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From Llandudno Junction
to Blaenau Festiniog

By J. M. DUNN
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NE of the most picturesque lengths
O of railway in the British Isles is
the 27} miles-long branch from
Llandudno Junction to Blaenau Festiniog,
which traverses the lower part of the
Conway Valley as far as Betws-y-Coed
(the spelling of Bettws was changed to
Betws about 1939) and, onwards to
Roman Bridge, the valley of the Lledr,
one of the River Conway’s tributaries.
The line was built in three sections, the
first of which was the Conway & Llanrwst
Railway.  This company, which was
incorporated by an Act of July 23, 1860,
was authorised to construct a line from
the Chester & Holyhead Railway near
Conway (actually Llandudno Junction)
to ILlanrwst, a distance of 11} miles.
The capital was £50,000 in £10 shares,
with loans to the extent of £16,666. The
Act authorised arrangements being made
with the London & North Western
Railway for the working of the line, and
there were five directors, of whom
Benjamin Piercy was one, but he resigned
on November 3, 1860.

Diesel train for Llandudno at Blaenau Festiniog North Station

Another Act was obtained on July 22,
1861, which authorised deviations and
alterations in the line and the raising
of additional capital by way of £10,000

in shares and £3,300 in loans. The
engineer was Hedworth Lee, the

L.N.W.R. District Engineer at Bangor.
The line was not difficult to construct,
but there was some uncertainty as to
the best situation for the station at
Ilanrwst, and there was a suggestion
that a site not at the time authorised by
Parliament should be used, though this
was not acted on.

The railway premises at Llanrwst
comprised a passenger station, goods
station and yard, and an engine shed,
all of which were constructed by J.
Gibson & Son for £3,161. In 1881 the
engine shed and an old tank-house were
demolished (the materials were used in
the rebuilding of the locomotive shed
boundary wall at Holyhead).

A small passenger station without
goods accommodation, as there was
difficulty in obtaining sufficient land, was



FROM LLANDUDNO JUNCTION TO BLAENAU FESTINIOG

built at Llansaintffraid (Glan Conway)
in fulfilment of a promise made to a
certain Archdeacon Jones. The line was
examined and passed by the Board of
Trade Inspector subject to the provision
of an engine turntable at Llanrwst
within six weeks. Arrangements having
been made with the L.N.W.R. for its
working—and the provision of the turn-
table (out of stock)—the line was opened
for public traffic on June 17, 1863, after
£85,000 had been spent on its construction.
The opening was celebrated by a féte,
which cost £150 14s. 1d. By an Act of
July 28, 1863, the line was transferred
to the L.N.W.R. at a rent equal to
5 per cent. on the share capital and it
was absorbed by that company in 1867
when the Conway & ILlanrwst Railway
Company was wound up.
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Llanrwst remained the southern
terminus of the line for nearly five years,
but under the L.N.W.R. Additional
Powers Act of 1865, authority was
obtained for the extension of the line
to Betws-y-Coed and this section was
opened on April 6, 1868. The L.N.W.R.
then found itself within 12 miles or so
of Blaenau Festiniog and ,its slate
deposits, and not unnaturally succumbed
to the temptation to tap this potential
source of traffic.

An Act authorising an extension from
Betws-y-Coed to Blaenau Festiniog was
obtained on July 18, 1872. Curiously,
it was decided to build this line on the
1 ft.-11% in. gauge and to effect a junction
with the Festiniog Railway at Dinas,
close to the southern portal of the
Festiniog Tunnel, which was 2 miles 338
yd. in length and the seventh longest
main-line railway tunnel in the British
Isles. The construction of the line on
the narrow-gauge was commenced and
reached a fairly advanced state before it
suddenly dawned on ‘ Euston’ that
special engines and rolling stock would
have to be built to work it. It was then
decided to build the line to the standard
gauge, which resulted in a number of
alterations having to be made to the
curves, earthworks and bridges and last
but not least the long tunnel under Moel
Dyrnogydd, which is 1,712 ft. high.

The Festiniog Tunnel was very difficult
to construct because of the increasing
hardness of the rock as the middle of
the bore was approached. The contractor
gave up the job and the work was
completed by William Smith, who by
that time had succeeded Hedworth Lee
as District Engineer at Bangor. Opera-
tions on the tunnel were commenced
early in February, 1875, and there were
four shafts, the deepest of which was
430 ft. The engineer's half-yearly
reports give details of construction of -
the bore and indicate how slpwly the
work progressed. The tunnel and the
line were completed in June, 1879, and
later in the month were inspected by
Captain Rich on behalf of the Board of
Trade. When he came to the tunnel
Rich walked through it from end to end
preceded by an engine propelling a
carriage with its doors wide open on
each side to test the clearance. It is
related in Dolwyddelen that a woman
worked with the men throughout the
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construction of the tunnel without anyone
being aware of it. The southern portal of
the tunnel bears the inscription “‘ 1879
—William Smith, [Engineer.”

The line was opened to its original
terminus at Blaenau Festiniog (Dinas)
on July 22, 1879 : the present station,
opposite that of the Festiniog Railway,
was opened in March, 1881, when the
original one was closed. The latter station
boasted an unusual building in the shape
of a combined engine and carriage shed ;
there were two roads for each, divided
by a wall. This was closed on September
14, 1931, and afterwards demolished.

Having thus tapped the slate-quarrying
district, the next thing the L.N.W.R.
had to do was to make some arrangement
for the disposal of the traffic it was
hoped to obtain, and an extensive slate
wharf was built at Deganwy, on the
Llandudno branch, where slates could be
conveniently stored or transhipped to
coasting vessels. In an endeavour to
attract slate traffic, the L.N.W.R. pro-
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vided 1 ft. 11§ in. gauge trucks in which
the slate was loaded at the Festiniog
quarries. These were placed three-
abreast, cross-wise in standard-gauge
15 ft.-6 in. ten-ton drop-sided *slate-
truck wagons,” in which they were
conveyed down the Conway Valley to
Deganwy, where they were restored to
narrow-gauge track specially laid down
on the quay and traces of which can still
be seen. This must have been one of
the earliest forms of *‘ container ”” service,
In the event, the slate traffic did not
take kindly to the new route, probably
because the proprietors of the quarries
were also proprietors of the Festiniog
Railway and preferred to use the latter
as a means of reaching the sea. The
Deganwy quay never prospered, and the
standard-gauge tracks on it were mainly
used as carriage sidings.

The original junction with the Chester
& Holyhead line of the L.N.W.R. was
almost opposite the junction of the
Llandudno branch, at the point where

The southern entrance to the tunnel, 2 miles 338 yd. long, between Blaenau

Festiniog and Roman Bridge.

This tunnel occupies seventh place in a list of

long British tunnels






