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the workings and perhaps finding a way out at the top.
Nigel Thomas (Treasurer of North Wales Police Authority
since 1997) was one of those who joined us. We worked
our way up some considerable height. | recall the passages
with stacked deads, some of which were suspended
overhead looking like they would come down any second.
Frequently Billy and Nigel would go ahead and | would

sit at a location for about an hour and wait terrified as

they ferreted about, listening to the distant rumbies as they
dislodged bouiders in the search for hidden passages. | can
recall finding an old wooden bucket or barrel. Those flash
cubes that were found (near foot of Stemple Shaft) could
well have been mine as 1 took a lot of pictures in there using
a camera | bought specially for the purpose from the former
‘Hoosons Chemist’ in Upper Mostyn Street.

Some of the people who accompanied us on trips were Tom
Parry, (we were both part time firemen) a lad called Hewitt
and one nicknamed Boult. There was Paul Whatmough, a
local police officer. His sergeant thought he would have

a look in case somebody ever got stuck in Penmorfa. His
name was John Jones (nick named FANJO). He bottled out
at the end of the adit. You should find FANJO on the wall;

I recall him leaving his mark. At the time, | was toying with
the idea of joining the poiice force, which 1 went on to do
in 1972 serving 30 years.

Exploring Penmorfa led to numerous innovations. My
brother Barry worked at Weirs Glass in Llandudno junction
and was tasked with cutting up a large amount of mirror
into four inch by two inch pieces these were to be placed at
the various twists and turns to reflect torch beams and aid
navigation within the system.

The necessity for removing dangerous heaps of rubble
jammed in shafts and across rifts led me to having a set of
galvanised steel electrical conduit tubes cut with screwed
joining connectors. 1 was in the building trade working on
the Conwy Morfa flats (now demolished) at the time. The
electrician spent an afternoon cutting conduit and
threacling various lengths for me. Rocks could then be
poked and prodded from a position of comparative safety,
until they gave way, often with a tremendous roar.

A big clearance and blind panic....

One particular trip was conducted with myself, Billy Davies
and another newcomer whose name | cannot recall, a lad
on his first visit who was very nervous. Biily had convinced
himself that following the waterfall would lead us up and
out, The day was organised with the new extendable pipes
in mind to clear what Billy thought was a promising shaft.
This area was accessed by climbing up through the
waterfall and then crawling through a narrow slot that
became a short tunnel. This led to an upward slope or shaft
which was blocked with boulders. Billy had already cleared
the rubble from the bottom leaving a gap to get under

the pite and reach the suspended boulders in the shaft.

He placed a piece of conduit pipe in amongst the loose
boulders above his head attaching a short rope which was
then pulled from a safe distance which happened to be the
narrow tunnel we were crouched in.

This met with a few failed attempts before Billy managed to
disturb the blockage, which gave way with a

thunderous roar chasing him backward and for a few brief
seconds leading us to think we were now entombed.

9

As might be expected the newcomer panicked considerably
and took some reassuring. Billy, none the worse for the
experience, climbed into where the rock pile had been
dislodged and discovered the he had managed to clear an
alternative path to the Ice Bridge with its calcited ladder.

By now we had formed a club (The Great Orme Mine and
Caving Club). With club funds we went on to purchase ex
National Coal Board helmets and miners’ famps as well

as one electron ladder. Another part of our kit consisted of
tobacco tins containing candles and matches with an emery
cloth stuck inside the lid, In addition spare bulbs batteries
and sweet fizzy glucose tablets would be carried in water
proof containers. A decent boiler suit and a pair of boots
were standard, a wet suit at a cost of about £12 was beyond
my reach and the best part of a week’s wages in those days.

Wetter than usual....

We decided one very wet Sunday to take friends from the
then Llandudno junction Outdoor Pursuits Club, of which
Billy and I were members, for a visit to the Penmorfa mine
workings. The rain was hammering down as we entered and
the outflow of water from the mine was faster than normal.
We were glad to get inside albeit soaking wet. Having
negotiated the mudslide we found the water on the inside
deeper than normal and on reaching the workings the
stream and waterfall couid be heard thundering well before
it was reached. It was the group’s first visit so they were
none the wiser, but | recail expressing some concern over
the flow of water from the waterfall. Billy dismissed it as
normal telling us it would find its way out. The trip lasted
about three hours before the decision to return was made.,

it was soon apparent that what should be calf deep water on
the return journey was now knee deep, as we walked out
this became waist and then chest deep with about 18 inches
left to the roof. | could feel the panic setting in as we made
our way to the mudslide to find water lapping well up the
sides. As always, | steered well clear of the spot where the
lining had buckled and looked set to collapse on top of you.
Daylight was a welcome sight despite it still raining hard.

Voices from within....

