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It is thought that the ‘Harlech Dome’ of North Wales has been affected by at least two major ice events, separated by a period of warmer conditions. The last “ice age” was geologically very recent – between about 16,000 and 11,000 years ago. As temperatures dropped, the winter snowfall on the high land did not melt in the summer, in particular on the north-facing slopes of Cadair Idris and the Rhinogs. The snow built up over hundreds and thousands of years to accumulate as a major ice sheet with finger-like glaciers flowing down the valleys, particularly the Mawddach and the Dysynni,  only to be hemmed in to the north and west by the frozen Irish Sea. 

In Austin Miller’s paper on the river development in the Dolgellau district, he located one of the major ice dispersal areas as the cwms (corries or cirques) of Llyn-y-Gadair and Lynn Cau below Cadair Idris. The ice flow was from the NNE to the SSW and, from the lateral erosion of the valley sides, he estimated that the Mawddach glacier was at least 900 feet (315 m.) thick and over six miles (9.6 km.) in length. (Miller, A.A. (1946), Some physical features related to the river development in the Dolgelley district, Proc. Geol. Ass. Vol. 57, pp.174-203)
There is plenty of evidence of glacial erosion and deposition in the Barmouth and Arthog area. At times, only the peaks of the highest mountains were exposed above the ice sheet. Cadair Idris is a good example of a pyramidal peak (SH 711130). Its steep slopes were heavily eroded by ice-plucking at the rear of the glaciers that descended from it. Freeze-thaw action behind the cwms just below the peaks, resulted in huge scree slopes. There are several cwms below the summits of Diffwys, Craig-y-Grut and Cadair. These armchair hollows with steep back slopes were the sites of ice build-up and the start of glaciers. Many have lakes in them like Llyn Bodlyn (SH 648239), Llyn Irddyn (SH 630222), Llyn Cyn (SH 657118). Llyn-y-Gadair (SH 708135) Llyn Gafr (SH 710141) and Llyn Cau (SH 710124). Aretes, knife-like edges separating two or more cwms, have left the ridges favoured by walkers for their dramatic views for example Llawlech (SH634217), Craig-y-Llyn (SH662117) and the numerous ones approaching the summit of Cadair Idris.

‘Roches Moutonees’ can be seen in the valleys and on the hills. These are large, smoothed, rounded and exposed rocks left as the glacier scraped away and plucked off rock from their surface. On the south bank of the estuary are the islands of Ynysgffylog (SH 639138), Fegla Fawr (SH 629147), Fegla Fach (SH 638154) and Coed-y-garth (SH 661168), heavily glaciated rocky outcrops close to the snout of the glacier. Those ‘roches moutonees’ on the hillsides can resemble sheep from a distance – hence their name. Around Cadair Idris there are examples of striations, scratch marks on the rock caused by the rocks being scraped across them as the glacier flowed over them. Dotted over the slopes on both sides of the river are numerous rocks and boulders deposited when the ice melted. These are glacial erratics, dropped sometimes hundreds or thousands of kilometres from where they originated. 

The glaciers that once filled the valleys of the Ysgethin, Mawddach and Dysynni have left good examples of U-shaped troughs. Once the Irish Sea ice melted, the ice travelled roughly ENE to WSW into the Irish Sea.  When the ice eventually retreated, the flat valley floor was covered in deposited rocks, boulders, clay (ground volcanic rock) sands and gravels. The pressure release on the valley sides caused rock falls which built up scree slopes at the foot of the valley sides. Whilst many millions of years of subsequent wind and river erosion have lowered the slopes, it is still possible to see hanging valleys. These were left up to 900 feet above the glacial trough, for example the upper courses of the Afon Dwnant, Afon-Cwm-Llechen and Afon-Cwm-mynach on the northern side of the Mawddach and Afon Arthog and Afon Gwynant on the south side.

Al these rivers have a sudden change of gradient where they drop down steeply to the Mawddach. The word Mawddach means flat seashore, a good description of the estuary at low tide. Steep-sided ravines, waterfalls and rapids can be seen in all these valleys. Where they enter the Mawddach they have deposited their load of rocks, boulders and pebbles that have built up as alluvial fans. 

Austin identified thirteen glacial overflow channels in the Mawddach estuary. These were cut when the tributary streams feeding the main river had to cut new channels when they encountered the glacier filling the valley.

“They follow the line at the foot of the back slope and thus have the effect of severing the shelf from its attachment to the hillside and isolating, as a knoll or ridge, what had previously been a bevelled spur. It is noteworthy too, that the larger ones all lead westwards, intaking from high up the sides of the tributary valleys, whose meltwater discharge they have carried round the corner by severing the spur. Many of them come to an abrupt end and hang, as much as 20 feet, above the valley of a very different type. This probably marks the height of the contemporary ice surface at the point of escape.

(Austin, op.cit. p.194)

They are listed anti-clockwise from the southwest as Tyddyn Sieffre Channel, Capel Horeb Channel, Tyn-y-coed Channel, Coed-y-Garth, Llyn Jericho Channel, Abergwynant Channel, Maes Angharad Channel and Fiddler’s Elbow Channel on the south side of the river and Rhuddallt Channel, Bontddu Channel, The Farchynys “Horseshoe”, Ynys Dafydd Channel and Panorama Walk Channel (Barmouth) on the north side. Details of each are provided in Austin’s paper. (Ibid.pp.194-200).   

Moraine, the material plucked or scraped off the surface, was deposited when the ice melted. Potentially, millions of tons of rocks and boulders were eroded and dumped into what is now known as Cardigan Bay. Over the millennia constant wave action carried much of them out to sea but vast quantities were deposited north of Barmouth. The 13th century poem, "Boddi Maes Gwyddno", (The Drowning of Gwyddno's Realm) tells the story of how fifteen settlements off the Meirionydd coast from Aberdyfi, Barmouth and Borth were submerged when the dykes protecting them, were breached in the sixth century. The legend is said to be one of numerous ancient folk myths about extensive flooding following rising sea levels after the last Ice Age. According to the BBC Legacies website

Cantre’r Gwaelod was said to cover much of the lowlands now beneath Cardigan Bay, and many geographical features are connected to the legend. The Sarnau, single ridges several miles long, which run at roughly right angles to the shore, are located between each of the four river mouths in the north of the Bay. Legend has it that these ridges are the remains of causeways built to give access to the present mainland at high tide, but they are probably the remains of glacial moraines – formations of gravel, clay, sand and boulders left behind as the glaciers melted away at the end of the last Ice Age.

http://www.bbc.tv/legacies/myths_legends/wales/w_mid/article_4.shtml
There are few areas of coastal lowland in the area so drumlins, large oval-shaped mounds of glacial moraine, are not much in evidence. Better examples can be seen in the Wnion valley. Lateral moraine, ground up rocks and boulders, were dumped along the sides of the glacier. Much of this has been carried away by the Mawddach. It is more in evidence in the Dysynni valley. The terminal moraine of the Mawddach glacier, rocks, boulders, clay, sand and gravel dumped at the snout of the glacier has been washed away by the river. The heavier stones may well have ended up being washed up on Fairbourne beach to form the bar.   

As the Mawddach glacier cut its way through the Maentwrog Beds and the Ffestiniog Beds it left what are called truncated spurs, steep-ended ridges. There are a number about 900 feet high, indicating the height of the glacier side. The Austin noted that the spurs coming down from Y Garn both upstream and downstream of Llanelltyd are steeply truncated up to this height, as are Foel Ispri and Y Vigra. 

