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“It’s all fictitious … just don’t exist, the descriptions are all copied out of other guidebooks, the
diagrams are out of last year’s A-Level Geology paper and the photographs were all taken in a studio.
It’s all lies… Read on if you must, but don’t tell me that I didn’t warn you.”
Introduction to the YMC’s “Gritstone”

Ratgoed Slate Mine
Introduction
The name Ratgoed derives from “Yr Allt Goed”, which means the steep, wooded hillside. Ratgoed mine
was also sometimes known as “Alltgoed”. The Ratgoed slate workings lie at the head of what was
originally called Cwm Ceiswyr but became known as Cwm Ratgoed because of the quarry. It lies north
of Aberllefenni and northwest of Corris in, what is now, the Dyfi Forest.

The slate that was quarried at Ratgoed was the Narrow Vein. This runs from south of Tywyn, on the
coast, to Dinas Mawddwy about 18 miles inland and follows the line of the Bala Fault. The Narrow Vein
was worked along its length at places such as Bryneglwys near Abergynolwyn; Gaewern & Braich Goch
at Corris, Foel Grochan at Aberllefenni and Minllyn at Dinas Mawddwy. The slate at Ratgoed dips at 70°
to the southeast, the same as Foel Grochan.
Ratgoed was a relatively small working, compared with those listed above. It was worked from around
1840 until its closure in 1946 but often with another quarry in the area, such as Gaewern or Abercorris.
Peak employment at Ratgoed was around 40 men in the 1870’s but 20 to 30 was the more normal
number, with this dropping to around a dozen for most of the 20th century. Output figures for Ratgoed are
hard to find because the quarry was managed with other workings and the combined outputs given in the
company reports. Like the other quarries in the area, output was a mixture of roofing slates and more
importantly, slab. Slates of all sizes from 24”x12” (Duchesses) downwards were produced. Slabs for use
as fireplaces, window sills, billiard tables, cisterns, chemical tanks, urinals, brewery setts and electrical
switchboards were produced. Sometimes this would be enamelled gloss black or to look like wood or
marble. For a more detailed account of the history of Ratgoed, see Alun John Richards’ “Slate Quarrying
at Corris”.
The quarry was worked on 8 floors, though the top 2 floors are just a small pit and the bottom level is a
long access adit, with no chambering. As with many slate mines, the floors were numbered from the top
down, as this was the order that they were worked in. Floors 3, 4, 5 & 6 have three open pits, along the
vein, with 4 underground chambers beyond them. Floor 7 has 3 underground chambers, which lowered
their blocks down shafts to Floor 8. At the time of writing (Jan 2009) all of the floors of the mine are
accessible to those equipped with SRT gear. For a more detailed survey of the surface remains see JGD’s
website, www.jgd.org.uk/rotwsi/ratgoed01.htm.

Geology
The rock quarried at Ratgoed was Ordovician Slate, of the same age as that quarried in Blaenau
Ffestiniog and the Moelwyns. The map on the right is taken from the British Geological Survey’s
website. It shows the slate as a grey horseshoe, going from Tywyn around to the south of Cader Idiris,
with its granitic rocks shown in red. The slate then curves northwards, to the east of Arenig Fawr and up
to Blaenau Ffestiniog, where the Tanygrisiau microgranite is shown as a red spot. The older gritstones of
the Rhinog mountains are shown in green.

Slate is a metamorphic rock, that is to say that it has been changed at some stage in its existence.
Originally the rock would have been layers of mudstone, laid down at the bottom of a sea, about 450
million years ago at the end of the Ordovician Period. Towards the end of the Silurian Period, about 400
million years ago, an ancient ocean called Iapetus closed up and two landmasses collided. This collision
bent and compressed the rocks, which caused them to heat up and change their structure. This is known
as regional metamorphism. The rocks were bent into upwards bulge or anticline, which is sometimes
known as the “Harlech Dome”. During the last ice-age, the layers of slates (and other rocks too) at the
top of the dome were sheared off by glacial erosion caused by the Meirionnydd ice-cap. This ice-sheet
buried even the highest peaks in Eryri and was 40mm thick in places. The horizontal beds of rock have
also been tilted, giving the 70° southeast dip found at Ratgoed.

