Notes on Afon Ganol.

The valley of the Afon Ganol runs from Llandudno Junction to Rhos on Sea (Golf
Club house) with the village of Mochdre being at about its mid point. This river
flowed both into the tidal river Conwy at its southern end and into Penrhyn Bay at
its northern end. Along the river several small streams feed into this river. The
River Ganol was a dangerous tidal strait and a natural barrier until embankments
were built at either end in the 1800’s to allow land reclamation. The River Ganol
formed a barrier, making crossings difficult, and the Creuddyn peninsula was
much more isolated in the past …something we tend to forget with modern
transport links. The river could be crossed at the Sarn-y-Mynach causeway (near
Black Cat roundabout), although at high tides the causeway was not passable.
The above painting by Thomas Baker is looking down from around Esgryn
towards the Conway valley & probably part of the Sarn Marsh. At Mochdre the
river could be crossed by a bridge. In the Llandrillo-yn-Rhos area the river could
be forded although the area was very marshy
Part of a map dated 1811 showing the extent of the Sarn Marsh
(also shows proposed embankment for a road,
however this embankment was not built)
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Black Cat Roundabout

A view of the Black Cat Roundabout prior to the A55 development1.
The River Conwy
The River Conwy from its source in a mountain lake to its discharge into Conwy
Bay at Deganwy is little over twenty-seven miles long. It drains a large upland
area which includes the Carneddau range and the moorland above Penmachno
and Ysbysty Ifan. It route follows a geological fault line and is pre-glacial; the
glaciers which subsequently flowed down its valley smoothed its features
It is suggested that the River Conwy did not always follow its present day course
but rather flowed down the Mochdre valley and discharged into Penrhyn Bay,
known as the Afon Ganol 2 3 4. Boswell (1943) suggested that the present day
estuary is a recent development and that the River Conwy originally flowed
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through the Afon Ganol into Penrhyn Bay. Embleton (1961) suggested that the
Mochdre valley was abandoned by the River Conwy due to glacial interference
i.e. blocked at its northern end by the Irish Sea Ice
Before last Ice Age the River Conwy flowed down from Snowdonia and followed
a course along the Mochdre valley (fault controlled) before turning left towards
Llandrillo-yn-Rhos marsh where it entered the sea. Ordovician rocks formed a
ridge between Conwy Mountain and the Deganwy hills. The Mochdre valley
became over-deepened during glaciation by melt-water channels or a glacier.
The Mochdre exit became blocked by the Irish Sea Ice and melt-waters of both
the Conwy and Irish Sea Ice breached the Conwy-Deganwy ridge (the small
island of rock left standing was used by Telford to anchor the eastern end of his
bridge). Glacial sediments were deposited over the area. During glacial retreat
the lower Conwy area became blocked by Welsh and Irish Sea Ice and a lake
was formed, depositing silts and clays prior to a final advance of the Irish Sea Ice
to deposit the upper till. After glaciation, the valley remained in a state of
saturation for a long period i.e. plant remains accumulated in the boggy
environment.
Subsequent silting blocked off most of the River Conwy’s old course and the
much reduced flow following the ancient course survives as Afon Ganol .
Boreholes show the bottom unit to be stiff grey boulder clay (glacial till), followed
by well sorted dense sands and gravels (outwash & flow-till), followed by
laminated silts and clays (lacustrine), followed by poorly sorted dense sands and
gravels (postglacial) and top layer grey-brown peaty silts and clays (laid down in
a boggy environment)5.
Engineering work on the A55 gave an indication of the underlying sediments. At
the western end the alluvial clay was thickest, but no peat layers were found.
Continuous sampling of the alluvium proved it to be soft grey silty clay in which
three main layers were identified, each 4-5 m thick. The upper layer contained
near vertical root stems, the middle layer contained fine sand partings and the
lower layer was very similar to the upper layer, except it contained small pockets
and thin layers of peat. Some partly decomposed wood fragments were also
found in the lower layer6.
A map of c.1820 clearly shows an entrance to Afon Ganol on the Conwy river
estuary side with a stream/ small river course through the middle of the Mochdre
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valley then through the gap between Pydew Mountain and Bryn Euryn with a
meandering channel going across Morfa Dinerth (sometimes referred to as Morfa
Penrhyn & Morfa Rhyddd), broadening into a lake/creek opening into Penrhyn
Bay, forming the northern entrance to Afon Ganol. Also the stream discharging
from the hills by Bodyscallen and Marl Halls is shown as a creek emptying into
the River Conwy with a bridge at Pen-y-Bont (this stream is now heavily ditched
& culverted Trem yr Afon). One way to get a good view of the course of the Afon
Ganol today is to look at the area on Google Earth
Afon Ganol : Glan Conwy & Sarn-y-Mynach
In Norman Tucker’s book, he commented that the antiquarian John Leland,
writing in Henry VIII’s time, wrote about the Credine [Creuddyn]…
.Credine-a commote of Cairarvonshire a this side Conwey River. This commote
partely be Conwey River partely by the se is yn a manner as innsulatid,and one
way owte of Denbigh land the way is over a made causeway over a marsh often
overflown’7.