 In exposed areas eroded rock falls have built up as scree slopes, not to be confused with the enormous deposits of waste rock left after mining operations, especially the slate quarries.

 Sea levels are estimated to have risen by as much as 100 metres following the melting of the icecaps, flooding much of the coastal lowlands. As the coastal strip is generally made up of high land, it helps explain why the settlements of the prehistoric peoples tended to be sited between 200 and 300 metres above sea level. 

The Drainage of the Barmouth and Arthog area

The Mawwdach estuary is relatively recent in geological terms. Before the last period of glaciation, about 16,000 years ago, the southwestern edge of the Harlech Dome was drained by an ancient river system which some geologists think originally flowed out into Cardigan Bay further south. In Austin Miller’s work on river development in the Dolgellau district he identified the Wnion valley, NE of Dolgellau, as the original upper course of the river, draining WSW through the valley followed by the minor road past Gwernan Lake, through Ffordd Ddu and then down what is now Afon Gwril into the sea at Llwyngwril. (Figure 31 p. 189)

Subsequent upthrust and faulting changed the course of this river and caused rejuvenation, over deepening of the river channels. The western side of the SSW-facing geosyncline  was drained by a tributary river that flowed roughly NS from Bwlch Y Rhiwgr, Llawlech and Braich to Ffordd Dhu. The western side of the Harlech Dome was raised and complex faulting occurred. Whilst you may have heard of the Tal-y-Llyn  - Bala fault to the south, other faults, following roughly the same NE to SW trend, caused drainage NNW down the slope of Braich Dhu to produce the valley of Afon Arthog. The Dwynant, the upstream section of the earlier river, then fed its waters into the new vale that drained into Cardigan Bay at Barmouth. 

A series of further river captures followed. At some later stage the river then turned north at Hafotty Fach, 791 feet (293 m.) to flow down the Gwynant into the glacial valley. It later captured the Upper Cwm Mynach, the Ganllwyd and the Wnion. 

Arthog Bog

In William Condry’s 1981 Natural History of Wales he comments that

Sadly, Arthog Bog has degenerated through drainage. Its sphagna have greatly diminished and the great sundew has quite disappeared. Yet here, at its only site in north Wales, brown beak-sedge still holds on. Now so nearly water-less, this bog would be completely covered by a scrub of rhododendron and birch if it were not regularly fired by the farmers who use it for rough grazing. Its ditches and some old peat cuttings still hold water and in them grow two beautiful plants, both yellow-flowered – greater spearwort and, at its most northern British locality, wavy St John’s wort (Hypericum undulatum).

The Archaeology of the Barmouth and Arthog area

In my efforts to discover more about the archaeology of the Barmouth and Arthog area I have tried to limit my area of study to a few kilometres north and south of the Mawddach estuary and a few kilometres inland. 

When this area of Northwest Wales was first settled is unknown. The Historic Environment Record (HER) of Gwynedd Archaeological Trust has a wide range of documented evidence that shows that this area was occupied following the melting of the last ice sheet about 11,000 years ago. With improved weather conditions, the exposed countryside gradually changed from the permafrost of the tundra to more temperate forests. As the wild animals extended their territories northwards in their search for food, so too did the prehistoric hunters and gatherers. 

As their artefacts were stone it is difficult to accurately date them. Whilst you may well be aware of the Palaeolithic (40,000 - 10,000 BC), Mesolithic (10,000 – 4,000 BC) and Neolithic (4,000 - 1,500 BC) periods, the database of the Gwynedd Archaeological Trust does not distinguish between the former. The term Prehistoric is used. Within a roughly 15 square kilometre area around Barmouth and Arthog, there were just over 30 recorded prehistoric finds. It needs to be stressed that lots more may well have been found but not reported and there may be lots more buried under several millennia of accumulated plant growth. 

When the first people came to the Mawddach valley is unknown. As they were nomadic, they probably had temporary shelters made from animal skin and branches or semi-permanent “sod houses”.  These were walls made of sods of earth with logs across the top with either bundles of heather and bracken as thatch. Such evidence is rare, as organic matter will have decomposed. 

Once the people learned to domesticate animals and grow cereals and vegetables they built more permanent settlements out of stone. There were plenty of broken stones, especially flat blocks of slate, on the hillsides that provided an easily transportable building material. Hardwood forests lined most of the lower hillsides from which they could obtain timber. Evidence of such accommodation is in the form of hut circles, often overgrown rings of stones with an opening which indicates the door. As the roof support was timber, it would decay over time and just leave the walls. The stones could have been “robbed out” for other building purposes. 

It is worth noting that there are no recorded finds of flints in the Barmouth and Arthog area. Whilst it was the most common tool of the Stone Age, there may be flints buried out there but it is also possible that they used stone instead. In the area of study only three “prehistoric” stone axes, a stone hammer and a red deer antler were found.  There was a prehistoric “settlement” about 210 metres above sea level at Fridd Fechan on the open, west-facing slope above Llanaber (SH 61041887). There was a hut circle at Gellfawr (SH 61881683), at about 250 metres, in a sheltered west-facing hollow just below Garn, the hill above Barmouth and stone walling at Allt Lwyd (SH 61061783), which could have been an enclosure for animals. 

On the south side of the Mawddach, there were two hut circles about 500 metres apart on the north-facing slope, SE of Cyfannedd Fawr (SH 63211163 and SH 62701163). They were only about 10 metres above the track leading to a cairn and standing stones.  A quern stone for grinding cereals was found “somewhere near Barmouth”.  This indicates a very sparse population distribution and a low population density but we cannot say whether there was continuous occupation. It is thought that during this period of occupation the sea level was many metres higher as a result of glacial meltwater. This explains there being no prehistoric settlement on the coast as there was little, if any, flat land. However, there are four cairns, one with a cemetery, on the hills above Barmouth near Cerrig Y Clegg and Mynydd Lannaber. On the hills above Arthog there are seven cairns, one with a cist, a cup-marked stone (SH 64951393) and an unlooped bronze axe near Tyddyn Sieffre (SH 63001300), which ought perhaps to be classified as Bronze Age. Also identified as prehistoric were a submerged forest off the coast near Morfa Dyffryn (SH 59651855) and peat beds described as at Fairbourne but actually at Arthog (SH 64551486). Wet, raised bog land would have attracted lots of wildlife which could have been hunted but it would not have been an ideal occupation site. Maybe, it was infested with prehistoric insects.

In George Smith’s 2003 report on Meirionnydd’s prehistoric funerary and ritual sites, the earliest period he refers to is the later third and second millennium BC.  This would be during the Neolithic period for which the HER only includes one artefact, a polished stone axe found in Friog (SH 61401220). The artefacts from the Bronze Age (1,500 - 500 BC) found in the Barmouth and Arthog area include two bronze axes, one looped axe above Fairbourne SH 62001200, one broken and perforated at Fegla Fawr (SH 63001460). A bronze spear-head was found near Barmouth and a bronze bucket found in Arthog Bog (SH 640014000). These were all on low land, suggesting that the sea level had dropped allowing the use of the sea and river edges. On the slopes above Arthog there were several ‘Bronze Age’ standing stones near Cregennan lakes (SH 65941450), another cup-marked stone near Bron Llety Ifan (SH 63341263) and seven cairns. 