The mudstones came from muds that were composed of microscopic, plate-shaped clay particles. Mixed
in with mud was silt, composed of round quartz particles. When then sedimentary rock was compressed
and metamorphosed, the platelets of clay particles aligned but the round quartz particles could not. The
less the original sedimentary rock was compressed and the higher was its silt content, the lower was the
quality of the slaty cleavage. The slate could also become coloured by any minerals that were present,
usually iron. Ferrous compounds gave the slate a reddish colour, whereas ferric compounds gave the
slate a green colour.
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Around the Blaenau Ffestiniog area the rock was bent and changed,
to give what is known as “Onion Skin” cleavage (S1). The
compression part of the regional metamorphism gives the
“pillaring” (S2 cleavage). At Ratgoed and elsewhere, the slate in
the Narrow Vein was compressed along the lines of its bedding
planes and changed in what is called “axial planar” metamorphism.
Here the S2 is the cleavage that the slate splits on to make tiles and
the weaker, S1cleavage, gives the pillaring. As the rock is
compressed, it bunches up and “tectonic ripples” are formed.
These can be seen in the rock on the ceiling, just inside the entrance
to Chamber 2 on Floor 7 at Ratgoed as shown in the photo.
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There are two ways to approach Ratgoed Quarry. One route is to park on the road at the end of Cwm
Ratgoed at the turn off to Llwydiarth Hall and walk up the public footpaths. The other is to park further
east along the road, at a hairpin bend and mountain bike in along the forest tracks to the top of the site.
Ratgoed could be thought of as three parts. There is the pit above the forest road; the open pits and Floor
3,4,5,6 adits; and the later Floor 7 & 8 adits. The red numbers on the photo above show the entrances to
each floor. Although the site has been afforested, it isn’t as buried as Bryneglwys was. The mill that
served the Floor 6 adit can be found, as can the buildings that went with the Floor 8 adit.
Outside the Floor 6 adit there are some wheeless rubble trucks but apart from these there no artefacts on
the surface at Ratgoed.
The Floor 7 & 8 spoil tips at Ratgoed are interesting to look at. Floors 7 & 8 were a later development.
The Floor 7 spoil tip is a huge volume compared to that below Floor 8. It’s hard to imagine that nearly
everything coming out of Floor 8 was good blocks. Was spoil hauled up to Floor 7 to be tipped? Was
this because there was more space? Presumably spoil was also tipped down inside the mine and then
trammed out of Floor 7 to be tipped.
From my personal perspective, Ratgoed is a far more fascinating place underground than it is above…

Source: www.jgd.org.uk/rotwsi/ratgoed01.htm

Ratgoed Underground
A friend of mine, who is a full UIAGM/IFMGA mountain guide, once described mine exploring as the
activity where you can put yourself in the most objective danger, most quickly with the least skill level.
Ratgoed mine is no exception to this rule, with the access to Floors 6 & 7 being particularly thought
provoking. In various places underground at Ratgoed you can find a 20 metre shaft directly in an adit,
stacked deads, rotten wooden props, bad air, unstable rock & spoil tips, poor 20th century bolting and
unsupported rock floors. Please use your brain and experience if you choose to venture into the darkness.
If you lack either the former or the latter; stay outside in the sunshine! Just because something is
described in this document doesn’t mean that it will still be there or accessible when you visit. There
have been major rock falls inside Ratgoed over the years. As with all disused mines, Ratgoed
underground is a special, fragile, decaying resource.
I’ve described Ratgoed underground from the top to the bottom, because if you’re abseiling through the
mine, this is the order that you’ll find things in. The surveys were dome using pacing and a compass.
They’re not an accurate survey but they do show how the floors of the mine fit together.

Floor 2
Floor 2 is a short, straight adit which emerges in the bottom of the upper pit workings.

Floor 3

The entrance to Floor 3 is located on a
broad ledge at the top of the pits in the
forestry. It consists of a tunnel with no
chambering and a shaft down to Floor 4.
Was Floor 3 driven just for ventilation
(hard to imagine the need with all the
space inside) or to check the quality of
the rock?
Unusually, the shaft in Floor 3 is actually
in the adit, rather than being in an alcove.
Was there a wooden floor across the void
(as found in many metal mines such as
Foel Ispri) or was the shaft driven after
the Floor 3 adit was driven as far as
needed and nobody had to gain access to
the end of the tunnel?

