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Cwmorthin Quarry simplified cross section

trip. As | expected, the area proved extremely confusing and
my memory sadly inadequate, after fifteen minutes we stitl
hadn’t found the way to the Lake Entrance. It was then that
we stumbled on ‘The Squeeze’ a short craw! leading into
workings | knew well, and so we started an anticlockwise

. circuit,

( * floors were numbered (1-8) from the level of the lake
upwards and lettered alphabetically downwards (A-GJ, a

. fairly commaon convention).

Above us now lay the huge bulk of Alit Fawr and its southern
ridge, a natural boundary between Cwmorthin and rival slate
quarries on the Oakeley Estate west of the Crimea Pass. Their
development and history is inextricably linked to that of
Cwmorthin and provides many stories.

Holland’s Quarry, taken over by the Weish Slate Company
in 1825, was the nearest. On top of the ridge Llyn Bach was
enlarged as a mutual water source on their shared
boundary. By 1876 the New Cwmorthin Company (which
followed a liquidation of the previous) found itself in
trouble with one boundary underground and another
above. Initially this was rectified by ‘agreements’ to extract
slate from each others property, but subsequent plans
would often refer to ‘encroachments’ and ‘trespass
chambers’.

In 1884 there was a disaster when Cwmorthin’s Back Vein
colfapsed both above and below ground. Cracks appeared
on the ridge and Llyn Bach was drained! Production fell to
6,900 tons by 1886 with half the workings effectively
closed. To increase output it was necessary to go deeper
below lake level, this together with the added investment
required in pumping and winding equipment took the
company into liquidation by 1888.

Salvation came from an unlikely quarter and provides us
with an amusing anecdote; although at the time it was a

huge scandal. Two years before the Cwmorthin collapse,
their neighbour the Weish Slate Company had had its own
catastrophe. Whilst attempting to maximise output and
minimise costs it had largely ruined its workings. Rockfalls
and collapsing bridges were common and it was already
looking for another quarry to lease when the so called
‘Great Fall’ occurred, with an estimated 6,250,000 tons of
rock afiected. The ensuing legal battle with the Qakeley
Estate as to liability was long and acrimonious, The Welsh
Slate Company lost, but managed to surrender its lease
instead of paying compensation. This left it with its profits
and a fair proportion of its capital intact, which it used to
purchase the Cwmorthin freehold for £83,000 setting up
the New Welsh Slate Company in 1889.

This ‘escape’ to work the quarry next door was bound to be
a recipe for friction; especially when it tried to lure its
previous workforce away from the Oakeley Slate Quarry
Company that had been set up to succeed it in 1884.

A company already struggling incurring huge expenses
attempting to minimise the impact of the fall and renovate
neglected machinery, a legacy of the former incumbents,

The New Welsh Siate Company extended the Cwmorthin
workings to five floors below lake level, (Floor E) but by
1896 it was in difficulty and began to work on cooperative
lines. (1/10th of any profits divided up between workmen
holding £5 in shares, and a further 1/10th divided up
amongst those having £100 in shares). By 1900 the slate
hoom was over and despite good state the company was
unable to compete with the bigger quarries and went into
liquidation. The site languished and failed to reach its
reserve price of £12,000 at auction.

At this stage the Oakeley Slate Company stepped in, to
safeguard its western boundary. They feared a repeat of the
Great Fall due to continued poor practice, perhaps even
the waters of Liyn Cwmorthin being let in. In a move that



must have given great satisfaction, bearing in mind the
‘escape’ some ten years before, it purchased the Cwmorthin
Estate in 1900 for just £10,000. In doing so it protected a
reserve of slate below the Cwmorthin workings until such
time as the Oakeley workings could reach it.

Typical bridge and slate wagon (Llechwedd 1890%)

We were now cruising through the Old Vein system, passing
a steep calcite streaked wall on the right with its rusting wire
ladder, to reach a large cavern with its flight of ‘101" slate
steps. These led down to Floor C, along which we found
“Two Block Chamber’ though in truth there now seemed
more, which was rather worrying! Around a corner were the
enigmatic hurdles, a series of horizontal metal bars set
across a passageway, too low to duck under easily, too high
to climb over without an effort. This had once been a
reservoir with a walkway being maintained across the bars;
its water being used to cool an air compressor. Thankfully
we were soon at the dam wall. In the 80's we used to take
pleasure in blocking the small hole at its base to provide a
more challenging watery experience for the next explorers!

We were now on Qakeley Floor 1. The level had been
extended and the hurdle ‘crosscut’ added to facilitate access
following the takeover. Close by an abrupt descent starting
with several short ladders leads to ‘Bill and Ben’ the
impressive twin boilers situated on Cwmorthin’s D floor,
These boilers act as a good landmark and focal point for
further exploration.

