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Lord	Penmachno,	‘father	of	all	quarry	workers’	c.1875

People	have	been	quarrying	for	slate	in	Wales	since	Roman	
Imes.	The	Roman	fort,	SegonIum,	near	Caernarfon	shows	
evidence	of	slate	from	the	local	area	being	used	there.		
During	the	Industrial	RevoluIon	there	was	an	increase	in	the	
demand	for	slate,	and	the	slate	quarries	of	north	Wales,	like	
the	south	Wales	mining	valleys,	became	an	aMracIon	for	
thousands	of	people	looking	for	work.			

Areas	such	as	Corris,	Blaenau	FfesIniog,	Nantlle	and	
Bethesda	saw	a	dramaIc	increase	in	populaIon	and	new	
communiIes	were	created	for	the	quarrymen	and	their	
families.	

Slate	dressing	at	Llechwedd	Quarry



Quarries	in	Wales	produced	more	than	4	from	every	5	slates	produced	
in	Britain	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century.		Caernarvonshire	was		
the	county	with	the	highest	slate	producIon	in	Wales.		

By	the	beginning	of	the	20th	century	two	quarries	had	developed	to	
become	the	most	important	quarries	in	the	world.		These	were	the	
Penrhyn	Quarry	and	the	Dinorwig	Quarry.

Workers	at	Cae'r	Nant	Quarry,	Llithfaen,	c.1885	

the owners

IN	1898	THE	SLATE	INDUSTRY	IN	WALES	REACHED	ITS	PEAK	WITH	A	
WORKFORCE	OF	17,000	MEN	PRODUCING	485,000	TONNES	OF	SLATE

POPULATION 1801 POPULATION 1911

GLAMORGANSHIRE 71,000 1,130,000

CAERNARVONSHIRE 41,500 142,000

BRECONSHIRE 32,000 56,000



Penrhyn	Quarry
The	Penrhyn	Slate	Mine	near	Bethesda	was	owned	by	Lord	
Penrhyn.		Richard	Pennant	had	inherited	the	Penrhyn	estate	at	the	
end	of	the	18th	century	and	by	the	mid	19th	century	Penrhyn	
Castle	had	been	transformed	by	the	wealth	generated	from	the	
slate	industry.		

Richard	Pennant	bought	the	small	slate	quarries	on	the	Penrhyn	
estate	and	combined	them	to	create	the	Penrhyn	Quarry.	

the owners
This	is	George	Sholto	Gordon	Douglas-
Pennant	(1836-1907),	the	second	Lord	
Penrhyn	and	the	owner	of	the	slate	
mine	during	the	Penrhyn	Strike,	
1900-03.

He	inherited	the	Penrhyn	estate	in	1866	
which	included	27,000	acres	of	land.		
The	family	also	owned	coMon	
plantaIons	in	Jamaica.

Penrhyn	Castle

	The	estate	was	inherited	by	Edward	
Gordon	Douglas	Pennant	(1800	-	
1886)	,	who	was	a	key	figure	in	
developing	the	quarry	into	becoming	
one	of	the	largest	quarries	in	the	
world.		

These	major	landowners	became	
wealthy	because	of	the	rent	paid	to	
them	by	the	tenants	on	their	estate,	
and	even	more	so	from	the	slate	
produced	from	the	quarries	on	their	
estate.		



Dusty	condiNons	as	seen	here	at	the	Oakley	Slate	Mine,	Blaenau	FfesNniog,		
May	14,	1969 were	commonplace	in	the	daily	working	life	of	the	quarryman.
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The	village	of	Bethesda	with	the	Penrhyn	Quarry	in	the	background.		
Many	of	the	villages	were	named	aber	the	chapels	built	in	the	villages	
surrounding	the	quarries,	such	as	Carmel,	Bethesda	and	Nasareth.

The	McAlpine	Company	bought	the	quarry	in	1964,	and	today	it	
is	owned	by	Welsh	Slate	Limited.

the owners

The	Penrhyn	Quarry	developed	quickly	with	the	building	of	a	
railway	at	the	beginning	of	the	19th	century	to		transport	slate	
from	the	quarry	to	Porth	Penrhyn.		This	port	was	purpose	built	
during	the	1790s	to	transport	slate.		

ProducIon	at	the	quarry	declined	during	the	20th	century,	
especially	aber	the	Penrhyn	Strike,	1900-03.

BY	1881	PENRHYN	QUARRY	HAD	A	WORKFORCE	APPROACHING	3,000	
AND	WAS	PRODUCING	NEARLY	112,000	TONNES	OF	SLATE	A	YEAR.	

Penrhyn	Quarry



The owners

Dinorwig	Quarry
The	quarry	came	into	the	possession	of	the	Assheton	
Smith	family	when	Thomas	Assheton	Smith,	originally	from	
Chester,	inherited	the	Dinorwig	Quarry	in	1809	as	part	of	
the	Faenol	Estate,	as	well	as	other	estates	in	
Caernarvonshire	and	Anglesey.	

