


Perhaps you can imagine what a 
great pleasure it was then to find that 
the Ffestiniog’s ‘sister’ railway, the 
Welsh Highland, not only ran right 
alongside our camp site at Beddgelert 
but also stopped just yards away from 
our pitch. From here, the train was to 
whisk us off to historic Caernarfon 
and my favourite Welsh castle of 
all. The site was also within striking 
distance of Snowdon itself and, in the 
other direction, Beddgelert village 
was the starting point for a wonderful 
morning’s walk down the dramatic 
Pass of Aberglaslyn.

Rooftop of Wales
The call of the mountains was too 

strong to ignore though and, with my 
sciatica greatly improved, we found 
ourselves winding our way rather 
carefully through the Upper Glaslyn 

Valley, Pen-y-Pass and on down the 
Pass of Llanberis to Llanberis itself.  
From here we were to start our climb 
up Snowdon. I would like to say that 
I made a very valiant attempt to climb 
Snowdon’s entire 3,500ft. However, 
my husband and youngest daughter, 
Sophie, can proudly claim the 
achievement of reaching ‘the rooftop 
of Wales’. Consequently, Sophie will 
never again be allowed to complain 
about walking anywhere. From the 
top they said they could see as far as 
Ireland, while I had to ‘make do’ with 
the fantastic views from the terrace of 
the Halfway Cafe. 

I didn’t miss the opportunity of going 
in to the mountains though. At the 
Sygun copper mine, near Beddgelert, 
we followed the old tram tracks 
through an entrance that was only 
cleared in 1986, retracing the steps of 
the Victorian copper miners. It was 
fascinating, but very sobering, to learn 
of the shockingly harsh lives of the 
miners. In these bleak conditions it is 
easy to comprehend why few of them 
lived beyond 40 years. 

From the Electric Mountain Centre, 
at Llanberis, it was a modern bus that 
whisked us deep down inside the Elidir 
mountain’s labyrinth of awesome 
tunnels. If I told you that it gave me 
the feeling of being on a film set and 
that I half expected Will Smith to come 
rushing towards me in his latest action 
epic then it would be no exaggeration, 
for this mountain houses the Dinorwig 
Power Station in what is the largest 
man-made cavern in Europe. 

And what power! Getting close up to 
the generators is akin to standing next 
to a sleeping giant. These monsters 
fire up from zero output to full power 

within seconds; all part of its raison 
d’etre to meet a sudden surge in 
demand that cannot be met by other 
power stations already connected to the 
grid.

				  
Childish thrills

A more childish thrill perhaps was 
Greenwood Forest Park, set among 
woodland in the foothills of the 
mountains at Y Felinheli. This really 
is a theme park with a difference – one 
with no motorised rides whatsoever.  
And that is how I came to be seated 
in a somewhat ungainly fashion in the 
smallest of plastic sledges at the top of 
what they call the Green Run, at 70m 
the longest slide in Wales. As I plunged 
downwards, leaving my stomach 
behind, I remembered I had promised 
not to scream and embarrass everybody 
– but only just. 

My daughters loved squelching along 
through what they called the “super 
squishy” mud of the 300m barefoot 
trail. Probably the biggest attraction 
here is the world’s first people-powered 
roller-coaster, where you walk up a 
hill to ride down in a lift, which in turn 
pulls the carriages up to the top. You 
then climb back up the hill to whizz 
down again at top speed. 

While we could have spent many 
more hours happily relaxing at 
Greenwood, the charm of what I 
personally believe to be Europe’s 
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greatest castle beckoned. Caernarfon is just a short drive away 
and, despite the number of times I have been here, never fails to 
enchant. This has to be the greatest place for a game of hide and 
seek. If you’re here for the history, there is plenty of it in the shape 
of imaginative museums and displays. But for sheer childish fun 
it is perfect, with walkways not only along the walls, but also 
inside them, with ‘secret’ rooms, spooky dead-end passages and 
hidey-holes at every turn. One could easily spend most of the day 
here negotiating the many towers with their narrow, dark stairs, 
on which you really do have to be very careful, to be rewarded at 
the top with views over to nearby Anglesey or across the rooftops 
of the walled town of the former military stronghold. Its builder, 
Edward I, could not have built a more exciting castle in a more 
impressive place.

All week we’d been very fortunate with the North Wales 
weather, so the only cloud looming at the end of our holiday was 
the thought of our return to reality after what really had been a 
magical and relaxing break in the land dominated by castles, great 
little trains, views to die for – and, of course, mountains.

travel SNOWDONIA
WHERE WE STAYED
We stayed beside the river at Forest Holidays’ 
pretty Beddgelert site, which also has a small shop 
stocking essentials, adventure playground and some 
Ranger-led activities at holiday periods. Open all 
year. (Tel. 0845 130 8224; www.forestholidays.
co.uk).

WHAT ELSE TO SEE AND DO
• Portmeirion (tel: 01766 770000; www.
portmeirion-village.com). At Sir Clough Williams-
Ellis’ pretty village on its own private peninsula, 
the greatest delight here is to get away from the 
Italianate-style buildings of every colour and 
wander through the woodland gardens, which run 
above the coast. Particularly photogenic is the 
Japanese garden and the views from tiny paths 
above the beaches. Fans of the 60s TV show The 
Prisoner, with Patrick McGoohan, will recall the 
series was filmed here.
• Snowdon Mountain Railway, Llanberis LL55 4TY 
(tel. 0871 720 0033; www.snowdonrailway.co.uk) 
is the easy way to try and reach the summit of 
Snowdon and Hafod Eryri, the new Summit Visitor 
Centre (weather permitting).
• Llechwedd Slate Caverns, Blaenau Ffestiniog, 
Gwynedd LL41 3NB (tel: 01766 830306; www.
llechwedd-slate-caverns.co.uk) boast Britain’s 
steepest passenger railway and a tour to the 
underground lake and deep mine, where the slate 
which has roofed buildings on every continent was 
first discovered.
• Llanberis Lake Railway, Padarn Country Park, 
Llanberis LL55 4TY (tel: 01286 870549; www.
lake-railway.co.uk). A relaxing five mile chug 
following the old slate route alongside Lake Padarn 
and past Dolbadarn Castle.
• Criccieth Castle (tel: 01766 522227; www.cadw) 
was built by the Welsh around 1230, taken 50 years 
later by Edward I’s troops and captured and burnt 
by Owain Glyn Dwr’s troops in the 15th century.
• Mighty Harlech Castle (tel: 01766 780552; www.
cadw) is built on a rock with an almost sheer drop 
of more than 60m from two sides. 
• The free entry Welsh Slate Museum, Llanberis 
(tel: 01286 870630; www.nmgw.ac.uk) is housed 
in the Victorian workshops that once serviced the 
Dinorwig slate quarry. The giant waterwheel is 
the largest working example in mainland Britain 
and there is a terrace of quarrymen’s houses, each 
one re-erected stone by stone from near Blaenau 
Ffestiniog and refurbished to reflect key dates in the 
industry’s history.

FIND OUT MORE
• FOR PLACES TO STAY; www.visitsnowdonia.
info or  
www.secretsnowdonia.co.uk.
• FOR ATTRACTIONS; www.
attractionsofsnowdonia.com
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