After acquiring the Cwmorthin Estate the Oakeley Slate
Company and the industry in general continued to struggle.
Some mills closed, the lake mi#f was actually dismantled.

In 1902 against the advice of its consulting engineer, the
Oakeley Company stripped the Cwmorthin underground
workings of their machinery and track before allowing
them to flood. On the Back Vein this meant everything
below lake level. On the Old Vein all was inundated below
Floor C, the hurdle passage allowing additional water to
drain out via Floor 1 into the Oakeley Quarry.

FoHlowing World War One an inspection was made as to
the practically of reopening Cwmorthin. Much of the upper
workings were found to be unstable after iocals had been
robbing the slate. Even so, some untopping was attempted.
In 1925 tramways, inclines and the lower mills were
restored and a new magazine constructed. But it was soon
apparent that the upper workings had been more

thoroughly exhausted of workable rock than anticipated.
Attention refocused, with some success, on deeper
workings just above the water level,

By the 1930's the value of Cwmorthin siate had been
proved. But costs were high and power inadequate. A
decision was made to dewater Cwmorthin by driving
Oakeley’s Floor D through to connect up with Cwmorthin’s
Floor E, Slate could then be ecenomically removed from
the Oakeley side with its superior transport network,
compressed air and electrical supplies.

In the Old Vein only Floors D and E were flooded. To reach
the latter Oakeley Floor D needed to be extended by 373it.
The miners used a small diameter bore hole to check for
water before safely opening the level; it was reached on the
6th of January 1932, water fevels subsequently receding at
2.75 inches an hour. The cost was £528.

‘Lefal Cwmorthin’ or DE floor as it has come to be known is
well proportioned and looks important with its leat still
quietly draining water towards Qakeley. As we amble down
it, | reminisce about trips that | made previously along this
level to reach sections of Oakeley that were then open to the
public. We would stand quietly in the bottom of illuminated
chambers, blue, green and red, listening to the tourists
chatting high above. On one visit 1 actually managed to find
my way out into daylight on an active quarry face, but didn’t
stay too long in case the next detonation was due!

A collapse further along DE has made visiting those Oakeley
workings more difficult, but there is a circuitous alternative
route one level down and also rumours of a recent dig
through the blockage. We all agreed that GOES needed to
organize a visit to explore the area in the future.

1t was the flooded Back Vein that was more worrying and
problematic for the Oakeley Company. Firstly, five floors
were flooded to a depth of 240ft, and secondly, Oakeley
had ne corresponding workings on DE floor within the Back
Vein. A new level had to be driven from the nearest
crosscut, well to the east. Progress was slow, having regard
to the pressure of water likely to be encountered, and due
to an unexpected hardness of rock. The contractor Messrs
Ister started werk in March 1932 and broke through on
April 215t 1933, An estimated 43,000,000 gallons drained
out of the borehole in 4 weeks. After that the tunne! known
as ‘Lefal Ffrench’ after Isler, was completed and the
remaining water pumped out.

Cwmorthin Quarry stretcher, 1895




Time for a delightful circuit of the so called ‘Battleship
Series’ on Floor G, developed in the Old Vein north of the
fault, following the successful dewatering. We're quickly
through a crosscut to the internal incline head, and then

= down a nearby chamber using its zigzag walkway to
re-emerge alongside the incline, at steps on a smooth slab.
Most of the rungs have gone, only the pegs remain, all very
- amusing. At the bottom, on Floor G, we stand gazing at an
expanse of deep stitl water into which the incline can be
seen continuing to the flooded H and | levels,

Today Floor G acts as the main drainage level for this
section of the Old Vein, water finding its way out through
‘Lefal Dwr” the fowest adit in the Oakeley Quarry (although
the water occasionally drops to expose Floor H when
McAlpine pumps out water, {o test the rock at depth).
Water from the Back Vein, further west, also now drains
out through this level, via a crosscut following a spectacu-
lar cascade from E to G Floor through a roofing passage.

Caban Oakeley, 1954

Around the corner we discover the large caban, still
impressive even without a roof. Inside on the walls, sadly
obscured now by some modern graffiti, are pages from old
newspapers. A picture and details about the sinking of the
German pocket battleship the Admiral Graf Spee on the
River Plate (17th Dec 1939) can still be deciphered. There’s
also a fine sketch of Winston Churchill complete with cigar,
etched into the plasterwork. Up the corridor, along which
flows the Back Vein water, we reach the edge of some
monstrous chambers. More entertainment ensues, throwing
stones into the watery abyss on Floor H, and marvelling at
the scary catwalks pinned impressively onto the vertical
walls above the drop.