This reference to a causeway suggests that Leland was referring to the Sarn-yMynach (Monk’s causeway) ….which would be from Pen Sarn (farm opposite
Black Cat filling station) across to Pen Sarn & Tal y Sarn in Llandudno Junction.
The name Sarn-y- Mynach is thought to refer to a causeway that the monks had
built across the marshes of the Afon Ganol valley, presumably to link the
monastery at Rhos with the Abbey at Aberconwy8. Sarn-y-Mynach remained for
centuries the main approach to the Conwy Ferry; latter became the Great Irish
Road. John Ogilby surveyed the London to Holyhead route and published his
‘strip map’ of the Great Irish route in 1675. This shows the Great Irish route going
from Denbigh to Henllan then uphill towards Betws-yn-Rhos and then downhill to
Sarn-y-Mynach. The little used B381 more or less follows this route. Later the
turnpike road ran from Abergele to the Conway Ferry (this route appeared to go
through the area of Colwyn Bay although this town was not in existence then;
see sketch maps of roads in Edmund Hyde Hall ‘A Description of
Caernarvonshire 1809-11’). A plan for the proposed road bridge & accompanying
embankment in 1819 shows the extent of the Sarn Marsh, going from the outlet
of the Afon Ganol to Pen Sarn & Tollgate (Llandudno Junction). Another marsh,
Wenyd Marsh associated with the stream coming down from Marl, went from
Pen-y-Bont to the Old Ferry House (Llandudno Junction). The tithe map
indicates the ‘Old Turnpike’ on the Caernarvonshire side of the Afon Ganol.
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Thomas Telford when was improving road communications bought out several
turnpike trusts in North Wales9.
John Evans writing in about 1800 quotes Leland’s description of the Credine and
its causeway/ causey10. Evans remarks that there were people in the
neighbourhood who could remember when the present marsh which formed the
communication was usually washed over by high tides. William Cathrall in 1828
also repeats the remark about ‘the road is over a made causey over a marsh
often overflowed’ 11. The map of c.1820 clearly shows a route across the
southern entrance of Afon Ganol; the dashed lines presumably indicated that it
could only be crossed at certain times
A major change to the landscape of the Conwy River and how the currents
flowed in the river was the building of Telford’s Conwy Bridge and its
embankment, opened in 1826. The eastern bank of the river was joined to a
small island in front of Conwy Castle by an embankment and the suspension
bridge then linked this to the Conwy side. The embankment had a radical effect
on the river, particularly on the port of Glan Conwy. Glan Conwy for most of the
eighteenth century had been the major port serving the Conwy Valley and with
building of the embankment and the subsequent change in channels declined as
a port with Conwy becoming the major port12. It is possible that this also had an
effect on the flow into the Afon Ganol and rate of deposition of silt in this channel
increased.
An extract of a map (dated 1776) of Llansantffraid Glan Conwy in Michael
Senior’s book (pg 45) showed that a path use to go across the sands by Ynys
Fawr to reach the Conwy Ferry but could no longer be used…’within ten years
this was an occasional road through Ynys Fawr to Conway Ferry before the new
channel was formed. The channel formed within ten years’. On the map the
position of the old channel is shown, further to the north-west and near the main
channel. He considers that the main channel for awhile may have run on the
Glan Conwy side of the river rather than the Benarth side of the river (certainly
Lewis Morris’ harbour map of 1748 shows the main channel on the Benarth side
as today).
The next main change in the landscape was the coming of the railway; the
Chester to Holyhead railway was opened in 1848 and later a branch line to
Llanwrst, opened in 1863. Llandudno Junction station opened in 1858 and was
positioned near the present day flyover for the Conwy Cob. Originally the Conwy
Valley line, opened in 1863, ran into a separate platform at the Junction Station,
having run along side the estuary with a sea wall adjacent. However there was a
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need to enlarge the station and also to ease the curve at the Junction so to cope
better with the mainline and the branch line. The original station closed in 1897
when the new (present) day Junction Station opened on the deviation. This move
also entailed the diverting of the branch line to the east of the Junction station
(now leaves the main line at about Queen’s Road) and the old track was used to
store locomotives.13. Later editions of the O.S. maps (1900 Ed. & 1913 Ed.) show
brickfields on this area going from the branch line towards the main line together
with engine sheds. A tramway (Mr. Arthur Hills’ tramway) ran from the brickfields
to the brickworks14.