He	took	the	opportunity	to	make	his	fortune	out	of	the	
valuable	resources	within	his	estate	and	used	his	wealth	to	
create	a	company	to	manage	the	quarry,	with	himself	as	
director.	

The	workforce	of	quarrymen	increased	from	200	in	1820	to	800	
in	1826	,with	the	quarry	producing	20,000	tonnes	of	slate	
annually	by	that	Ime.		Assheton	Smith	built	a	road	from	
Dinorwig	to	Felinheli,	so	that	slates	could	be	exported	from	the	
new	Port	Dinorwig.		The	road	was	further	developed	when	a	
railway	was	built	on	it	by	his	son,	Thomas	Smith	(1776	-	1858).		

By	the	beginning	of	the	20th	century	Dinorwig	had	reached	its	
peak	producIvity	with	more	than	3,000	men	working	in	the	
quarry.

Dinorwig	Quarry	was	closed	in	1969	and	nearly	400	workers	
were	made	redundant.
		

Thomas	Assheton	Smith	
(1752-1828)



The	quarrymen	of	Pen	y	Bont,	Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog

Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog

why was there a demand for slate?
The	expanding	slate	industry	in	Caernarvonshire	was	important	in	
meeIng	the	increasing	demands	for	slate	materials	during	the	
19th	and	beginning	of	the	20th	century.			

The	growth	of	industrial	towns	like	Sheffield	in	the	north	of	
England,	and	the	industrial	valleys	of	south	Wales	during	the	
Industrial	RevoluIon,	created	a	demand	for	slate	products	like	Iles	
for	housing,	foundries	and	the	new	factories	being	built.

There	was	also	a	demand	for	household	products,	
and	wriIng	slates	for	schools.

The	life	of	the	quarryman	was	difficult	for	different	reasons:

• His	apprenIceship	lasted	5	years
• He	was	employed	on	a	monthly	contract
• He	had	to	pay	for	his	own	tools,	hammers,	rope,	chisels	and	even	
the	cost	of	the	explosives	he	used.		He	also	had	to	pay	for	the	
upkeep	of	his	tools.		

• If	he	lived	far	from	his	workplace	the	quarryman	would	stay	
during	the	week	in	stone	barracks	owned	by	the	quarry.		



At	one	Ime,	Llechwedd	Quarry	in	Blaenau	FfesIniog	was	the	second	
largest	quarry	in	the	world.		The	quarry	had	25	miles	of	tunnels	which	
reached	a	depth	of	900	feet.		Its	slate	was	exported	to	five	different	
conInents.	

Mr	Evan	Ellis	Evans	and	Mr	Jack	Arthur	Williams	(manager)	in	one	of	the	caves	
at	Aberllefenni	Quarry	(1952)	

Inside	the	Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesNniog	(1954)	

There	were	two	types	of	quarries:

Open	quarries:		where	the	rockface	above	ground	was	worked,	for	
example,	at	Penrhyn	and	Dinorwig.		

Underground	quarries:	such	as	Llechwedd	and	Oakley	quarries,	
Blaenau	FfesIniog.

why was there a demand for slate?

Llechwedd		Quarry



8Spliing	the	slate	with	a	hammer	and	chisel

Work in a quarry

The	quarrymen	worked	in	gangs	of	between	4	and	8	men,	with	each	
member	of	the	gang	having	different	responsibiliIes.		

Creigwyr:	drilled	holes	in	the	rock	and	placed	explosives	in	
them	to	break	the	rock.		Before	the	pneumaIc	drill	was	
used	this	difficult	work	was	done	by	hand	and	was	
especially	dangerous	when	dynamite	was	used.			

Holltwyr	and	Naddwyr:		broke	the	rock	stone	or	block	and	
prepared	it	to	be	split	and	dressed	as	a	slate.		

Loeswyr:	moved	slate	waste	to	the	rubble	heaps.	

Working	the	rockface Breaking	the	slate	slab



Work in a quarry

Penrhyn	Quarry

The	galleries	at	the	Penrhyn	Quarry

Y	Fargen	(the	Bargain):	Each	gang	would	negoIate	with	the	
quarry	supervisor	how	much	they	would	get	paid	for	the		
specific	area	of	rock	that	they	would	be	working	on	for	the	
following	month.		The	agreement	struck	would	be	called	y	
Fargen,	and	it	was	usually	agreed	on	the	first	Monday	of	
each	month.		

The	quarrymen	would	work	on	rock	formed	into	galleries	or	
ponciau	that	could	be	as	high	as	80b	in	the	larger	quarries.	
Gangs	of	quarrymen	would	work	on	the	ponc.		



A	general	view	of	the	yard	at	Aberllefenni	Quarry	
showing	the	workshop,	tram	tracks	and	stacks	of	slate

Wagons	at	the	top	of	the	incline	at		
Llechwedd	Quarry,	1955	

Wagons	arriving	at	the	yard	at	
Penrhyn	Quarry,	1965	

Work in a quarry

Wagons	or	trams	would	be	used	to	transport	slate	down	and	up	
the	incline	in	open	and	underground	quarries.		