Returning to the caban, a prospecting tunnel is found
leading off southwards. This was driven to look for good slate
in the Old Vein north of the fault. It proved unsuccessful,

and numerous left or right decisions need to be made to
avoid the dead-ends; hopefully you find the roofing passage
that takes you with some scrambling back up to Floor DE
again, Whilst walking back along to the twin boilers, a rough
partially submerged tunnel can be seen on the right, leading
into the Old Vein, the source of the water flowing in the leat
and the actual breakthrough point of the 1932 dewatering.

Time was by now getting on and it was suggested that we
simply retrace our steps (o get out; apparently the team
wasn’ keen on the knee deep water | had mentioned if we
continued with the circuit. However, my enthusiasm
triumphed and they reluctantly accepted their fate. Passing
the incline head and the zigzag path we soon reached a
chamber containing an assorbment of rusting machinery.
From there a pipe leads along a crosscut passage northwards
before swinging west. After a good walk, the pipe evenlually
drops through a small hole in the floor and the level emerges
a few metres above the foot of a chamber. We had just
travelled along ‘Leval French’ into the Back Vein and this
was the breakthrough point,

It was a great place to have fun whilst doing a clockwise
circuit of Cwmorthin with Centre groups. | would invariably
have advised the team to follow the pipe, and after several of
them had been laboriously pushed up through the tight hole,
I would nonchalantly walk round to check on how they
were doing!

We continue along E Floor passing through a series of large
chambers until the noise of water falling down a hole in the
floor, attracts our attention. This is the source of the stream
we had seen previously in the ‘Battleship Series” on G Floor.
Beyond, the passage gets progressively wetler, A few
interesting trucks are a distraction, but a cold wade is
inevitable. Ahead things become increasingly aquatic, one
isolated section running down to G Floor is completely
flooded. Thankfully our ordeal is short, and we reach dry
ground at the main Back Vein incline which runs up to
Floor T (Lake Level).

Invigorated by the chill and elated at our escape we stride
up the incline. Workings at each floor are reached by
passages to the east and by tunnels running back across the
top of the incline accessing chambers to the west. On Floor
D, t took the opportunity of emptying my wellies of their
water, pouring it through a small hole in one such tunnel
directly on to an unsuspecting Gaz on the incline. What fun!

On Floor C we leave the incline and head west for a bit
more excitement. We arrive at a huge double chamber, the
floor of our level having been partially removed by the
advance of lower workings. We can continue, but only by
walking across an old wooden bridge angled across the
chasm. You need to walk above the obscured main beam as
the cross pieces are thinner and loose. Thankfully we all
complete the challenge.

Doing something risky just for kicks adds to the adventure,
our nervous laughter, quiet concentration and final relief all
combining in a memorable mix of emotion.

But ‘The Slaughterhouse’ is a mine with a grim accident and
mortality rate and perhaps it might be pertinent to reflect on
just why so many died here,



The fatal accidents recorded by the 1895 Inquiry were as
follows:

1875: Labourer fell over a precipice.

1875: Chain broke loose; wagon ran down incline hitting
man at the bottom.

1876: Labourer found dead by a wagon; presumably hit by
stone from roof.

1876: Labourer fell over forebreast whilst pushing wagon on
tramway.

1877: Carpenter fell off whilst building a bridge.

1878: Miner was descending a chain when it broke.

1880: Miner killed by roof fall.

1880: Miner killed by part of a roof he had intended to
remove.

1881: Miner killed by a roof fall,

1881: Rockman fell off unfenced bridge whilst going to work.
1884: Miner crushed by a slab he was prising off.

1884: Rockman kilted by a fall from the forehreast.

1884: Miner/repairman slipped and fell off bridge he was
working on.

1885: Rockman hit by fall from roof.

1885:1886:1888: Labourers and rockmen hit by crane handles
flying loose.

1886: Labourer clearing a fall crushed when rock rolted on to
him.

1888: A rock being broken up fell on a miner.

1891: Labourer riding wagon up an incline struck head on
roof.

1892: Miner killed by roof fall.
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50ft ladders in Qakeley Quarry
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Hidden joints ‘bevels’ were often referred to as leading to
accidents, but only about half the fatalities were caused by
rockfalls. The hiring of inexperienced men and managers
turning a ‘blind eye’ to bad practice probably contributed
to many of the others.

Quickly up some fine stone steps within a roofing passage
and we emerge at an expansive Floor B. At the far side, we
reach the slab face and its amazing series of wooden steps

set on metal pegs, a picture of which justifiably adorns the
front cover of Isherwood’s manuscript. The handrails may
have deteriorated but most of the steps remain and they
guide us to a lofty viewpoint high up in the chamber, What a
stunning position, one which takes your breath away. From
here an chscure hole takes us immediately through into a
tunnel on Hoor 1. In the far distance down the corridor to
the right we can just glimpse daylight shining through the
locked gate at the Lake Entrance. By now we wanted to get
out, but we stilt needed to find the so far elusive connection
between Floor 1 and the Old Vein if we were to successfully
retrace our steps and exit along the Smoke Flue Entrance.