Billy and | had gone into Penmorfa with a small group of
others for a routine trip. We entered the water at the
entrance of the adit and were about 12 feet in when a large
eel swam past causing some to panic. The eel carried on
towards the exit and we continued toward the mudslide.
On the other sicde the water appeared to be rippled and
disturbed. We continued onward and emerged at the
workings. Once we had ali gathered together distant noises
could be heard from within the mine. As we made our

way up through the workings the voices became clearer.
Because they were so high up in the workings we were
convinced that they had come down from the summit of the
Orme. Eventually we closed in and startled the group who
were well dressed for the occasion, with all the proper gear.
They turned out to be lads from Derbyshire University!

Of course they had walked in along the adit as we had
done. We joined up for the rest of the trip showing them
around the place. Afterwards they kept in touch and we had
further trips down Penmorfa with them.



Billy goes back in alone....

Returning from one long trip into Penmorfa we had reached
the half way out point when Billy announced that he had
left some items behind. Rather than Jeave them until the
next trip he decided to go back alone and recover them. |
was tao tired to wade back and suggested that | would carry
on and wait for him at the mudslide. However, as many
will know there is a packet in the roof of the adit a short
distance from the mudslide and | managed to get up into it
and sit on the lip above the water. Billy was gone for what
seemed an eternity, | began to worry that something had
happened to him. Eventually a distant noise within the
tunnel announced that Billy was making his return. The
noise grew louder and louder, eventually a pin prick of
light started to throw a beam on the water. The sloshing
and splashing got ever louder and Billy eventually passed
beneath me at which point | dropped into the water behind
him. Billy was shacked and the air turned blue before we
made our way out. It was a February day; | was soaked to
the skin and covered in mud. A short walk to the sea wall
revealed that the tide was up; | waded in and can stil} recall
the surprised faces of people watching me swimming in my
boiler suit. The sea water feit warm after my submersion in
the adit.

Pocket in the roof

Santa’s...

Around 1970 we met up with Puncan James from Conwy,
a colourful character, extremely knowledgeable with a great
love of caving. Duncan was very instrumental in the early
exploration of the upper workings in Penmorfa including
the discovery of Santa’s with its decorative flowstone and
calcited floor.

OTHER MINES

Duncan, Billy and t explored the shafts above the half way
station next to the pumping station using electron ladders
purchased out of club funds. 1 can recall that one shaft with
a stone ginged lining (Romans) eventually enabled us to
come out half way down the big shaft (Treweek’s) with the
farpe cap on it, It was like a window opening into the shaft
(Wagongate).

I can remember investigating the short tunnel and flooded
shaft overlooking the West Shore where the stream comes
out running down to the old Bishops Palace (Ffynnon
Cogaith).
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Bill and I also did a fot around Parc Mine near Llanrwst and
the cnes around Liyn Geironydd. Looking back on it they
were dangerous. We visited one on the hillside about 2
miles out of Betws-y-Coed toward Llanrwst on the Trefriw
side of the valley (Aberllyn). There was loads of industrial
archaeology, old buildings, settlement pans and grading
areas. We found what we thought were wax candies
scattered about, closer examination revealed no wicks
and faded writing on the side said Gelignite. We reported
the finding to the police at Betws-y-Coed who came and
had a look at them. They called out the army who in their
wisdom decided not to enter and blew the entrance up
instead, needless to say leaving numerous ather openings
untouched!

Billy and | would search many locations for the last
remaining elusive copper mine, the Ty Gwyn. We spent
hours digging at various locations around the Happy Valley
and the area close to Figeon’s Cave (Porth-yr-Helig}, where
Biily thought he had found an opening. We worked on it for
a while but ] eventually gave up on it. On one

occasion we tried to break a farge rock with a crack in it
using home made explosives. We filled some inch and

a half diameter copper pipe with a certain weed killer /
sugar mix and crimped the ends shut. The pipe was then
wedged into the crack, a fuse lit and we retreated to a safe
distance. The unexpectedly huge bang resulted in startled
peopie looking over the Marine Drive wall and seagulls
swarming with fright. The explosion simply blew the ends
of the crimped pipe open and had no affect whatsoever

on the rock. The flurry of activity soon afterwards which
included the appearance of the Coastguard van convinced
us both that it was time to give up on that idea and to deny
all knowledge, if asked, about the bang when we emerged
from the area.

Subsequently (January 1976) Billy managed to gain entry
into a short tunnel and became trapped when the roof
collapsed resulting in a major mine rescue operation and
media interest. By this time | had moved on and was no
fonger engaged in the exploration of the Great Orme mines.

Mines strike back....

The copper mines finally got their revenge in 1991. 1 was
walking with my wife to be, Wendy, on the Great Orme,
‘1'1] take you to see the entrance of a copper mine we used
to go into’ | suggested. It was the one overlooking the West
Shore (Ffynnon Gogarth). | went ahead and she ran down
the slope behind me, lost her footing and ‘crump’ shattered
her left leg just above the ankie, That was the final chapter
in my exploration of the Great Orme mines and a solemn
reminder that exploration has its dangers even on the
surface. Pve stayed clear of them ever since.

May | wish the Great Orme Exploration Society the best of
luck in its work, especiaily the holy grail of linking
Penmorfa up to the summit workings. A quest that 40 years
ago seemed a matter of weeks away, might finally become a
reality?

Tom Criffiths, 20710





























