace and is etched into softer sedimentary rock with outcrops 

of the Capel Curig Volcanics below you on the left and intrusive rhyolite forming the crags 

rearing up above you on the right. As you ascend you can see the rhyolites in great detail, 

however the CCV rocks are less easy to study. The outcrops of flow-banded intrusive rhyolite 

on the right as you go up the Terrace are extremely impressive. This is a fantastic walk with 

truly excellent views to the east and with the presence of crags rising up above you to Tryfan’s 

summit, on the righthand side. 

All too soon the Terrace peters out, though conveniently it does so just 20 metres or so 

below the bwlch between the summit and the south peak, so scrabble up the scree as soon 

as the rock outcrops end on your right. An ascent to Tryfan’s summit is fairly easy from here, 

though it remains a ‘hands-on’ scramble, especially higher up. To continue the described 

route join the main route (details above) at this point.
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 CirCular route

tim
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Grade 
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•

  

 terrain
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•

 

 SeveritY 
• •

• •
•  (d

ue to lenGth and remoteneSS) 
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r park a
t Pen y Pass c

an become fu
ll q

uite early in th
e day (especially at 

weekends and in summer) it
 often makes se

nse to use the Sherpa bus se
rvice. 

The recommended asce
nt m

akes use of th
e fairly

 easy Miners’ T
rack –

 easy for its
 

first 
half a

nyway, fo
llowed by a stif

f cl
imb on a good tra

ck. 
It o

ffers a
 relaxed sta

rt t
o 

the walk, t
aking you into the jaws of th

e glacial cw
ms, w

here the mountain rears u
p 

above you all a
round, co

nveying the sense of si
ze of th

e glaciers w
hich once flowed 

down here. 
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Snowdonia
Paul Gannon

a hillwalker’s guide to the geology & scenery

Snow
donia

Paul G
an

n
on

In the first half of the book Paul discusses the mountain formation 

of central Snowdonia. The second half of the book details 

seventeen walks, some easy, some more challenging, which bear 

evidence of the story told so far.

Walk #1	 Snowdon

Walk #2	 Glyder Fawr & Twll Du

Walk #3	 Glyder Fach

Walk #4	 Tryfan

Walk #5	 Y Carneddau

Walk #6	 Elidir Fawr

Walk #7	 Carnedd y Cribau

Walk #8	 Northern Glyderau Cwms

Walk #9	 Nant Gwynant

Walk #10	 Llanberis

Walk #11	 Llanberis Pass

Walk #12	 Cwm Glas Mawr

Walk #13	 Vivian and Dinorwig Quarries

Walk #14	 Crimpiau & Creigiau Gleision

Walk #15	 Moelwyn Mawr

Walk #16	 Cadair Idris

Walk #17	 Llanddwyn Island

9 7 8 1 9 0 6 0 9 5 4 2 0

isBn 978-1-906095-42-0

Snowdonia
The origins of the magnificent scenery of Snowdonia explained, and a guide to some 

great walks which reveal the grand story of the creation of such a landscape.

Continental plates collide; volcanoes burst through the earth’s crust; great flows of ash 

and molten rock pour into the sea; rock is strained to the point of catastrophic collapse; 

and ancient glaciers scour the land. Left behind are clues to these awesome events, the 

small details will not escape you, all around are signs, underfoot and up close.

Paul leads you on a series of seventeen walks on and around Snowdon, including the 

Carneddau, the Glyders and Tryfan, Nant Gwynant,  Llanberis Pass and Cadair Idris. 

Each walk reveals fascinating evidence of geological upheaval, and spectacular views 

of the very best scenery of Snowdonia.

a hillwalker’s guide to the geology & scenery

2nd Edition

2n
d Edition

New in the 2nd Edition:

Coverage of Southern Snowdonia.

New improved maps.

Six new walks.

2nd Edition

Paul Gannon is a science and 

technology writer. He is author 

of the Rock Trails series and 

other books including the widely 

praised account of the birth of the 

electronic computer during the 

Second World War, Colossus: Bletchley Park’s Greatest Secret.  

He also organises walks for hillwalkers interested in finding out 

more about the geology and scenery of upland areas. 

(www.landscape-walks.co.uk)

Press comments about this series: Rock Trails Snowdonia

“… you’ll be surprised at how much you’ve missed over the years.”  

Colin Wells (Climb magazine)

Rock Trails Lakeland

“Others have dealt with the geology, but few have described it 

with such enthusiasm and clarity.” 

The Cumberland News

Rock Trails Peak District

“The best Peak District guidebook so far produced.” 

Down to Earth magazine

ISBN 978-1-906095-38-3ISBN 978-1-906095-15-4 ISBN 978-1-906095-24-6