On the west-facing slope northeast of Llanaber and NW of Llwyn du Parc was a kerb circle (SH 61451962). This is described by the English Heritage Thesaurus as “a low, hemispherical cairn, surrounded by a continuous circle of boulders” with religious and funerary significance. The Ordnance Survey map records it as a cairn circle at about 310 m. above sea level with a “homestead” immediately to the north. About a kilometre along a track to the east, at about 457 m. a cairn stands at the top of Bwlch y Rhiwgyr. A bwlch is a col or saddle, the low crossing point between two high points. About 600 metres to the SW, at the summit of the hill is another cairn, at 517 m. (SH623195). About a kilometre to the southeast, at about 265 m. on the east-facing slope of the Afon Dwynant valley, is an embanked stone circle, ‘Cerrig Arthur’ (SH 63161888). The English Heritage Thesaurus describes it as a complex ring cairn, “a circular arrangement of spaced stone uprights set within a high bank, often interrupted by a formal entrance gap” with religious ritual and funerary significance. A “homestead” is marked on the map about 500 m. to the east. (It is featured on Dolgellau’s website www.Dolgellau.com and  http://homepage.mac.com/mss.studios/movies/ iMovieTheater14.html)

According to Smith, the number and widespread distribution of burial sites suggests that there was a favourable climate. Dry and warm summers and mild winters allowed semi-nomadic sheep and cattle herders to develop agricultural settlements on the upper slopes of the hills. Land could be cleared of stones to make plots where vegetables and grain crops could be grown. These were on the slopes above the tree line, generally between 200 and 300 metres above sea level. The lower land was often too steep and rocky to support settlement. Whilst there may have been settlements on the coastal lowlands, evidence has not come to light. Such areas are very limited in the Barmouth and Arthog area and it may well be that, if there were such sites, they were subsequently occupied by later generations and the archaeological evidence lies under the foundations of present-day farmsteads, hamlets, villages and towns. 

The well-wooded lower slopes provided firewood, timber for housing and boats as well as wood for tools, weapons and fencing. Fishing in the sea, the rivers and streams as well as hunting birds and animals and gathering fruit, nuts, mushrooms and seeds would have provided enough sustenance to maintain many communities. 

Interest in this area’s archaeological past was documented in Edward Lhuyd’s 17th century writings, Thomas Pennant’s work in the 18th century and Richard Fenton’s in the early 19th. The middle of the 19th century saw a huge upsurge of interest in geology, palaeontology, archaeology and history and there was an intense passion amongst certain sections of the gentry for antiquities. To have fossils or archaeological remains on your desk or in your drawing room cabinet would have provided a focus for stimulating after-dinner conversations. As a result, archaeological excavation became a business. With a ready market for interesting finds, not all the discoveries have been documented.

The main targets for the early digs were the graves of our ancestors, particularly the more influential, tribal leaders. To avoid dead bodies being eaten by dogs, pigs, birds and other animals, they were buried deep in the soil. Six feet, almost two metres, was thought to be deep enough to stop animals from digging up the body. Where the soil was not deep enough, shallow graves were dug and long stones laid alongside the body with flat stones balanced on top so as not to crush it. However, in areas where soil was thin or non-existent, like the upland margins of this area, bodies were placed in these “cists”, stone chambers beneath enough stones to deter animals. Large flat slates were stood on their ends around the body and then covered with one or more large slabs on which a pyramidal pile of stones was placed.  

Some cairns were reported to be 50 feet (18.5 m.) wide. The larger ones were more likely to contain cists or chambers. In some areas the stones were covered in soil and became known as barrows, round barrows or burial barrows.  

Cremation, burning the dead body, was common amongst the ‘Beaker Folk’ who migrated to this area during the end of the third and beginning of the second millennium BC.  Like the prehistoric tribes, they too settled above the tree line. After the funeral pyre, the ashes may have been scattered but sometimes they were collected and put in a clay beaker or pot – a funerary urn – with a stone on top. These likewise were buried, sometimes beneath a pile of stones or cairn.  

Grave robbing is an ancient occupation, one which British archaeologists became well-known for around the world. With the widespread belief in an after-life, some people were often buried with their treasures and useful belongings. William Wynne (1801-1880), the scholarly owner of the Peniarth estate in south Meirionnydd, was the major explorer in this area. He contributed articles on his finds to the Cambrian Archaeological Association who held their first field trip in 1847 and published their journal, Archaeologia Cambrensis shortly afterwards. Wynne acquired a considerable collection of antiquarian artefacts, not all provenanced, which were eventually donated to the National Museum of Wales. 

Another interested archaeologist was W. Wynne Ffoulkes, who excavated widely, sometimes with Wynne.  Following his work in the Arthog area he had an article published in 1852.

Mr Wynne and myself have opened five or six carneddau on the hills in this neighbourhood – in none have we found urns. – in all, traces of cremation; yet there is no remarkable lack of clay in these soils… Now perhaps there is no custom of which nations are so tenacious as that relating to sepulchre; and of this we find abundant proof both in ancient and modern races. I therefore think we must conclude either that this carnedd was raised at a period when men were strangers to the fictile art; or by a race among whom the cinerary urn was not in use: that this carnedd affords evidence of an occupation here at a time when our forefathers had scarce trod the first steps of civilization; or traces of an extirpated race, whose memorials have well nigh perished with them.

(Ffoulkes, W. (1852), Archaeologia Cambrensis, pp.67-68)
George Smith suggests that most of the accessible cairns would have been examined in the hope of finding something of value, such was the ready market for antiquities in Victorian times. Most of these “robbed” cairns were in the Mawddach area where Wynne and Ffoulkes were most active.  When landowners managed to get their parish Enclosure Act, a number had their tenant farmers or agricultural labourers remove large stone obstacles from their fields.  Cerrig Arthur, the embanked stone circle mentioned earlier, was one of the sites they excavated. 

When the mountains in that neighbourhood (Sylfaen, on the north side of the Mawddach) were enclosed, several carneddau were pulled down to furnish stone for the enclosure walls, he on that occasion saw several vessels of clay which were discovered in those carneddau.

(Ffoulkes, W. (1852), Archaeologia Cambrensis, p.67)

The diameter of the stone circles and cairns is thought to be an indication of the site’s importance. When many hundreds of tons of rocks have had to have been moved it would have required a considerable workforce. Large cairns are therefore thought to be the burials of important local leaders. 

Bowan and Gresham reported that the largest cist was opened in 1851. It was located a quarter of a mile (400 m.) east of Hafotty fach on the bend of the road to Dolgellau at the head of Afon Arthog. Its circumference was 70 yard (77.7 m.). Over time, most of the stones have been removed and used in building field walls. The centre was dug out and used as a cock-fighting pit, known as ‘Ffridd Nantgwyrddail’. Its remote location could have been that the locals wanted to continue this ancient and popular pastime when cock fighting was made illegal in 1849. 

In 1853 a large cairn, 50 yards (55.5 m.) in circumference and 3 feet (1.05 m.) high above the southern end of the Cregennan Lakes was opened and a cist discovered. Another cairn about 300 yards (333 m.) to the southwest and close to the stone wall which marks the parish boundary, was found with two cists in it. All their stones had been removed but the depression indicated it was about 70 yards (77.7 m.) in circumference. A Druidic connection for these stones and those further west towards Llwyngwrill was suggested as early as 1833 in Samuel Lewis’ Topographical Gazeteer.

.

Another base of a large cairn was noted in the corner of the field just south of Eglwys Foel. Seven other cairns were recorded scattered over the moorland north of Hafotty fach. Prys Morris suggested there were several others.