Presumably the building of a sea wall and embankments for the branch line had
an effect on the flow of the Afon Ganol; likely that the flow was reduced and
further silting up occurred.
An O.S. map of 1891 shows the Afon Ganol discharging into the River Conwy; a
meandering course with embankments flows from Sarn-y-Mynach to the estuary
until it meets the Llandudno Junction to Llanrwst railway & its embankment. The
Afon Ganol appears to flow down the side of the railway embankment and is
culverted under the train track to discharge into the River Conwy, just by the
house near Ynys Fawr, a large promontory (today it discharges there, see
photographs).
The Pensarn Railway bridge in the Junction, crossing the main railway line, has
a number of arches and one theory is that they were put in to allow a
watercourse through.15
The Tithe map of 1842 lists the landowners; Thomas Peers Williams of Marl
owned much of the land on the ‘Llandudno Junction’ side, areas known as Pen
Sarn & Tal y Sarn and also a field referred to as the Old Turnpike. On the other
side of the Afon Ganol the main landowner was the Rev. Hugh Chambres Jones
of Bryn Eisteddfod in Glan Conwy. The names of the fields adjacent to the Afon
Ganol are interesting; several of the fields, particularly on the Glan Conwy side
are called Morfa Coch (Red Beach). Perhaps this alludes to a clayey nature as
later the area was used to produce bricks? The names of farms/houses on Pabo
Lane reflect the former area; Bryn Morfa and Morfa Pen Sarn.
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Afon Ganol: Mochdre Valley
The construction of the Chester to Holyhead railway (opened in 1848) and later
the building of a branch line to Llanwrst (opened in 1863) would have
necessitated drainage of the Mochdre valley. From Sarn-y-Mynach towards
Mochdre, the Afon Ganol follows the line of the Chester to Holyhead railway and
the water presumably had been culverted when the railway was built. Ashton
writes that [former] Mochdre Station stood in the middle of the old river bed
(although with the building of the A55 trunk road this part of the line was diverted
& is no longer in its original position). At the bridge near Mochdre, there is a small
tributary flowing from the hills above Mochdre, then through the village to join the
Afon Ganol.
The tithe map of 1842 shows a different field pattern across this valley
(particularly on the flatter Dolwyd side of the railway) compared to the later O.S.
maps which show larger fields stretching from the railway to the road. There is a
culvert either side of the track which is on an embankment and the fields are
separated by ditches which drain into the main culvert (see photos). This
suggests that the field boundaries were altered with the building of the railway
with its embankment and the Afon Ganol was culverted with ditches to drain the
surrounding fields. By the late 1950’s the farmers along the Afon Ganol felt that
the Afon Ganol was not draining properly and consequently some of their land
was flooded. The Afon Ganol was by then the responsibility of the Gwynedd
River Board who decided to set up the Afon Ganol Internal Drainage Board;
farmers would be charged drainage rates depending on their acreage. However
the farmers, backed by the National Farmers Union, were opposed to this and
felt that if the River Board did its job properly in keeping the Afon Ganol freely
flowing than their ditches would drain properly and flooding would not be a
problem. The other problem was British Railways did not always keep their main
ditch clear which in turn affected the draining of other ditches16. The Ministry of
Agriculture, Food & Fisheries went head with the proposal and the Afon Ganol
Internal Drainage Board was sent up in 1960/6117 (now comes under
Environment Agency Wales).
Norman Tucker also referred to the name Mochdre and that some contend that it
means Moch-trai, quick tide (Ashton, 1920)18. Other authors contend that
Mochdre refers to ‘moch dre’ the place of pigs; to provide food for the Abbey at
Conwy19 .
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A bridge crossed the Afon Ganol at just to the north of Mochdre village, making
this an important crossing point to reach the Creuddyn area. Norman Tucker also
commented that old residents claimed that boats once reached Mochdre. Ashton
wrote that an old man living near Pabo told him (in 1914) that his grandmother,
born in 1815, could remember flat boats, laden with coal, coming to Mochdre
from Glan Conway20.