Ratgoed, Floor 3
Surveyed by DR January 2009

Approx. Scale: 1cm = 1 metre

The shaft is where the journey really begins
for the modern explorer. All of the bolts
with Petzl 10mm hangers in Ratgoed are
Fischer A4 stainless 89mm long thru-bolts,
placed in December 2008 or January 2009.
It is best to rig a traverse across the shaft, as
the pitch hangs better from the inby side, and
this is where there is an 8mm A4 stainless
chain Y-hang for a pull-through abseil.
There are in-situ stainless maillons to enable
a pull through traverse to be rigged. The
abseil pitch is 20 metres in length.

Floor 3 to 4 Abseil

Floor 4

Floor 4 to 5 Abseil

Approx. Scale: 1cm = 1 metre

Ratgoed, Floor 4
Surveyed by DR January 2009

Floor 4 is where the underground chambering
begins. The lettering system shown on my
surveys is one of my own creation. I chose
letters so as to avoid confusion with the
numbers that the “Old Men” definitely used to
describe the floors. You’ll find various bits of
dead sheep at the bottom of the pitch from
Floor 3: please be careful and don’t end up like
them! Just around the corner from the bottom
of the Floor 3 to Floor 4 abseil is top of the next
pitch and the remains of a “catwalk”. This was
where the rock had been quarried away below,
but access was still required at this level to the
chamber beyond and so a wooden walkway was
laid across steel rods.

Catwalk on Floor 4

At the far end of the catwalk is one of few inaccessible areas of Ratgoed (unless you fancy lugging 20 to
25 metres of extension ladder in there!). The tunnel that was the continuation of the catwalk has a
waterfall coming out it. This must have been flowing when the mine was working, as where the tramway
passes under it Floor 5, there is the remains of some frame-work and wriggly-tin sheeting that would have
kept the water off the worker passing underneath. This small section of tunnel must be “Y” or “T”
shaped as it has 2 openings into Chamber D on Floor 4. The water only flows into Chamber C and is
stained with rust. The source is unclear; perhaps a fault or other crack in the rock above?
If you go in the other direction from the bottom of the abseil, you come to a T-junction. Turning right
here brings you to an “eye-hole” in the ceiling of Chamber D. This hole is very difficult to spot from the
floor of the chamber unless you have a powerful spot lamp. The edge of the hole is supported by only a
thin layer of friable rock and it is best to keep well back. With a spot lamp, it is possible to see that the
tunnelling continued on Floor 4, on far side of Chamber D. Again this is inaccessible without a big
ladder, based down on Floor 5.
Turning left at the T-junction takes you past two more
chambers and then to the surface. Chamber B is the larger
of the two. The entrance to Chamber A has been partially
walled-up and there is evidence that a winch was located
here for lowering blocks down to Floor 5. On the lip of
the drop into the chamber is 1 ½” steel rod, typical of those
for anchoring winches, along with a large pulley in the
ceiling. Presumably the wall was built to block the
draught and help to keep the winch operator a bit warmer!
There is no evidence of the winch having been located on
the floor below. The practice of lowering blocks down
inside a mine, rather than using external or internal
inclines, was common in this area. There is anecdotal and
physical evidence for this happening at Bryneglwys &
Foel Grochan.

Chamber A,
Floor 4

Floor 4 emerges into the middle of the 3 open pits. It is
possible walk along a ledge and through a short tunnel in a
pillar into the outer pit. The ledge around the edge of outer
is pit is very narrow, collapsing and blocked with
vegetation (mainly gorse bushes!). It is not a viable access
to or egress from the workings. It is possible to anchor off
trees and abseil down the pillar into the middle pit from
Floor 3 to Floor 4 to access the workings.

Middle Pit, Floor 4

Floor 5
Approx. Scale: 1cm = 1 metre

Ratgoed, Floor 4
Surveyed by DR January 2009

The abseil from Floor 4 lands on top of a
spoil heap that was tipped down into
Chamber C from the pitch-head. Going
under the waterfall brings you out on a
ledge in Chamber D, with a vertical drop
down to Floor 6 and the reflective “R”
straight ahead in the bottom of the pit.
This datum, left by 20th century explorers
is very helpful in working out the shape
of Chamber D. It can be seen from the
spoil tip on Floor 5 and the eye-hole on
Floor 4 too.
Returning to Floor 5, the ledge has
compressed air pipe running along it and
rusty steel spike anchors for chains for
the miners to descend to Floor 6.