According to George Smith, the best-known stone circle in North Wales is the Druid’s Circle at Cefn Coch, Penmaenmawr, Conwy, which is dated to the fourth millennium BC. There’s evidence of continuous use until at least the early 2nd millennium. The stone circles found in this area of Meirionnydd have a much smaller diameter and much smaller stones. He suggests this was deliberate

 ‘when larger stones were certainly available in most places. The size of the stone circles and the presence of surrounding ring banks suggest that they might be varieties of ring cairn. However, both stone circles and ring cairns may have been of mainly ceremonial rather than sepulchral function and such functions were clearly never separate. Like ring cairn variants the stone circles are not in visually prominent positions, again suggesting a ceremonial function. 

(Smith, op.cit.)

The Arthog Standing Stones are on flat ground above the southern Cregennan Lake at about 620 feet (230 m.) and, not being excavated, are thought to be of Later Neolithic origin (SH 665136). A number of the stones are missing. Some have been used as gate posts in the nearby wall and one lies flat a few yards away.

At present ten standing stones survive, ranging in height from 3 feet, 6 inches, to 18 inches; these are set in an irregular group about 24 feet long and 2 feet wide, and three of them at the south-west end appear to be arranged on the arc of a circle. The white quartz boulder at the opposite end, which is a striking and unusual feature, is possibly not in position, for it appears to be sitting on the surface, as if rolled there recently. The ground all round the site has been disturbed, and the cultivated area comes close to the stones, so that any other features that the site may have had cannot be clearly laid out. It may be classed for the time being as a cairn-circle. 

(p.95 sketch map. p.96)

There is another standing stone, about a mile (1.6 km) WSW on the southwest-facing slope of a small valley between the tracks below Ffordd Ddu at about 250 m.  (SH 652133). Two more, just under two miles (about 3.5 km.) further southwest, stand on the north side of road at about 265 m. (SH 626118). Whilst there may have been some ceremonial function to these stones, their alienation alongside the track suggests that they could have been as waymakers when the route was covered in snow during the winter. There was a settlement nearby as various wandering walls, just west of these standing stones, are thought to be hut circles. Two cairns can be made out, with circumferences of 30 and 40 yards (33 – 44.4 m.), and others lie further west above the steep drop to the coast.

About a quarter of a mile (400 m.) west of Cyfanned fawr farm (SH 634123), on the slopes of Bryn Seward, is a cairn 33 yards by 3 feet (36.6 m by 1.05 m.) with an elaborate set of kerbstones. Nearby, a burial urn was found in the wall of an abandoned stone-built round house, thought to date from the late Iron Age or Romano-British times. (Crew, P. 1978,1979,1981). It lies alongside a trackway lined with several standing stones that leads to what is thought to have been the funerary and ceremonial site at Cregennan lakes. 

The Goleuwern cairn stands on the south side of road below Pen y-Garn where it swings around a spur (SH 622115), at about 825 feet (305 m.). It is an uneven heap of grass-covered stones about 46 yards (51.1 m.) in circumference and four feet (1.48m.) high. It was excavated in 1852 by Mr. W.  Wynne-Ffoulkes.

We made a circular excavation at the centre of it and we found that it consisted entirely of stones, disposed with some regularity bedwise, and increasing in size as our excavation deepened. After a short time, we came to some large flat stones, which were laid as a protection to the covering-stone of a cist, the top of which was one foot seven inches below the apex. This cist, which lay pretty nearly north south, on its eastern and western sides, was strongly protected by large blocks of stone. In form it was rectangular, and had a division placed across it at the distance of ten inches and three quarters from its northern extremity. It required the strength of two men to lift it. On first removing the covering stone we were struck with the singular appearance of the deposit, which presented an even surface carefully strewed with flakes or chippings of stones, resembling in character the ordinary stone found upon the mountain; these covered a deposit of moist, clammy, yellowish gravelly  soil, with which the cist seemed to have been filled up to the height of three or four inches. This soil we carefully looked through, but without discovering any remnants of bones, or anything resembling a relic, either ornamental or war-like, excepting one piece of stone, which was convex on one side, flat on the other, and rudely pointed at one end…  

(Arch. Camb. 1852, p. 65, 96; R.C.A.M, p.247)

Bowan and Gresham also identified the Bedd y Brenin (Grave of the King) cairn and cist (SH 634115) as lying on the west side of the footpath about 1,340 feet (495 m.) at the crest of the bwlch between Craig Cwm llwyd and Pen-y-Garn. Wynne-Ffoulkes investigated it as well in 1851 and reported it was 90 yards (100 m.) in circumference with sides four feet (1.48 m.) or more high. It appeared to have been used by shepherds as small shelters and walls had been built over it. There was a kerbstone pavement inside it between ten and twelve feet (3.7 m. to 4.44 m.) back from the outer edge of the mound. It was said to have been “plundered” both recently as well as in the past. When Wynne-Ffoulkes removed the stones in the centre he found a large flat stone, six feet three inches (2.19 m.) long, three foot three inches (1.14 m.) wide and six inches (0.18 m.) thick. This was removed with difficulty as is now gone.  Under it a small, wedge-shaped cist, two feet six inches (0.92 m.) long, tapering from one foot six to one foot (0.55 –  0.37 m.) and about 18 inches (0.85 m.) deep, stood in the centre. It was made up of three flat slabs of stone still in position forming the sides and one end. Beneath an inch of dark brown soil mixed with minute pieces of burnt bone a triangular piece of stone almost filled the space. Beneath it was found four broken stones, one in each corner, under which a larger quantity of burnt bones was found but no urn. (Arch. Camb. 1852, p.96; R.C.A.M, p.247)

The standing stones at Morfa are sited on the north side of the road, at about 716 feet (265 m.). They are known as the Waun Oer Stones (SH 617113). Lawrence Main, in his book ‘The Spirit Paths of Wales’, considers there to be special significance of these and the other standing stones and cairns along this route. He reported getting an electric shock from one of the white quartz boulders. The significance of many of these standing stones containing white quartz is not mentioned in the mainstream archaeological literature. It is worth mentioning that some people suggest that its electrical potential was utilised by ritual dancing. Main found three stones still standing, two recumbent and three supposed missing. When he dowsed them, he found the 60o angle coincided with the moonrise in its most northerly standstill, or approximately to the Beltane (early May) and Lugnasadh (early August) sunrises. 

About a mile to the southwest, just north of a homestead (SH 601103) above Gwastadgoed, are more standing stones at about 195 m. Bowan and Gresham provided details on other prehistoric sites. There was a cairn nearby (SH 604105) and another cairn and standing stone(s) (SH 662138) that were not marked on the OS map. Other prehistoric sites they detailed include an old Homestead (SH 611107) at about 245 m. on northwest facing slope below Pen-y-Crug and Castell y Caer about 125 m. on northwest facing slope on the northern side of Afon Gwril above Llwyngwril (SH 592090).

What are claimed to be Merionethshire’s finest groups of large round cairns are on the slopes and summit of Allt-lwyd, northeast of Llanegryn. At least eight cairns and two stone rings, possibly hut circles, have been found close to the trackways over the hills. The first cairn is at about 322 m. on the north-facing slope (SH 612082). It lies close to the road from the village to Pont Cwm Llwyd and close to the boundary stone between Llanegryn and Llangelynnin.  This deep-cut drove road has cut into the side of the mound. Its circumference is 60 yards (63 m.). A crater is in the middle as the inner stones have been removed. Its banks rise to about two feet (0.74 m.) and a few kerbstones were visible in the grassy banks. 