Afon Ganol: Llandrillo-yn-Rhos
Writing in ‘Colwyn Bay & Its growth’, Norman Tucker remarked that Saxton’s
map of 1577 and Speed’s map of 1610 both show Afon Ganol as a small but
distinct river entering the sea between Llandrillo-yn-Rhos and the Little Orme
(these maps can be viewed on
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~genmaps & the original
Saxton maps can be seen at the National Library of Wales). A map of c.1720
shows a large lake with a reasonably straight cut to the sea on Morfa Rhyd . A
later map by John Evans in 1795 shows the course of the Afon Ganol but does
not indicate a lake on Morfa Rhyd (both maps are in Norman Tucker’s book).
John Leland also refers to a harbour in Creuddyn…’There is northward in
Creddine a bay or rode very goode for shippis and that greate caullid Carrig
Gonnyon Anglice White Stones’. This probably refers to the bay between the
Little Orme and Llandrillo-yn-Rhos, where the Afon Ganol discharged into the
sea. The Carrig Gonnyon/ White Stones is a reference to Rhyd-y cerrig-gwynion
(the Ford of the White Stones). The name occurs again in Welsh Port Books of
1550-1603 which lists landing places in Caernarvonshire; one being Aber Kerrick
Gwynynon21.The map of c.1820 shows Rhyd-y-cerrig-gwynion below Llandrilloyn-Rhos church (probably around the present day Penrhyn Drive/Abbey Road
area).
A lawsuit of 1687 cited as further evidence for this harbour and the surrounding
marsh..’one part of the marsh called Morfa Dinerth containing 34 acres of land,
lying in Dinerth township, between a certain stream dividing the counties of
Denbigh and Caernarvon. It is presumed that this marsh was then in form of a
common and the sea overflowed it at most spring tides in the year’. The account
proceeds ‘There is a Channell on the west side of the marsh that divides the
Counties of Denbigh and Caerarvonshire; at the lower end of which channell of
water adjoining to the sea was, as is reputed, a creake wherin Boats and shipps
of 20 or 30 tun might at certain time of flowing water gett in there and soe lye
safe from storms, and soe hath ever continued from beyond living memory till
1687’22: William Pugh of Penrhyn Hall constructed a bridge with a fence below,
across the creak/ harbour so his cattle could more easily reach grazing land on
20

Ashton, William.1920.The Evolution of Coast line
Tucker, Norman. 1953 Colwyn Bay.Its Origin and Growth
22
Venables-Williams, W. An Archaeological history of Llandrillo-yn-Rhos; Tucker, Norman. 1953.
Colwyn Bay. Its Origin and Growth.: Stamp, A. H. 1996. Penrhyn Bay; Its Story).
21

8

Morfa Dinerth. The fence beneath the bridge ‘stopped the sea from overflowing
and also all boates and small vessels from getting in there for shelter in stormy
weather’. The consequence was a lawsuit in 1687 between the Pughs and their
neighbour Robert Davies of Bryn Euryn to have the bridge removed.
The flat land past Llangystennin church is heavily ditched with the main stream
flowing through the middle of the valley. Just to the north-east of Dinerth Hall the
Afon Ganol forks. Ashton writes that vessels use to sail up to Dinerth farm to
unload coal as late as the beginning of the 18th century23.
One stream flows across Morfa Rhyd/ Llandrillo with a large marshy area
indicated on the O.S. map of 1891. The other fork flowed down towards Rhos on
Sea towards Weir View and the Rising Gull Cottage (it is not clear from the map
whether the stream actually discharged at Rhos on Sea). Until the closing
decades of the 1800’s, this fork of Afon Ganol flowed down what is now the
lower portion of Penrhyn Avenue thus making the Abbey Road locality an island.
This isolation may have induced the monks of the Abbey to build the original
Rhos Fynach24. In the 1937 O.S. map this stream is shown going down to Rhos
on Sea.
The 1889 O.S. map of Penrhyn Bay shows a large meandering marshy area
across Morfa Rhyd with a stream forking towards Rhos on Sea. In the 1912 O.S
map the Afon Ganol is shown as being culverted under Llandudno Road to the
Golf Links with a culvert going out to sea but with still a large marshy area.
The main branch continued over the present golf links, passed through the
present ‘Odstone’ house on Glan-y-Mor Road and out to sea. In 1907 when a
new sewer outfall was being constructed opposite Odstone House, a stone wall
about 12’ thick, with holes for iron stanchions, was discovered about 700 yards
from the shore. In 1954 when the sea wall was rebuilt wall fragments were
unearthed; took the form of two walls about seven feet apart splaying to nine feet
apart, some of the wall formed part of rockery in the Odstone House garden (see
photograph of wall fragment)25 This may have been part of a harbour of Afon
Ganol [& is linked with the story of Prince Madoc, see footnote]26.