Looking outby,
Chamber D, Floor 5

In the tunnel from Chamber C to Chamber D, there is a branch on the left which also emerges into
Chamber D. This is now mainly blocked by tipped spoil that must have been trammed along the catwalk
on Floor 4 above. It is possible to squirm through the hole if you really have to…

Heading outby from Chamber C, it is first necessary to ease yourself carefully past a pack-wall in the
tunnel mouth that must have been built to hold back the spoil tipped down from Floor 4, directly above.
You pass the entrance to Chamber B on your left and then come to a Y-junction. Turning sharply left, it
is possible to follow a tunnel and arrive in Chamber D again. The entrance to the chamber has large (2m
x 1m x 1m) blocks on the floor that have fallen out of the lip of the tunnel. If you go carefully around the
spoil tip, you can eventually the “R” at the bottom of the chamber and the eye-hole up in the ceiling, on
Floor 4.

A branch of this tunnel to Chamber D
has been blocked by the spoil tipped
from Floor 4. There is evidence that a
winch was once anchored here. A baulk
of rotting timber, about 12” square lies
across the floor, with notches cut into
the walls that would have stopped it
from being pushed into the chamber by
a winch located behind it. It is unclear
as to whether the winch was used to
lower blocks to Floor 6 or raise them to
Floor 5. Before Floors 7 & 8 were
developed Floor 6 was the main haulage
level for the mine and had the mill
located on it and so the former would
seem most likely. This is a confined
area, with no draughts & rotting wood.
Bad air (hydrogen sulphide) is very likely.

Baulk of timber on Floor 5

The teapot in the photograph on the
“Contents” page is to be found at the
entrance to Chamber B, Floor 5. The
quarrymen very sensibly put a chain
handrail along the ledge that goes along
the NE wall of the chamber. There is a
20 metre drop into the chamber and
about ¾ way along the ledge is a shaft, in
the floor of the chamber, down to Floor
6. This shaft must have been used by the
men to move between Floors 5 & 6 as
there is a good selection of rusty steel
spike anchors at the end of the ledge and
a pile of rotten ladders on the chamber
floor. The shaft into Floor 6 still has a
ladder in it. It also has a large weight of
stacked deads propped above it 2 places,
held up by rotten baulks of timber. This is the only access/egress for Floor 6 and whilst there are plenty
of anchors at the pitch-head, it requires careful rigging, descending and ascending. There is easily enough
volume of stacked deads to collapse, block the shaft and trap an explorer.
Ledge, looking
towards the adit,
Chamber B, Floor 5

Above left: anchor / ladder spikes at the end of the
ledge, Chamber B, Floor 5.
Above: Timber beams supporting stacked deads at the
head of the shaft in the floor of Chamber B. There
are similar timber beams, holding back deads or spoil,
at the heads of some of the shafts that go up from
Floor 8.
Left: Standing in the haulage adit, Floor 6, looking up
into Chamber B, at an old ladder and more stacked
deads. The bag contains the end of the explorer’s
SRT rope.

The Floor 5 entrance into Chamber A runs along a ledge, like
Chamber B. It is possible to follow it around into a eye-hole in the
south-west corner of Chamber B but the ground is very broken,
with large blocks hanging in the roof. With a spot-lamp, it is
possible to see the pulley, up on Floor 4. The south west wall of
Chamber A was originally open to the surface. It is still just
possible to see daylight at the top, right corner of the tip; though the
source has yet to be found on the outside. Spoil from either
underground or the pit on Floor 4 must have been tipped into the
Middle Pit, once the quarrymen had finished with it, blocking off
Chamber A.
Heading outby and squeezing past some more pack-walls in the
adit, the explorer emerges, through a collapsed tunnel mouth, into
daylight in the Middle Pit. Crawl through a collapsed tunnel in the
pillar ahead to get to the Outer Pit. Traversing a narrow ledge, with
a drop down to Floor 6 below, it brings you to a cutting and the
outside.

Looking inby at the
collapsed Floor 6
adit, middle pit.

