








The section described follows a pretty wooded valley down towards the English border. 
The river is narrow all the way and loses height rapidly. Trevor Rocks Rapid is believed to 
be the site of the very first canoe slalom held in the UK in 1939. It remained in use until 
the 1960s. Below Trevor, the river passes under the towering Pontcysyllte Aqueduct. At 
times, the Dee winds through fairly industrial parts, but this is never obvious from deep 
down in the wooded valley. After Newbridge, and especially below the high and busy A5 
viaduct, the river becomes surprisingly remote, with few visible habitations. 

There is a good flow until just before Erbistock, after which the river becomes much 
slower. There are two weirs on the route; one at Erbistock and the other before the Overton 
Bridge, not far from the end. 

Novices, please note that access isn’t easy on the second half of the trip.

Water level

Information on water levels is available from www.rainchasers.com or www.riverlevels.uk. 
Enter ‘Dee’ or ‘Corwen’ in the ‘search’ box to find the appropriate page. The optimum flow 
for paddling is 0.55 on the gauge at Corwen, after the Alwen confluence.

A compensation flow provided at the Bala sluices keeps the river at a minimum level. 
However, it is worth checking that there is enough water to paddle a canoe easily below 
Llangollen Bridge and at Trevor Rocks Rapid.
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Campsites

The Boat Inn, on the river at Erbistock, allows diners to camp. Alternatively, there are 
several campsites around Llangollen.

Access and egress
Llangollen, downstream of the bridge, river left, via a public car 
park behind the Ponsonby Arms – SJ 217 420

Trevor Rocks (river left) – SJ 267 420

Ty Mawr Country Park, river left, after the beach, up the steps before 
the viaduct, footpath to the car park, 500m – SJ 277 413

Erbistock, Boat Inn, left bank – SJ 354 414

Overton Bridge, downstream, river left, via a field to the road – SJ 355 428

Parking is possible at the Cross Foxes pub, up the hill on the left. The proprietors are 
always happy to allow paddlers to leave cars in the rear car park, as long as you promise to 
have a drink or something to eat afterwards (highly recommended!).
All other bridges are very high and access would be extremely difficult.

Description

The Ponsonby Arms is on the way out of town on the shuttle route. The public car park 
at the back of the pub gives access to the river. Upstream, there is a fearsome weir below 
Llangollen Bridge which should be avoided.

The flow is good, and the town is soon left behind. The first rapid, a 300m wavetrain, 
is also the longest and a nice warm-up. There are often anglers on this stretch, but they 
are always friendly. The A539 and the Llangollen Canal are often visible high on the 
left bank, but otherwise nothing disturbs the peace. Between wooded islands, the river 
proceeds mainly eastwards, and then turns in a long, slow bend to the left. After a very 
sharp bend left, and then right with rocky shallows, Trevor Rocks Rapid is by a converted 
mill on the left bank. 

Rounding the right-hand bend, the rapid falls over reefs and steps for about 150m. The 
left side of the river is often dry, and the right-hand route does need to be steered down. 
It is fairly easy for kayaks and only a little more complicated for open canoes. Be aware of 
a second shelf-drop directly under the road bridge, as it is often shielded from view until 
the last minute. Access to, and egress from, the river is possible via a footpath below the 
bridge, river left.

The Pontcysyllte Aqueduct is an obvious feature overhead. Break out into the eddy 
underneath the right-hand arch to find a commemorative plaque only visible from the 
river. Beginning directly under the central arch is a straightforward (but meaty) rapid, 
which requires care. Then everything slows down. 
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The Dee wanders in a left-hand bend around Cefn-bychan, and 1km downstream is 
the Ty Mawr Country Park on the left. There is a sandy beach, ideal for a stop, and it is 
possible to egress the river using the steps on the left, 150m further downstream. 

A high railway viaduct is next, and then the road bridge at Newbridge, on a sharp right-
hand bend. The river then appears to leave civilisation, with a long, wooded bend right 
and then left for 3km, until it passes under the high A5 viaduct. There are fairly frequent 
straightforward rapids down this stretch, becoming larger and heavier once past the via-
duct. Thick woods abound for a further 2km. From here on, there are shooting estates on 
both sides of the river. At an obvious bend to the left, the riverbed becomes more gravelly 
and the River Ceiriog joins from the right, a fairly small tributary at summer levels. The 
Ceiriog is a super grade 3 whitewater river in its higher reaches. Immediately after the 
Ceiriog is a short narrow section, with some excellent eddies, for practice.

After this, the Dee slows down, and turns north-easterly for the first time, passing the 
Gronwen and Pen-y-Lan estates, the latter with a private road bridge. After about 4km of 
flat water, Erbistock Weir is just around a very sharp bend to the right. The village is still 
invisible at this point. This weir is potentially dangerous, with a central block of concrete 
and a stopper at high water levels. It may be prudent to portage along the footpath on the 
left bank. In low water, the simplest way is to walk down the left-hand face of the weir. 
Erbistock village is 500m further, on the left bank, with landing possible at the Boat Inn.

A long bend to the left, followed by several small, tight bends and quiet pools, takes 
you 3km further on, to Overton Weir. This is high and sloping and has dangerous metal 
spikes down its face. Paddling it can be a bit of an epic in high water. The weir on the 
right side down an angled, rocky chute can be shot if there is enough water to cover the 
rocks. In higher levels it becomes wider and more difficult to stay on line and it would 
be dangerous in very high water. Alternatively, you can portage on the right-hand bank 
before this chute, or on the left side, but this brings you very close to the mill house.