The Morfa Rhyd/Llandrillo was drained in the 19th century and later the waterway
of the Afon Ganol was diverted. Williams in the ‘History of Aberconway’
published in 1835 refers to ‘the late draining of the marsh’. At some point a sea
wall, now demolished, was built near Penrhyn Bay, supposedly by General
Owen Williams of Craig-y-Don, Beaumaris & also owner of nearby Marl Hall27 .
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Drainage of the marsh had a major impact as the flow of the Afon Ganol at this
end was restricted and by the late 19th century all remained was a twelve foot
wide waterway which could be crossed by horse drawn vehicles. A ford and gate
led to Dinerth Hall28. In the late 19th century the river over Penrhyn Bay was
partly diverted. This diversion crossed the Llandudno road about 350 yards from
the Toll Bar and continued over the Rhyd farm land (later the course of Rhos
Golf Club), being culverted where necessary. With the establishment of the golf
club in 1899 on this farmland it was necessary to further improve the drainage of
the golf course. In 1911 new outlet for the diverted river was built. This outlet was
a six foot concrete culvert, reinforced with steel, which passed from the golf
course underneath the tram track, road and seawall to the beach. As the outlet
was two feet below the bed of the river and ornamental lakes, both the river and
the lakes could be emptied during intervals between tides thus keeping the golf
course dry.
Today the Afon Ganol remains as a culvert with tidal outfall structure which was
recently updated in 2011 to decrease the risk of flooding29.Norman Tucker
remarked that the meanderings of the original water course are still discernible.
Even though the original Afon Ganol is now just a meandering waterway and
ditch, in part diverted and culverted, it still retains the distinction of forming the
boundary between the county of Caernarvonshire, created by Edward I at the
Statute of Rhuddan in 1284 and the neighbouring lordship of Denbigh, and today
remains the county boundary between Denbigh and Conwy30.

Ä Fiona Richards November 2013
Photograph of the Afon Ganol wall fragments, photographs of the remains of the Afon
Ganol today & part of the 1891 OS map of the Afon Ganol are included after the footnote
on Prince Madoc & references.
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Footnote on Prince Madoc.
Reference: www.historic-uk.com , www.madocsearch.net , Wikpedia ..there is
a plethora of books & articles on Madoc & whether he sailed to America! Much of
the facts are disputed!
A Welsh poem of the 15th century tells how Prince Madoc sailed away in 10
ships and discovered America. Cynric ap Gronow, mid-15th C. poet, is said to
have written a poem
Horn Gwennan, brought to the Gele,
To be given a square mast,
Was turned back to Afon Ganol’s quay
For Madog’s famous voyage
This account of the discovery of America by a Welsh prince, whether it is truth or
myth, was apparently used by Elizabeth I as evidence for the British claim to
America during its territorial struggles with Spain.
Madoc's purported father was Owain Gwynedd,. At his death in 1170, a bloody
dispute broke out between his heir Hywel the Poet-Prince and Owain's younger
sons Maelgwn, Rhodri, and led by Dafydd.. Owain had at least 13 children from
his two wives and several more children born out of wedlock but legally
acknowledged under Welsh tradition. According to the legend, Madoc and his
brother Rhirid were among them, though no contemporary record attests to this.
The story claims that Madoc was disheartened by this fighting, and he and Rhirid
set sail from Llandrillo –yn-Rhos in to explore the western ocean with a small
fleet of boats. Madoc built a ship, called the Gwennan Gorn, at Abergele and
together with his brother Rhiryd in his own ship the Pedr Sant, left from a little
creek then called the Afon Ganol, later known as Aber Cerrig Gwynion, in
Llandrillo-yn-Rhos, and sailed out into the Western Ocean.
They discovered a distant and abundant land where one hundred men
disembarked to form a colony. Madoc's landing place has been suggested to be
Mobile Bay in Alabama or west Florida.
Prince Madoc then returned to Wales with great tales of his adventures and
persuaded others to return to America with him. After gathering ten ships of men
and women the prince sailed west a second time, never to return. They said to
have sailed from Lundy Island in 1171, but were never heard of again.
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The wall (part of the old quay) at ‘Odstone’ house now bears a modern plaque
reading;Prince Madoc sailed from here Aber Kerrick Gwynan 1170 a.d. and
landed at Mobile Alabama with his ships Gorn Gwynant and Pedr Sant

On the shore at Fort Morgan, Mobile Bay, Alabama, the Daughters of the
American Revolution erected in 1953, a plaque;

In memory of Prince Madoc, a Welsh explorer who landed on the shores of
Mobile Bay in 1170 and left behind with the Indians, the Welsh language
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