Floor 6
Floor 6 was the main drainage and haulage adit for
Ratgoed until the development of Floors7 & 8. Today
the entrance to Floor 6 is blocked by a collapse of the
spoil tip above it and so the only access is by using SRT
from Floor 5, in Chamber B. Strangely, the adit on
Floor 6 was about 10 feet below the floors of the
chambers that it served, and blocks must have had to
have lowered into it somehow. Spoil must have also
been tipped into the adit, as there is no space in
Chamber B for it to have been tipped elsewhere.
Heading outby, the explorer passes chamber entrances
on the left, that have been blocked-off by tipped spoil,
until the adit becomes flooded at the collapsed entrance.

Graffiti, bottom of abseil, Floor 6 adit

The rails in the Floor 6 adit are mainly cast, I-sections,
unlike on Floor 7 where the cheaper pressed / formed
plate rail was used exclusively. Running along the south
east side of the adit is a compressed air main. The joints
in this are unusual, in that each one is encased in a cast
concrete block. These were presumably fitted to
strengthen the joints but were they installed from the
outset or were they retro-fitted?

Heading inby from the bottom of the abseil, around a
corner a junction is soon reached with 2 blocked
entrances on the right that probably once connected to
Chamber C, which is now filled with spoil down to this
level.
The left turn is a short, blind heading with a rubble truck
just inside it. The truck contains the rusted remains of a
variety of hooks and other fittings, along with a wooden
tool box in which there the brass & wood remains of
smaller tools.

At the end of the blind heading is a rock on which there
are some lengths of fuse, a paper label with instructions
on how to cut the fuse, a metal box (for matches?) a
block for carrying detonators and a shaped, smooth,
wooden stick that was presumably for pushing charges
into a shot hole.

The 10 metres of adit further in from the junction is
double or treble the height of the rest: almost a small
chamber. At the end of this section is a wooden
door, which must have been one of a pair installed to
stop draughts blowing through the working area
beyond.

Through the door, is a Y-junction with the remains
of a winch at its apex. The frame of the winch has
totally rotted away but all of the metal components
are still there. Above the winch is a sheet of
“wriggly tin” that presumably kept drips of water off
the operator. The tunnel beyond, to the left, is
blocked with tipped spoil.

The tunnel to right goes a short distance until it
comes to collapse. On the wall, by the winch, is a
shelf with a tin of grease on it. Standard sized
compressed air pipe runs on hooks along the wall
and into the collapse.

In the ceiling is a bar that must have been fitted to
stop the wire from the winch cutting into the rock at
the lip of the tunnel. The pulley has come down
with the collapse that has blocked the tunnel. There
is a corresponding collapse below on Floor 7, so it
would seem likely that blocks were being lowered
here. This tunnel might have also linked into
Chamber D. Were blocks being lowered from the
ledge on Floor 5 too?

At the collapse, on the left-hand side, are two shelves built into the pack-wall. On these are a variety of
artefacts that seem to have been collected there by previous explorers. There is the brass tap from the end
of a compressed air line, a tin of grease, a couple of glass bottles and the rusting remains of other small
tools.
Whether or no this area connects to Chamber D would be a good project for further investigation, though
any team undertaking this task would probably want to make the Chamber B shaft into Floor 6 a bit safer
first.

Floor 7

The tramway to the Floor 7 adit runs along the bottom of spoil tipped from Floor 5. Retaining walls were
built to hold the spoil back. The walls possibly supported a slate slab roof near the mouth of the adit.
Whatever the historical configuration, the structure has collapse and the entrance to Floor 7 is now almost
blocked. To enter Floor 7, it is necessary to delicately squeeze down a small hole that usually has a
strong draught blowing through it. There are 3 chambers that are still open on Floor 7.
Floors 7 & 8 were the last floors to be developed at
Ratgoed and were worked exclusively underground. It
is hard to say when they were developed but neither the
Meirionethshire Mines Report of 1892 nor the 1899 25”
Ordnance Survey map include them. The slabs quarried
on Floor 7 were lowered down one of the 4 shafts to
Floor 8 to be taken to the mill. There was no
chambering on Floor 8; its sole purpose was as a
drainage & haulage adit. Apart from Chamber 3, spoil
from the chambers on Floor 7 must have been tipped
down the shafts to Floor 8 and taken out along the adit.
This could explain why there shafts close together, as
some might have been for spoil and other for slabs.
There is a compressed air main and another pipe (possibly for drainage?) running along the Floor 7 adit.
The first chamber that you come to on Floor 7 is about
10 metres square and drops down about 40 metres. This
chamber was not worked above the level of Floor 7.
There is a ledge along the north side of the chamber,
continued by the remains of a catwalk, on the east side,
to a steel bar that sticks out from the wall which must
have acted as a crane, like the wooden structures to be
found in Foel Grochan mine. There is an alcove for
basing a winch in the entrance to Chamber 1. Broken
friction brake bands were found here too. With a
powerful spotlight, it is possible to see to head of the
shaft down to Floor 8, immediately below the crane.