About 150 yards (157.5 m.) to the southwest a large cairn is sited on the south side of the summit (SH 614077).  Inside it a large sheepfold has been erected using stones from the cairn. The second (SH 614076) 

Need Bowan and Gresham p.98--- 115
An explanation as to why these ancient occupation, funerary and ceremonial sites were deserted was put forward in Bowen and Gresham’s History of Merionethshire . They state that the climate got wetter and colder towards the end of the 1st millennium BC. They argued that it helps explain the abandoned upland settlements of the prehistoric people. Heavier rain stimulated the rapid growth of peat over the earlier grassy pastures. Valley bottoms filled with swamp and there was expansion of the existing heavy forest growth. The Bronze Age people were unable to adjust in time. Wooden houses with turf or thatch roofs had to be replaced with thick stone buildings and slate roofs to keep out the cold and damp.  This resulted in a downward migration of settlements to coastal sites. 

Another factor they suggest could have been the arrival of other tribes. Dr. H. N. Savory suggested that, by 400 BC, the Silures, Demetae, Ordovices and Cornavii-Deceangli tribes were already established in this western coastal district when the Roman occupation began. He argued that the distribution of their bronze artefacts on the lower coastal fringes confirms it. Some of these coastal tribes had a strong Irish influence, others had in-migrated from the surrounding hills.  (Bowen and Gresham, p.127)

Lewis’ Topographical Dictionary referred to a bronze bucket being found in 1826 in a turbary (tributary) of the Afon Arthog near Ty’n Coed. Whether it contained anything is unknown, neither whether other artefacts were found nearby. Its significance was not known at the time. General John Vaughan, C.B. recalled that, in about 1880, his sisters were directed by the family coachman to dig up something interesting at a spot immediately behind Howel Sele Lodge, Nannau Park. Much to their surprise they uncovered a bronze bucket.

It was made of three riveted bronze sheets, 19.4 inches (0.59 m.) high, 8.65 inches (0.26 m.) wide at the base and 14.75 inches (0.45 m.) wide at the brim, almost identical dimensions given for the Arthog bucket. Although it became known as the Nannau Bucket, it is now thought to have been acquired by the coachman and deliberately buried at Nannau for the girls to find.  He was supposedly devoted to them. There was only slight damage at the rim and shoulder.  Investigation showed that the lower sheet and base were shaped from a bronze disc using a wooden hammer. The upper part was made from two bronze plates bent round and riveted together up the sides. The top curved in to form a neck and rim stiffened with bronze wire. To give it extra strength for carrying, two rings were riveted around the neck and rim.  

Archaeologists consider it to be one of the best examples of bronze buckets found in the British Isles. Objects found in other buckets of the same type give it a date of between 750 and 700 BC.  Most were found in Ireland and it is thought this bucket was made there, either by local or foreign smiths who had mastered bronze metal-working skills on the continent. Very similar 8th century ‘Kurdish’ buckets have been found in East Central Europe.  It has been suggested that it may have been a model from which similar buckets were made and was lost on the well used trading route between England, Mid-Wales and the Welsh coast.    

Following the construction of Bron Fegla, on Fegla fawr,  Arthog (SH630146), the owner, Geraint Edwards,  was making a lawn and unearthed a broken perforated axe hammer. Examination showed it was the large, four-inch (0.12 m.) long butt section of a typical waisted battle-axe made from granodiorite, an intrusive igneous rock, similar to granite. Around its edge is a decorative groove. When complete it would have been nine inches (0.27 m.) long. Such axes are rare in Wales. Two other complete ones were found in Coedana in Anglesey. Others have been found in Scotland, Yorkshire, the northern Welsh Marches, the Thames valley and Wessex and archaeologists date the Bron Fegla axe-hammer to the Early Bronze Age.

Iowerth C. Peate reported that

In February, 1930, an axe hammer, greatest length 200 mm. x greatest breadth 100 mm. was discovered on Bwlch-gwyn farm (SH 625133) near Arthog, Merioneth, by the tenant, Mr. John Evans, who has presented it (through the kind offices of Mr. T. O. Williams, headmaster of the local school) to the National Museum of Wales. The implement is imperfect, a considerable portion of the butt having been broken off… The axe-hammer is of Presely spotted ophitic dolerite, and is thus another addition to the list of artefacts of Pembrokeshire stone found far afield in Wales…

Peate, I. C. (1930), ‘An Axe-hammer from Arthog, Merioneth’, Arch. Camb. Vol. LXXXV.2, p.407 

Two hammers of the same material were noted as having been found in Carmarthenshire and two in County Antrim in Ireland but there was no indication of the age of the Arthog axe. However, a socketed axe was found at Braich-y-goeswen (SH???) and dated from between 700 and 400 BC. It is polygonal in form with a long slender blade. The circular mouth has moulding round the socket. What was described as an ‘unlooped palstave’ was found at Bron-llety-Ifan, on the steep slopes above Arthog (SH 637129). This was a Bronze Age axe dated to between 1,000 and 800BC. Although badly corroded, oblique tooling marks were seen on one side of the flange (p.112). Like the bronze ‘Arthog’ bucket, the palstave and socketed axe are thought to be similar to those found in Ireland, suggesting a close trading link with this area of Wales. 

North of river

Dinas Olev? On a circular knoll about 120 m. SH617158

Standing stone on flat land about 255 m, just below the summit of Cerrig y Cledd.

Settlement about 298 m. on south facing slope above Uwch-mynydd (SH650204).

Fort about 240 m. on southwest facing slope to the north of Ffridd y Ceraig

Lower down the northwest slope is a cairn circle (SH616203), at about 310 m. Two tumuli and prehistoric burial mounds about 270 m. named Carneddau Hengwym (SH613205). George Smith considers this site to date from the Bronze Age period and may have served as a ceremonial as well as a funerary site as its site was accessible and visible. There is another large tumulus on the northern side of the valley, about 230 m., called Pen y Dinas. Just below it is a homestead on a narrow ridge between two valleys about 155 m. (SH604206) another homestead is found closer to the sea, only 16 m. (SH590207).   

There is even more evidence of prehistoric settlements to the north.

The Neolithic 
The earliest sites at Egryn are two quite splendid neolithic long cairns known as Carneddau Hengwm.  These cairns were first described and drawn in the late eighteenth century by Thomas Pennant in his "Tours" and are conceivably the oldest sites in Trust ownership  in Wales (to be correct only part of one of the cairns is on Trust land), dating to the beginning of the fourth millennia BC. 

The north cairn is the more ruinous but has the remains of two side chambers. The south cairn is much larger, has retained one of its roofed side chambers and at its east a typical portal dolmen construction, (the ceremonial entrance to the tomb) which Pennant described as having two overlapping capstones. These stones are still there but have evidently been pushed off their supports since Pennant's visit in the 1780s.  

The Bronze Age and later Prehistoric
A bit further up the hill from the long cairns is an area with various Bronze Age monuments.  Typical of the period are the burial cairns and more notably a stone circle built with its stones set leaning out from the circle in a "sunburst" arrangement.  OGS Crawford excavated this site and some of the cairns in 1919. 

There is one other example of a similar stone circle north of Egryn at Bryn Cader Faner, but no others have survived.  Since 1999 a small team from Bangor University has been excavating sites on Mynydd Egryn. Initially they were supported by Mr. Bryne but latterly by the Trust. During the last season of work (2003), they excavated what had appeared to be one of the many cairns but which could well be a Bronze Age house. The results of tests on datable material from this site are pending.
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The Iron Age and Medieval
In "Snowdonia from the Air"  (Crew & Musson, 1996) the Egryn prehistoric landscape features on several pages. The most striking illustration (p41) clearly shows the late Iron Age / early medieval landscape of fields, platform houses and paddocks which lies just above the Fridd boundary wall and extends over an area of about 30 ha. This area was surveyed in 1982 by Martin DeLewandowicz and subsequently has been protected by schedule.  

