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Oernant 

Oernant (Cold Stream) is the area nestling within the loop of the 
Horseshoe Pass, extending to the west of the village of Pentredŵr. Today 
just four houses remain in Oernant, although there were at least double 
that number of cottages in previous centuries. 

The name Oernant is first 
mentioned in records in 1606 
when Tythyn Oyrnant appeared 
in a list of one of the properties 
that had formerly belonged to 
Valle Crucis Abbey, dissolved by 
Henry VIII seventy years before. 
The Abbey had a number of 
‘grange’ farms around the area 
and so we can see the earliest 

use of the land at Oernant was for farming. Whether Oernant was one of 
the areas of land originally given to the Cistercian monks of Valle Crucis 
by Madoc ap Gruffudd, ruler of northern Powys at the time of the Abbey’s 
foundation in 1200, we do not know. However, being quite close to Valle 
Crucis it seems likely that it would have formed one of the early sources of 
crops and grazing for the monks. 

Oernant at the beginning of the 20th century. The four properties that 
can be seen – Oernant Isaf (lower right), Oernant Uchaf (upper left), 
Tŷ Isaf (just to the right of Oernant Uchaf) and Fron Haul (further to 

the right) still remain today. 

A 1606 list of former Valle Crucis 
properties mentions Tythyn Oernant. 
Courtesy North East Wales Archives, 

DD/WY/5406. 
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The other main use for the land at Oernant was for mining slate. Although 
slate is known to have been used in North West Wales in Roman times 
the earliest quarries in that area date between the 12th and 14th centuries. 
We do not know when slate was first extracted from the quarries around 
the Horseshoe Pass, but in 1696 Edward Lhuyd noted in his book 

Parochialia that there 
was ‘Very good slate at 
Oernant in maes yr 
ychen whence they are 
carried out to ye 
neighbouring counties’, 

although up until the construction of the new road (the present Horseshoe 
Pass) in 1810 slate would heve been transported down to nearby 
Pentredŵr and out on the old turnpike road that ran through the village. 

By the beginning of the 18th century the land at Oernant, along with the 
mineral wealth, had become the property of the Wynnstay Estate. The 
rental records for the Wynnstay Estate held at the National Library of 
Wales contain an entry for the Oernant Quarries from 1724, when Thomas 
ap Robert was paying an annual rent of £5 0s to the Wynnstay Estate for 
his quarry at Oernant. John Rogers was also paying 10s rent for what was 
evidently a much smaller quarry. 

Of the houses at Oernant the oldest (although not now the building) is 
undoubtedly Oernant Isaf (or Oernant Farm), which would have been the 
grange farm for the Abbey. The other cottages were almost certainly built 
to house workers for the Oernant and other nearby quarries. 

It is difficult to be certain when quarrying finished at the Oernant Quarries. 
A plan from around 1810 shows the quarries and a newspaper report from 
1820 mentions them still being rented out.  

 

Extract from a transcript edition of Edward 
Lhuyd’s Parochialia. 

An early map of 
Oernant and the 
slate quarries. The 
map is undated but 
the dashed line is 
labelled ‘The new 
road from Ruthin to 
Llangollen’, 
indicating that it is 
not long after 1810. 
Courtesy Llangollen 
Museum. 
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1810 saw the auction of two ‘newly 
opened’ rock faces at Oernant, 
which were, at that time, tenanted 
by William Parry and John 
Hughes. 

An auction document for 
properties in 1831 includes as Lot 
4 ‘A tenement called Oernant with 
the slate quarries thereon’. Many 
of the properties sold at that 
auction were acquired by the 
Tottenham Estate. 

That the Oernant Quarries were 
bought by the Tottenham Estate and 
were operating in the mid 19th century 
is confirmed by another newspaper 
report from 1852 detailing an action 
brought by Captain Tottenham for the 
recovery of £15 for a year and a half’s 
rent with respect to the Oernant 
Quarries. The Quarries were being 
leased by Alexander Reid, who at that 
time owned the Llangollen Flagstone 
Company and a number of quarries in 
the area.  

However, photographs from the 
latter part of the 19th century 
show some of the workers’ 
cottages in ruins and certainly by 
the early 20th century the 
Oernant Quarries were disused, 
although quarrying at the 
adjacent Clogau and Moel y 
Faen quarries continued. 

Photographs from around 1900  
show some of the workers’ cottages  

at Oernant in ruins. 

Chester Chronicle,  Friday, 29th 
June 1810. 

Caernarvon and Denbigh 
Herald and North and South 

Wales Independent,  
21st  February 1852. 
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Today the rock faces at Oernant are lost in a forest of trees, although the 
ruins of stone built store houses still remain as memories to the industrial 
past of the Oernant Quarries. 

The rock face and 
building ruins at 
Oernant in 2023. 
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Oernant and Clogau Cottages 

With the opening and expansion 
of the quarries at Oernant came 
the need for providing housing for 
the workforce and their families. 

The peak in numbers was in the 
1870s when there a total of 58 
people living in Oernant. Of those, 
27 were living in the four 
properties that remain today. The 
remainder were in 6 or 7 houses 
that are now ruined or gone. With 
the exception of Bank or Hen 
Bank/Bonk it is difficult to identify 
who was living where or indeed 
which house was which, as 
occupants and house names 
changed frequently and many 
were not marked individually on 
the tithe map. The property 
names that were used at different 
times included Tan y Graig, Tŷ Isa 
Craig, Brynffynnon, Gilfach and Tŷ 
Newydd, but many times they 
were simply marked as Oernant. 

Some of the ruins of buildings at Oernant. 

On the 1874 Ordnance Survey 
map the locations of buildings that 

are now gone or just ruins are 

marked in blue. 

Tŷ Issa 

Oernant 

Uchaf 

Oernant 

Isaf 

Fron Haul 
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In addition, from 1861 
to 1881 there were 
one, two or three 
cottages named Pen y 
Clogau, but from the 
name it seems 
reasonable to assume 
that these referred to 
the workers’ cottages 
up near the entrance to 
the Clogau Quarry and 
not to those down in 
Oernant. Nearly all of 
the men who lived in 
the cottages were 

either quarrymen or labourers. Some of the labourers were agricultural 
and the rest were general – most likely working in the quarries. The only 
exceptions were Thomas Hughes of Bank Foel Faen and John Thomas 
from Pen y Clogau, who were both engineers, Edward Hughes from 
Gilfach, who was an engine driver for ten years and Sem Davies at Pen 
y Clogau who was a blacksmith. 

A slump in the British economy in 
1879 saw a rapid decline in the 
fortunes of North Wales slate 
quarries, including the layoff of 
workers and shorter working hours. 
Some quarries survived the slump 
but many never really fully recovered. 
There was a brief respite in 1883 but 
by 1886 the tone had changed – ‘The 
Voel Vaen and Clogau slab and slate 
quarries: These old-established and 
once flourishing works are passing 
through a commercial depression 
almost fatal in its results. We are 
informed that from some cause or 
other the men employed there, 
though working regularly, have 
received in wages next to nothing 
during the past few months, so that at present no less than eighteen 
weeks' pay is due to them’. By 1887 men had started to leave the area to 
find work elsewhere and in 1890 the workforce went on strike because of 
the money owed to them. By 1891 only one of the Oernant/Clogau 
cottages remained inhabited and by 1901 they were all empty.  

A painting by Alwyn Dempster Jones of the 
Clogau Quarry cottages when they were still 

ruined in around 2000.  

The article about the plight of 
the slate quarries in the 
Llangollen Advertiser, 

 29th January 1886. 

By David Crane. 