The	empty	tram	would	be	pulled	up	or	down	the	incline	by	the	
weight	of	a	tram	that	was	loaded	with	slate.			



Health	and	safety	noNce	at	the	Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesNniog,	1969	

Work in a quarry

The	car	gwyllt	(wild	car)	was	a	device	that	
slided	down	the	incline	rails	and	was	used	
by	the	quarrymen	to	return	from	the	top	of	
the	quarry.	

A	photograph	of	a	former	quarryman,	John	
Vaughan	Jones	driving	the	car	gwyllt	down	
the	tracks	on	the	incline	at	the	Craig	Ddu	
Quarry	(1959).		



One	of	the	rybelwyr	bach,	or	apprenIce,	at	the	Llechwedd	
Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog.

Photograph	showing	the	smithy	at	Blodwel	Quarry,	in	1954.
	Amongst	the	other	jobs	in	a	slate	quarry	there	were	carpenters,	
sawyers,	stonemasons,	engineers	and	loaders.

Four	new	apprenIces	receiving	instrucIons	from	a	
foreman	at	the	Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog.

Work in a quarry



dangers at work

Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog

The	quarrymen	faced	numerous	dangers	in	their	daily	work	at	the	
quarry.		These	included	coping	with	scaling	heights,	and	having	to	
rely	on	a	rope	to	hold	them	for	hours	while	they	were	working	on	
the	rock	(ponc).		These	situaIons	caused	regular	
accidents	and	deaths.		

Other	dangers	included	handling	explosives	and	coping	with	
the	dust	of	the	slate	as	it	was	chiselled.		A	common	disease	caused	
by	the	dust	was	silicosis,	which	was	especially	prevalent	among	
quarrymen	who	split	and	dressed	he	slate.		

The	Dinorwig	Quarry	at	Llanberis



Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog

Coal	mines	had	been	inspected	since	
the	1850s,	and	William	Gladstone’s	
Liberal	Government	decided	that	the	
slate	mines	should	also	be	inspected.				

Like	other	industries	such	as	iron,	steel	
and	coal,	this	task	would	be	carried	
out	by	Government	Inspectors.	 

This	evidence	was	given	in	
1910	as	part	of	a	Royal	
Commission	Enquiry	by	
the	Government	on	mines	
and	quarries	in	Scotland,	
the	north	of	England	and	
north	Wales.		

The	report	was	published	
in	1912.

dangers at work

Evidence	of	quarrymen	at	Dinorwig	Quarry



dangers at work

Evidence	from	quarrymen	who	
worked	at	the	Llechwedd	and	
Oakley	Quarries,	Blaenau	
FfesIniog.

Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	FfesIniog.

Evidence	of	quarrymen	at	the	Dinorwig	Quarry.



dangers at work

An	explosion	in	a	quarry

A	descripIon	by	an	inspector	of	an	accident	that	had	occurred	at	
the	Oakley	Quarry	on	one	of	the	open	galleries.

Evidence	given	by	quarrymen	at	the	Oakley	Quarry,	Blaenau	
FfesIniog.	



The	Illustrated	Usk	Observer	and	Raglan	Herald,	September	16,	1865

John	T.	Jones,	Bethesda,	showing	a	surgical	medical	table	from	the	Penrhyn	
Quarry	hospital.	

Dusty	condiNons	as	seen	here	at	the	Oakley	Slate	Mine,	Blaenau	FfesNniog,		
1969 were	commonplace	in	the	daily	working	life	of	the	quarryman.

dangers at work
A	horn	sounding	across	the	whole	quarry	was	a	sign	that	a	
serious	accident	had	occurred.		

The	quarries	at	Penrhyn	and	Dinorwig	had	hospitals	nearby	so	that	
quarrymen	who	had	suffered	an	injury	could	be	treated	quickly,	
and	so	that	they	could	return	to	work	as	soon	as	possible.



The	quarry	railway	line	between	Llanberis	and	Felinheli

exporting slate
It	was	important	for	the	quarry	owners	that	
the	slate	could	be	transported	easily	and	
exported	overseas.		Many	owners	therefore	
invested	in	building	railway	systems	to	help	
with	the	journey	on	land,	and	promoted	the	
building	of	new	ports	for	transportaIon	
overseas.			

This	is	how	Porth	Penrhyn	and	Port	Dinorwic	
came	into	existence.

Some	reasons	for	the	decline	of	the	slate	industry	
during	the	20th	century
• Less	demand	overseas	for	Welsh	slate.		
• Cheaper	Iles	from	Spain	and	Canada	being	exported	
to	Britain

• The	Penrhyn	Strike	of	1900-03	damaged	the	slate	
industry	in	Wales	in	the	long	term.

By	the	beginning	of	the	1970s	only	20,000	tonnes	of	
slate	was	being	produced	by	the	industry	in	Wales.
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Loading	the	slate	in	the	port