Stone quarrying  

The local stone of which almost all of the houses and boundary walls are built is a hard grey sandstone, the Rhinog Grits. However, some of the mullions, door embrasures and decorative mouldings of Harlech Castle, Cymmer Abbey (near Dolgellau) and also Egryn Abbey itself are constructed from sandstone of quite different character.  This was quarried at Egryn.  

A document relating to the building of Harlech Castle mentions payment for shipping stone from the 'free quarry at Egrin'  (a freestone quarry).  A timber trackway was exposed on the beach at Egryn in the 1970s and excavated soon after. This has been radiocarbon dated to the same period of historic building activity, and could well be linked. 

Mining
Considerable evidence of manganese mining survives at Egryn, although the main source of magnesium in Wales is the much larger Rhiw and Benallt mine in Lleyn.  Initially the source was exploited in the 1830s for oxide and it was later re-opened during the Second World War for use in the steel industry.

http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-chl/w-countryside_environment/w-archaeology/w-archaeology-aar03-04/w-archaeology-aar03-04_wales.htm#gwynedd
In George Smith’s survey of prehistoric funerary and ritual sites in Meirionnydd, he located six chambered tombs and five possible or uncertain sites which all lay in long cairns. They differed from those found in Anglesey which tended to be round cairns, similar to those found in Ireland. Although they were all aligned east-west which suggested an astrological explanation, they tended to be located on west-facing slopes and on prominent points so as to be visible from a distance. What was thought significant was their high concentration in a very small area suggesting very localised settlement, the absence of flint tools and stone axes.  

Whilst megalithic rock art has been found in many parts of Britain, relatively little has been found in North Wales. It was common during both the Neolithic and Bronze Age periods and found carved on monuments and natural rock exposures. The most important rock art in Meirionnydd is a pecked spiral design on a boulder, said to have been found in Cwm Nantcol and now in Llanbedr church. Its style is similar to rock art found in Anglesey and Ireland, suggesting links across the Irish Sea.  Cup marks have been found on one of the stones in the Llecheiddior stone circle near Tal-y-bont, on the surface of a huge natural erratic boulder close to a possible chambered cairn at Gwerncarnhyddion, Llanbedr and, in this area, up to seven cup marks have been found on a large boulder only about 10 m. east of a recently discovered kerb cairn at Bron Llety Ifan, Arthog.  It is considered of great interest as it was found close to a cairn and that six of the cup marks are in an arc or crescent with one outlying mark.  Cup marks have also been found on stones at the Cregennan lakes site. (Smith, op.cit. pp.111-2)

Almost all of the literature refers to the Prehistoric and Bronze Age periods. The Iron Age gets very little reference. This was the shortest time period, from 500 to 55 BC. One wonders why there was only one reported Iron Age find for the Barmouth and Arthog area in the HER. It was a settlement and field system at Llanaber (SH 60891822). Whilst it is possible that there had been a significant out-migration, it’s possible that artefacts still lay buried under two millennia of plant growth, that ploughing might have obliterated evidence, or that other Iron Age artefacts have yet to be uncovered as they lie beneath the foundations of existing settlements. The Portable Antiquities Scheme website recorded in 2001:
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Wales: Late Iron Age model shield
The Late Iron Age model shield from near Barmouth, Merionethshire.

One of the most important finds to be recorded by Philip Macdonald (Finds co-ordinator: Wales) during the first two years of the Welsh pilot Scheme is a copper alloy model of a Late Iron Age shield which was discovered in the mid 1990s near Barmouth in Merionethshire. Although the model shield was discovered several years ago it was only reported after the finder became aware of the Scheme. The oval-shaped model shield is 86mm x 49mm in size and is made from a single sheet of copper-alloy apart from a separate handle which is riveted to its reverse.

Model shields are an unusual find type, only a small number are known from the British Isles and none have previously been recorded from Wales. Although they superficially resemble modern, children's toys they are unlikely to have had this function in antiquity. The contexts of those examples of the type recovered during controlled archaeological investigations suggest that they were probably votive items which were deposited during religious rituals. Study of aerial photographs of the model shield's reported findspot suggests a possible archaeological context for its deposition. The aerial photographs contained evidence of a small rectilinear enclosure, which survives as a slight earthwork, on the findspot described by the finder. Potentially, the reporting of the model shield may have resulted in the discovery of a hitherto unrecognised Iron Age site.

The model shield from Barmouth shares a number of features in common with other, full-size Iron Age shields found in North Wales. The front of the shield is decorated with several incised motifs including a pair of peltate plaques either side of the boss which recall those on the Moel Hiraddug and Tal-y-Llyn shields. Furthermore, incised lines running across the repoussé elongated oval boss are closely paralleled by the decoration on the Moel Hiraddug shield boss. In the 1970s Dr Hubert Savory, then Keeper of Archaeology at the National Museum of Wales, controversially argued that the similarities of shield fittings discovered from sites in North Wales, including those from Moel Hiraddug and Tal-y-Llyn, suggested that their was a North Welsh regional tradition of metalworking. The discovery of this model shield, which shares several of the characteristics of Savory's proposed North Welsh shield type, lends credence to Savory's suggestion and contributes to current academic debates about how metalworking was organised in Iron Age Britain. A detailed study of both the model shield and its archaeological context is currently being jointly undertaken by both the finder and staff from the National Museums & Galleries of Wales. 

There is much more evidence of the Roman period (55 BC - 400 AD) in the HER for the Barmouth and Arthog area.  There was only one reference to a settlement, at Cyttiau, Gwyddelod (SH 61281758). Like the Roman hut circles and rectangular enclosure at nearby Is Mynydd (SH 61621959), they are not marked on the Ordnance Survey map. The settlement is located on the south side of the valley between Fridd Fechan and Fridd y Graig, a few hundred metres southwest of the Roman hillfort, Castell Llanaber (SH 61521785). This stronghold was situated on a knoll, about 290 m. above sea level, controlling the passes over the hills to the east with views west down the valley to the coast route north from Barmouth, through Llanaber to Harlech. 

Just over a mile (two km.) to the south is the site of Dinas Oleu (SH 61701570), thought to be another Roman fort. At about 100 m. above sea level it had commanding views over the sea to the west and the Mawddach estuary to the south and east.  About five miles (8km.) upstream was Bryn Castell, (SH 65072042) another hill fort at about 305 m. above sea level on a flat part of a south running spur on Uwch Mynydd below Diffwys, with commanding views over  Bontddu, the estuary road and upstream towards Dolgellau. 

Within signalling view of Dinas Oleu on the south side of the river was the hillfort on the pencil-thin ridge below Pared y Cefn Hir (SH 66461510). At 1,200 feet (360 m. ) on a pencil thin ridge it overlooked access up Afon Arthog valley to the higher pastures around Cregennan Lake and the Roman Road from Dolgellau, over the hills to Llwyngwyrill . The Modern Antiquarian website includes a brief description:

A curving stone rampart, c.8.0m across, with a central NE-facing entrance, cuts off a c.350m extent of ridge-crest to the SW, resting on precipitous crags on the NW. An outer walled enclosure, 60m NE-SW by 30m, beyond a coll, c.25m to the NE. A detached c.50m length rampart, runs S from a point c.50m SE of the outer enclosure.