The end is 500m further at Overton Bridge, obvious downstream. Egress on the left 
side, up through a field. 
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05 Bala Lake
C OS Sheets 125 and OL23 | Round trip of 12km

Start/Finish	 Bala, the beach by the leisure centre, SH 921 354

Start/Finish	 Llangower, small car park by the railway station, SH 902 321

Introduction

Bala Lake (‘Llyn Tegid’ in Welsh) is the largest natural body of water in Wales; six kilo-
metres long, nearly one kilometre wide, and covering an area of 1200 acres. It came into 
being when a moraine lip at the Bala end of the lake held back the waters of the River 
Dee and flooded a small part of the Bala Fault, a geological feature which trends north-
east to south-west and extends offshore into Cardigan Bay. This type of lake is known as 
a glacial ribbon lake.

The lake is home to roach, eel, brown trout and the unique and critically endangered 
species ‘gwyniad’ which was trapped in the lake at the end of the last ice age. Its survival 
is threatened by the ‘ruffe’, a fish species introduced in the 1980s which eats the eggs and 
the young of the gwyniad. Some gwyniad eggs have been transferred to another nearby 
lake in an attempt to prevent extinction.
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At the north-eastern end of the lake, the town of Bala has several pubs, cafés and 
restaurants as well as a range of shops for supplies.

There is a small day charge for paddling on the lake which is payable to the warden who 
may be seen out and about, or at the warden centre on the foreshore. Weekly and annual 
permits are available if you intend to visit regularly.

Campsites 

Glanllyn is on the north shore of the lake at the western end and Pant yr Onnen on the 
southern shore, near Llangower. Both offer launching facilities.

Access and egress
Bala, the beach by the leisure centre – SH 921 354

Llangower, the small car park by the railway station – SH 902 321
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Description

The lake is described in a clockwise direction from the Bala foreshore. Leaving the beach 
and heading east, the shore is a boggy area of flat, grassy marshland on the outskirts of 
town. After 1km of paddling the outflow of the River Dee is reached. Depending on the 
water levels, it may be possible to paddle down a short way to the sluice gates and back. 
Beware of getting too close to the gates as the water flows underneath them and it could 
be extremely dangerous. The lake water level can fluctuate massively in periods of high 
rainfall and the fields to the south-west are often underwater. 

Heading south-west from the northern end of the lake, Aran Benllyn (885m) domi-
nates the view. The name of this peak translates as ‘head of the lake’ – appropriate, as you 
will be able to see it for the duration of your paddle.

Continuing along the shore, you will pass Bala Sailing Club. The town and roads are left 
behind and there is more of a feeling of being away from it all. A narrow-gauge railway 
follows the shore and occasionally a steam locomotive will pass by carrying a host of 
waving tourists. The countryside is a mixture of farm and woodland and there is plenty of 
opportunity to spot small mammals and birds. The paddle becomes more and more remote 
until Llangower Point. The beach on the south side of the point is the Llangower access 
point and makes an ideal lunch spot, sheltered from the wind. You may find ‘canoe guru’ 
Ray Goodwin launching here for one of his many training courses or a personal coaching 
session. Say “hello” and avoid being forced into buying a copy of his wonderful book. 
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After the point, you enter the south-eastern reaches of the lake and there are lots of 
small bays and river inlets to explore. At the far end of the lake, many of these bays have 
interesting grassy mounds that are wonderful for children to investigate. The inflow of the 
River Dee can be explored upriver, but you may need to pole your canoe. 

Continuing clockwise, there is a large bay with Glanllyn, the Welsh-speaking outdoor 
centre, the venue for the Welsh Open Canoe Symposium, and the Glanllyn campsite, 
which has hosted the ‘Song of the Paddle Big Meet’, one of the largest gatherings of open 
canoes in the UK. This bay is sheltered and is an excellent place for beginners to experi-
ence their first solo paddle, or for the more capable to practise rescue or rolling techniques.

Heading north-east out of the bay, the main A494, originally a Roman road, soon 
comes into view and follows the shore, reassuringly close by, for the remainder of the trip. 
The road is hidden from view by a narrow band of woodland which dampens the noise 
quite nicely. In this woodland, there are several nice sneaky bivvy spots where a very small 
group could enjoy an evening under tarp. 

Continuing north, the finish is in sight. The fetch increases and with the prevailing 
wind from behind, the waves may build. Occasionally, on very blustery days, it is possible 
to surf right onto the car park – a wonderful end to a paddle.

Bala sluices

The original sluice gates were built by Thomas Telford to help maintain the flow in 
the Llangollen Canal. The modern sluices partly fulfil the same purpose but also 
control the amount of water going down the river. In summer the lake is normally 
kept at ‘recreational level’ to enable craft to operate closer to the shore. In winter the 
level is dropped, ready to take the peak off winter floods.
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An illustrated guide to some of the finest tours of Wales’ 
waterways. Scenic lakes, broad estuaries and whitewater rivers, 
as they can only be seen from canoe or kayak.

Eddie, Adam and ‘Wilf ’ have chosen the best inland touring 
routes which are described in great detail and illustrated with 
numerous colour photos and maps. The selected routes are suitable 
for open canoes, sit-on-tops and touring kayaks, and include seven 
whitewater trips. Many of them can be tackled as a single voyage, 
others as a series of day trips with campsites en route.

The journeys are all accessible 
but highly varied, travelling 
along lakes, estuaries, rivers 
and canals. A wonderful book 
for planning voyages and 
inspiring dreams or sharing 
your experiences with others. 

Welsh Canoe Classics
a canoeist and kayaker’s guide

 

 Cover – Pontcysyllte Aquaduct over the River Dee | Jimmy Mitchell

Back cover – Mawddach Estuary | Adam Robson  
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