-l./t/ork.'ng face in Oakeley Quarry

After looking at the assortment of rusting machines parts and
largely rotting rubbish that seems to have been ‘stored’ at the
top of the Back Vein incline we take the long cross cut
corridor towards the Old Vein. En route we pass two
chambers in the Stripy Vein which | can recall being worked
in the 80's by several men using an old cut down Landrover
to transport the slate.

A littie further and we reach the Narrow Vein workings, and
at the back of the first chamber on the right a familiar step
through into the Old Vein. Directly ahead lies the winding
house at the top of the Old Vein incline, its coal fired boilers
were once the source of the problematic fumes.
Unfortunately the original {ink through into the Floor 2
smoke flue was now blocked, a more devious route was
required. My memory of the area wasn't brilliant but it
seemed logical to set off down the incline. The first feature
we encountered was surprise, surprise... ‘The Squeeze’,
Our circuit was complete! With much laughter and renewed
enthusiasn we were quickly reacquainted with our route in,
the ash slope, the worrying slither between the huge
detached flakes and then the rubble tips leading to the adit.
We were out!!

David Wrennall, 2008
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Alter very little effort to kick some scil back into the hole, so
as to widen the entrance a touch, 1 was able 10 slide into the
new workings. No one else went in, and the feeling of being
in a brand new place, all alone, certainly had the adrenaline
« pumping. | didn’t even have on my caving clothing, as |
really hadn‘t expected to find myself underground.

* The hole opened out immediately into a chamber, and off
this chamber there were a couple of small passages. It
appeared there had been a few small collapses in this area
in the past, which could possibly be dug out in the future Lo
reveal further passages? Of the two | went down, | got the
impression one was heading towards Treweeks, and the
other, which had a small wall of deads and a piece of wood,
was heading towards the water board building.

All passages stoped down hill from the entrance. it's wasn't
vast in there, | guessed about the same size as the Parc Wall
trial, but it had definitely been mined in the past. There were
pick marks in the walls, but there didn’t appear to be any
evidence of animals or recent human activity anywhere, and
I couldn’t see any drill marks, There was copper staining in
places. My adrenaline was pumping so much that { didn't
think to try and feel for draughts coming from the passages.

t did manage to take more photos though.

| was very concious that | was alone, and everyone on the
surface would be wondering what progress | was making, |
was also just in my normal everyday clothing with a small
torch, so | made my way back to the surface to eagerly tell
everyone all about it. With more people, and proper gear |
felt we could certainly find much more down there. We
temporarily blocked the entrance with stones, and Tom
arranged to tell Sally, the Orme Warden, about it.

The following week nmore curious GOES members arrived.
More exploring was done, and a simple survey was carried
out. Steve later overlaid this new information onto existing
surveys done by Andy Lewis of the Romans and Treweeks
mines. The new passages surely had to link into these
workings. While doing a small dig in the area of the skull, a
strong draught could be felt rushing up from cracks between
the rocks in the floor,

Over the next couple of weeks more exploration was done,
and more digging in the area of the skull, forever heading
downwards and following the draught. Unfortunately during
this dig, the skull got damaged and buried under rubble.

On March 4th a team set about trying to find the connection.
Dave Wrennall and Ben Atkinson went into Treweeks to the
D-Day rift, at the 144m level. They went armed with a
smoke bomb! Meanwhile several people stayed in the new
workings. | stayed with Brian near the skull, and cigaretie
smoke could be smelled drifting in on the draught. There
was no sign of smoke in the air though. Probably half an
hour or 5o later Steve shouted through to us. There was a
sense of urgency in his voice as he shouted “Get out, NOW”

Brian and | exited as rapidly as we could, and as soon as we
reached the main chamber we were greeted with air full of
fog, which was getting rapidly thicker, threatening to cut off
all visibility. By this time most people were back in fresh air.
| was the last one in the queue, so it was with huge refief
when | managed to return to daylight before the passages
became completely filled with the dense white smoke.,
Another minute, and | would never have known which way
the exit was.

Gaz at the wall of deads

It was uncertain just where the smoke entered the new
passages as there was just too much of it, and too fast.

Very little was done then until April 6th when Gaz and Dave
ventured down to the lowest, most southerly passage and
carried out a dig there. It was a tight, low crawl, and they
used a sledge attached to ropes to remove the spoil they dug
out. This passage was extended a further 3 metres as a result,
and it looks as though it still goes... but where to?

GOES applied for permission from CCW to add a permanent
capped entrance to the site in December 2007,which was
granted. So by the first week of March 2008, after a couple
of weeks of fitting pipework and concrete, all was finished.
We now have a secure, padlocked, entrance which | am sure
will be entered again sometime in the future in our search
for that elusive connection.

Al Davies, 2008
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