The next chamber is the same shape and size as the
first and is entered via a doorway in a wall that must
have been built to keep out the strong draughts
which blow though this floor. Clumps of moss have
been stuff into the cracks where the wall joins the
ceiling, presumably to improve the draught-proofing
and there must have been a door to close too.
On the other side of the doorway is a winch position
like that in Chamber 1. There is a ledge running
along the north side of Chamber 2 but this time it is
about a 1 metre step down onto it from adit level.
There is a longer catwalk, again on the easterly side
of the chamber, which services the head of the crane
system. Both of the catwalks on Floor 7 were just
one plank wide but they did have chains running
along the wall to hold on to. Approximately 20
metres below the head of the crane the chamber
opens out and goes under the north east wall.
Judging from the amount of equipment in-situ,
Chamber 2 was probably the last main working area
of Ratgoed mine. Access to the chamber was down
either of two 10 metre long ladders. One is wooden
and there is also a chain ladder that has solid iron
rungs. This ladder is different to the chain ladders
that can still be found inside Foel Grochan mine, as
here the rungs were also made of chain.
Continuing along the Floor 7 adit there are 2 walled
up entrances on the right-hand side. The first of
these has water coming down it, with rusty orange
staining. These presumably connect up to Floor 6.
Next comes the 3rd chamber on Floor 7. The floor
here is level with Floor 7 and seems to have been
worked up towards Floor 6, though there is no
evidence of a connection.
At the end of the adit is a collapse that possibly
connects to the collapse at the end of Floor6.

Floor 8
The Floor 8 adit goes about 10m
in and then turns sharply to the
right. There is then 250m of
tunnel to the first branch, on the
right, which is 15m long and has
a shaft blocked with spoil at the
end. Next is a shaft on the left
which has a ladder built from
trees from the forestry in it. This
must have been made by 20th
century explorers and is now
rotten. The next junction has
points in-situ, with a bar that
swivels to change the direction of
the trucks. At the top of this
shaft is a mixture of stacked
deads & wooden baulks, similar
to the shaft that accesses Floor 6.
Why was this built? On the wall
at the bottom of the fourth shaft,
at the end of the adit is a horses
head and the initials “AJ”.
Presumably “AJ” spent a lot of
time waiting here for blocks to be
lowered down through the
workings.

End Piece
This is by no means a comprehensive study of the site at Ratgoed, especially on the surface. There are
some excellent remains of inclines, plus all of the ruined buildings to be surveyed. The history of
Ratgoed is interwoven with the other quarries that the companies worked along with it. Further research
could be done into this area too. I have omitted any mention of the buildings down at Ratgoed Hall or of
the nearby, associated workings at Cymerau. At the time of writing, I’ve yet to abseil into any of the
Floor 7 chambers and examine how they interconnect.
Ratgoed is a small but interesting set of slate workings that, like all abandoned mines & quarries, are
gradually decaying. If you chose to explore Ratgoed, please go carefully and tread gently.
D.R. May 2009

Sunset over Foel Grochan, from outside Ratgoed Floor 2, December 2008.
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About the Author
Well you’re about to spend a lot of time and/or money in exploring an old slate mine just because
somebody says that it’s a fascinating place to spend a day or two. Who is he?

David Roberts is to be found somewhere in the 10 pages of “Roberts” in the North Wales telephone book.
He is a BCA Level 1 Mine Leader and having done the Level 2 training course might get around to being
assessed for it one day…
David’s main interests are ski-mountaineering in South-America and surfing, but you’ve got to do
something on those long, dark, cold, wet nights in Meirionnydd. Going down holes in ground in the
autumn & winter is normal: honest!
David Roberts, May 2009.