(http://www.themodernantiquarian.com/site/6250) 

How long these forts were occupied and whether they ever saw any fighting with the Iron Age tribes is unknown. According to the National Trust’s archaeology section it stated that:   

Roman forts in West Wales are generally thought to date to the 70s AD when the Flavian conquest finally prevailed. The later site may reflect a garrison phase following a short abandonment perhaps when military support was required further north. .
(http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-chl/w-countryside_environment/w-archaeology/w-archaeology-aar03-04/w-archaeology-aar03-04_wales.htm)
Some old field walls just below Pared y Cefn Hir hillfort to the east are said to be Roman (SH 66951525) and a hut platform was noted on the west-facing slope about half a mile to the southeast near Nant Y Gwyrddail (SH 66881417) beside the Roman Road. 

There were fifteen hut circles. 

Three hut circles immediately to the south of Bwlch y Rhiwgyr, two just over the col on the east-facing slope (SH 62821989) and another, a little further south (SH 62801977). All three were on steep land overlooking the Afon Dwynant, just above Cerrig Arthur. Whilst they may have been agricultural occupation sites, their proximity to the top of the pass suggests possible guard outposts. 

Another hut circle east of Fridd Olchfa on the northern side of the valley leading up to Bwlch Cwmmaria (SH 61321926) to the south of Llwyn du Parc.

Close to Cefnfeusydd Farm was another hut circle in the valley of the Afon Caletwr that drained west into the sea, just north of Llwyngwril (SH 60451067). About half a mile further southwest along the track was a circular homestead enclosure (SH 60131027). 

Another was sited beside the track below Bryn Seward (SH 62311176).  

The largest concentration of Roman occupation was in the area southeast of Cyannedd Fawr, hut circle (SH 63121160), an enclosed hut group (SH 63421224) and hut circles (SH 63131159), a round hut (SH 63111184), Further up the slope towards the pass below Braich Ddu were cairns and another hut circle (63521213). A hut circle SH 63351173 

The only standing stone in the Barmouth and Arthog area identified as being Roman is sited on flat land, just over 200 m. (SH 65281394). What its function was is unknown. As it within sight of the hillfort at Dinas Oleu across the Mawddach, it may have been a signal station should the Pared y Cefn Hir hillfort have been in fog. It’s possible the Romans used beacon fires. Some Roman pottery (???) was found about 200 metres southwest at Llys Bradwen (SH 65101385), on the northern bank of Afon Arthog, the main access route up into the hills once over the river from Barmouth. 

 The upper part of a rotary quern stone, thought to be Roman, was found just behind Glasfryn Terrace in Arthog (SH 63021348). The only other documented Roman artefact was a bronze bowl reported to be from Barmouth but its exact provenance is uncertain (SH 61001600). a Roman Road that ran roughly NNE to SSW from Dolgellau across the hills, past Cregennan Lakes and over the saddle below Braich Ddu towards the Dysynni valley. 

Bowan and Gresham refer to Roman coins being found in 1695 near Dolgellau. They thought they could have been votive offerings thrown into a spring. Roman pottery found at Llys Bradwen (SH 655139 Llys Bradwen (SH 65101385). It was situated on flat land, about 200 m. above sea level on the northern bank of Afon Arthog, controlling access up the valley towards the Roman Road near Cregennan and Fford Ddu. (This was the ruins of Bradwen’s Court.  Bradwen was supposed to be the leader of one of the Fifteen Tribes of Wales in the Middle Ages. The nearby Eglwys Goel may have been his church.)

Arthog is thought to be from the word Arthawg, a family name.

Arthog Hall (?) was formerly known as Pwllarthog. Pwl means pit.

Slate quarrying in 1860s.

Tyddyn Sieffre slate quarry opened in mid 1860s “but this venture folded and went into liquidation”.

Cyanedd Fawr silver-lead mine – only such mine in the district. Lead taken by ferry to Barmouth and shipped to Swansea where it was smelted and refined. One record states that 40 ounces of silver were obtained from one tonne of ore.  

Slates from ty’n-y-Coed lowered down a tramway which ran over a bridge across the road down to a jetty on the banks of the Mawddach. Here they were loaded on boats and taken to Barmouth.

Competition from C orris and Ffestiniog slate quarries has been claimed as the cause of their closure in the 1880s. 

National school bell tower dates from 1844.

Single arch stone bridge

Church

Qukaer burial ground in Llwyngwril

Grave found at Cynfanedd Ucha.

Small settlement at Cregennan Lakes fell into disrepair but restored?

Nannau bronze bucket

Bronze Age details from Evans and Jones

Water mill powered by water channelled from Afon Arthog. Stones still on site.

Arthog Terrace built in the 1860s.

Pencei (end of quay)

Tide used to come up to the turnpike? Until the embankments were erected. Small boats could sail up the river to load at Pencei quay. In 19th century John Price, one of ?’s tenants, owned a boat in which he carried peat. 

Afon y Morfa, small farm dating from 17th century  

Barmouth

Used to be called Abermawe (Mouth of the river Mawe?)

In parish of St Mary’s church Llanaber, a 12th century Norman church

Merioneth = mary?

In 1565, during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, ‘A Return of Harbours and Creeks in Merionethshire’  reported Barmouth only had four houses and two ferry boats. They took passengers and goods from Barmouth to Penrhyn where the highway continued down to coast to Friog, Llywyngwril, Towyn, Aberdovey and to cross the River ? into ? at Machynlleth. 

17th century wool trade . ? Civil War disrupted trade so Barmouth “remained poor and backward”.

Following the gradual deforestation of the Llyn peninsula for ship oaks during the 18th century, shipbuilding had started at Barmouth by 1750. 15 sloops were built on the river and the town was the main harbour in Merioneth. The oak trees on the slopes on both sides of the Mawddach were one of the main factors. It was said years later that the trees from downstream had a greater tendency to develop dry rot than those upstream. Congestion in Barmouth docks was so great that hardly a creek in the Mawddach did not produce some craft or other, ranging from a rowing boat, barges, brigs, brigantines and schooners. What vessels were produced at Arthog is unknown but the major creeks used were at Maesgarnedd, Penmaenpool and Glandwr.  Once the hulls were launched, rowing boats pulled them downstream to Barmouth to the fitting out basin.

Ships were often given women’s names, after the wife or daughter of the shipbuilder. In Hugh Owen’s fascinating local history book the Treasures of the Mawddach, he described the launching of the ‘Hirnant’ in 1840 in the yard below Porkington Terrace.

As the vessel was on the stocks she stood well above the level of the street, her bows forming an archway and almost touching the house known as ‘Glanaber’, opposite the yard. It was from the front bedroom that Miss Richards (the daughter of the builder and a lady renowned for her beauty) christened the ship by breaking a bottle of wine against the bows in the traditional manner.

Ship building references in Hugh Owen’s Echoes of Old Merioneth 

The main export was a coarse woollen cloth called Webs, a type of flannel. It was made at Dolgellau and Barmouth. They were sold to Spain from where they were transhipped to countries in South America. In one year, between 1773 and 1776, £40,000 of Webs and £10,000 worth of stockings were exported.  Other products included butter, cheese, timber, manganese ore, copper ore, pit props and oakbark. . Limestone was often imported and sold as ballast when the ships had an empty hold on the return journey. Imports were mostly foodstuffs, including flour, oatmeal, beans, rye, wheat, malt, rice and fruit but there was also (gun) powder, coal, soap, candles, salt, skins, timber, bark, port, wine and spirits. Small boats transhipped much of these goods to the creeks upriver for local farmers. They also brought seaweed. This was used as a fertiliser on the fields as, once it rotted down, it added useful nutrients to the soil.

The Cambrian Railway Act (?) included a section requiring the company to open the bridge for sailing ships using the river. 

Railway reached Llywyngwril in November 1863, Barmouth Junction in July 1865. Barmouth Bridge was opened in 1867 and the extension north to Pwllheli terminus on 10th October 1867.

The completion of Cambrian railway’s line between Dolgellau and Barmouth in 1869 spelt the demise of the shipping industry. Steam trains could carry goods more quickly and cheaper than sailing boats. The number of ships at Barmouth dropped from 169 that year to only 11 in 1876. 

The owners of the ‘Telephone’  steamship ran a weekly service between Liverpool and Barmouth carrying foodstuffs and general cargo. Its replacement, ‘Dora’ was sunk by a German torpedo during the First World War and lies at the bottom of the Irish Sea. The last vessel to use Barmouth was the ‘Admiral’, a little steamship loaded with copper ore from Aberamffraw. It was the last time Barmouth Bridge was swung open for a trading vessel. 

??? offshore bank referred to in Owen’s last chapter T o t. M.   

Instead of travelling the 20 miles round the estuary, some locals made money ferrying people and goods across. This business declined once the wooden bridge over the estuary at Penmaenpool was completed 1879. It reduced the distance by four miles, improving north-south road traffic, despite the tolls. The Maensygarnedd shipbuilders and Dolgellau merchants who opposed it managed to get the company to construct an opening to allow sea going vessels to pass.   

In 1766 with the fashion for sea bathing, Barmouth’s long sandy beaches, invigorating sea air and good mountain and coastal views helped it develop as a seaside resort. Rented accommodation and inns were built to capitalise on the tourism. Many were run by women. The convivial company and low tariffs were also said to attract visitors whose business helped make it a prosperous town in the late 18th century. 

In the 19th century tourism expanded and visitors are said to have included geologists, natural historians, artists, poets, writers and politicians including Gladstone, Darwin, Tennyson, Shelley, Wordsworth and Rushkin. 

Barmouth Volunteer Company & Smuggling (Owen, H. pp.85-106) 

Custom House

In 1832 drunken riots in Barmouth led to meetings about how to control them.

Round House built in 1834 with two cells. See Evans and Jones & Hugh Owen (p.80-84. until police station built in 1861. It was abandoned and only restored recently.

The first record of Barmouth as a small port on the Welsh Coast was in 1565 in a survey commissioned by Queen Elizabeth 1st. Subsequently, Barmouth and the Afon Mawddach developed as one of the major ship building centres in Wales during the 18th. & 19th. centuries.
Enjoy a short walking tour of Barmouth's Maritime heritage by visiting the Sailors' Institute, Ty Gwyn and Ty Crwn all situated around the harbour. All three properties are open during daylight hours and admission is free. 
The Barmouth Sailors' Institute was erected in 1890 and the Victorian Reading Room is a fine example of its time being still more or less as it was when built. Together with many artefacts including pictures, paintings and model ships, the daily newspaper may still be read free of charge, as was the original concept when the Institute was founded. 
Ty Gwyn dates back to 1460 and is one of the first four buildings to be built in the shelter of the anchorage. It was built by Gruffydd Fychan of Cors-y-Gedol as a potential escape route. Later, Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke lay concealed in the building with his ward, the future King Henry VII, when plotting the overflow of Richard at the Battle of Bosworth Some of the building's history is portrayed in pictures and other memorabilia on the first floor, together with a fine example of a Tudor period ceiling. 
Ty Crwn (the Old Gaol) situated just behind Ty Gwyn, has two figures showing what life could be like if one fell foul of the Law in 1830 
Plans are being finalised for the re-development of the Sailors Institute to create a new building to house many artefacts from 'The Bronze Bell Wreck' Local sub aqua club members discovered the wreck of a heavily armed galleon just off the coast. It has been established that the vessel foundered in a storm in 1709 and was carrying a cargo of Carrara marble from Genoa. The most beautiful find was the Bronze Bell, lying on its side in a sandy gully and clearly marked 1677 with the Latin inscription 'Laudate Dominum Omnes Gentes' (Praise the Lord all People). 
Barmouth Council is currently commissioning local sculptor Frank Cocksey to carve one block of Carrara marble as a Millennium project This will feature as a unique piece of art in the harbour area. 
http://www.barmouth-wales.co.uk/history.html
One of the earliest descriptions of the area comes from a Merioneth survey in the year 1565. 'Abermowe, beinge likewise a haven havinge no habitacion, But only foure howses, whereof there are owners Res ap Res, Haryy ap Eden, Thomas ap Edward, and John ap Howell Goche.'

http://www.barmouth.net/
armouth itself gets a few mentions in documents of the 16th century. In the 1550's there was obviously some fishing activity as the 'herringe fisheries of Abermowe' form part of lease in 1549. The parish of Llanaber within which Barmouth falls had over 100 taxpayers listed in the Lay Subsidy Roll of 1292 and no doubt the ancient 'passage of the fferrie' granted by the Crown down the centuries and these fisheries suggests some form of habitation even back to this date. Many of the farmhouses near Barmouth date from the 16th century but built upon older sites. And yet this is a relatively recent settlement as the area is rich in early sites, most predating the Roman period by many centuries. You really are visiting an ancient landscape. Dinas Oleu - the Fort of Light - sited on top of the Rock indicates Barmouth's earliest origins. 
The earliest building extant in Barmouth, a first floor hall house, dates to around the third quarter of the 15th century. Ty Gwyn (White House) was built, suggests a contemporary poem, to provide a safe meeting place for those supporting Henry Tudor's claim to the throne during the Wars of the Roses. It now houses a museum on the quayside
In 1587, Robert Edwards, of Llwyndu, is recorded as the merchant receiving a consignment of goods from the Barmouth registered Le Angel and in 1615 a barque unloaded, amongst other goods, thirty 'tonnes of Ffrench wines' Evidence of early cultured tastes!
Barmouth grew to become an undistinguished but busy trading port, shipping out herrings in the 16th &17th centuries, mainly wool, slate (running from Porthmadog and elsewhere) and oak bark in the 18th & 19th centuries, the introduction of the railway in 1867 ensured that it was to be a new trade -holidaymakers - that saw the town's prosperity grow well into the 20th century. From the late 18th century Barmouth became a favourite stop for the travelling well-to-do and notable people of their time wrote of their experiences hereabouts - Charles Darwin, William Wordsworth, Shelley, Byron, John Ruskin to name a few plus a host of less well known travel writers - all seeking the magnificently picturesque scenery. Many prints and engravings of Barmouth survive from this period. 
Unfortunately, this new found prosperity was to be at the expense of maritime trade and Barmouth today sees but a token fishing activity with a few pleasure craft making up the numbers and there is little evidence of this seafaring tradition:we can just admire the splendour of the harbour with its mountain backdrop. In some ways this makes it all the more alluring and you can lean on the quay railings and gaze across the estuary and just dream. Fortunately, the harbour has not had the 'marina makeover' yet so it very much retains its traditional feel.
http://www.llwyndu-farmhouse.co.uk/Pages/barmouth.html
Population in 1950 was about 2,500.
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