
Note: This is an edited version; there is a photocopy of the original typewritten manuscript in 
the Club’s archives.

TAL Y BRAICH
A RUCKSACK CLUB HUT

KEITH TREACHER

THE HUT IN HISTORY

There are three sound reasons for telling the story of Tal y Braich.

The first reason is domestic, or internal to the Club, in that the hut was directly involved in a 
particularly active period in the Club’s life, over the years 1927-1944. It was a major factor in building 
up the Club’s strength and assuring its continuity. Those members who were regular attenders 
regarded the hut benignly as the ante-chamber to the gates of heaven. The old log book (still extant) 
reflects the attitude and ethos of the time, with its descriptions of climbs, its gaiety and repartee and 
wit, and here and there an earnest reflection. Open its pages and you find the vitality of a generation 
more assured of its values than our own.

The second reason is that Tal y Braich made an important contribution to the wider climbing fraternity 
beyond the confines of the Club. The point is underlined by Alan Hankinson:

Towards the end of the 20s, Snowdonia climbing revived. This was partly due to a 
resurgence of the Climbers’ Club, largely inspired by Herbert Carr, and the establishment 
of the Club hut at Helyg. . . . the other key factor was the incursion of the Manchester 
climbers of the Rucksack Club who set up their own hut nearby at Tal y Braich.

The Snowdonia revival, when it came, proved a bold one with many Club members spearheading it. A 
number of classic first ascents of the period are first recorded in the hut’s log book. Future 
generations now assume that these routes are what Welsh climbing is all about.

The third and final reason is that Tal y Braich played a major role in the evolution of the hut idea. 
Climber’s huts nowadays are such a common feature of hill life that we tend to take them for granted. 
In comparative terms, huts are a recent development, only two existing in 1927 when Tal y Braich first 
opened its doors, and both of them in the Ogwen Valley. The truth is that both huts, Tal y Braich and 
Helyg, were something of a landmark, precursors of things to come; the Scottish Mountaineering Club 
following suit in 1929 with their howff on Ben Nevis, the Charles Inglis Clarke Memorial Hut, and the 
Wayfarer’s Club opening the romantic Robertson Lamb in Langdale in 1930; the ladies Pinnacle Club 
acquired the Emily Kelly hut from the North Wales Power Company in 1932; then the Fell and Rock 
Climbing Club, having overcome their resistance to huts, took on Brackenclose in Wasdale in 1937 
when Lady Chorley poured a mug of beer over the front doorstep. The newspapers noted ‘the Spartan 
simplicity of climber’s huts’. What we have to note is that there was still only a total of six huts 
throughout the country by the advent of the Second World War. Tal y Braich helped to pave the way 
for the frequency of huts we know today.

THE HUT

Tal y Braich Uchaf, to give the hut its full and correct name, is marked on the OS map 115 GR. 
700603, standing slightly north of the A5 road.

The name Tal y Braich means ‘lofty spur’. The spur in question was probably the outcome of a 
spectacular glacial breach which had torn through the ridge that once linked Pen-Llithrig-y-Wrach with 
Creigiau Gleison.

The empty building was originally spotted by Herbert Carr when he was establishing Helyg. Carr, 
Headmaster of Harrogate Grammar School, and at the time the energetic Secretary of the Climbers’ 
Club, had close links with the Rucksack Club. The initial reaction of the Committee in Manchester 
proved anything but enthusiastic, ‘dyspeptic’ Phillip Brockbank called it. However, over November 
27th-28th, 1926, an expert reconnaissance party was dispatched to Wales with a ‘view of acquiring 



the same as a Club hut’. The party reported favourably, and recommended that a lease be taken out, 
although they listed various jobs that needed to be addressed before the building became operational.

A sum of £50 was voted ‘to put the edifice in good condition’.

The man commissioned to carry out the restoration was a Mr Kirk of Dyserth. Mr Kirk was asked to 
point the gable ends, the chimney stacks, together with the outside walls; windows and frames were 
to be restored; all the locks had to be repaired; the inside walls had to be stripped and plastered and 
then covered by two coats of distemper, and finally a frame for eighteen bunks had to be constructed 
and then installed. £50 went a long way in those days! Mr Kirk was allowed to live free in the building 
while he carried out his tasks.

Once the hut had been agreed to, Club members swept into action, making certain that it was well 
equipped with all cooking utensils, crockery, and household requisites; blankets were stored in large 
wooden chests lined so as to protect them from the damp mountain air, cooking took place on a line 
of large Primus stoves ‘surely the most efficient and economical of the pre-LPG types’. The dining-
room had a large table, made by Walter Riley, and still in use at Beudy Mawr. Unlike Helyg, the hut 
had no electricity, so oil lamps and candles made do. Coal fires provided personal comfort and at the 
same time helped with the drying of wet clothes. All in all, the hut was a cosy place, of just the right 
size to enhance a sense of belonging, and consolidate Club bonding.

UCHAF AND ISAF

A vital characteristic of Tal y Braich, one which perhaps made the place different from most huts, was 
that it was actually attached to a working farm; Uchaf was the hut and Isaf the farm. The sounds and 
smells of a farm were a constant presence and provided the perfect antidote to the pressures of city 
life. There was a feel of being rooted in the Welshness of the Ogwen. The farm gets an occasional 
reference in the log book; in 1937 Robert Burns joined in the haymaking; the following year 
P.L.Roberts and Wilberforce returned from a climbing spree to find the front entrance barred by an 
escaped bull.

The farm meant that the hut was always well supervised and looked after. The landlord was ‘owd’ 
William Evans who lived with his brother and their housekeeper. William was something of an 
eccentric, given to calling in at the hut at the most inconvenient times, just as the meal was ready, and 
glaring round at the assembled party he would ask, in what little English he could muster, ‘You up the 
mountain, yes?’. Ellis, by contrast, was a friendly giant of a man, always willing to help in practical 
ways. It was Ellis who without complaint ‘performed the gruesome task of emptying the latrine bucket 
after each weekend’.  The housekeeper, Mrs Jones, was a kindly soul, full of chatter about neighbours 
and sheep and willingly helped with any stores delivered at the hut for a meet.

Henry Rowntree, a frequent visitor to the hut during the thirties, has a charming vignette related to the 
farm:

There was a barn, close by T-y-B (Uchaf) used in haymaking time as a dormitory for 
elderly labourers, who came up from Bethesda or wherever, to cut hay for Ellis Evans 
who lived and farmed at T-y-B (Isaf). One morning, up betimes, I heard a loud call from 
T-y-B (Isaf) and soon there emerged from the barn, down the stone steps, a long 
procession of bearded men, each carrying a scythe over his shoulder. No hour-glasses, 
though! A memorable sight, all going to breakfast at the farm. You see, there were then 
so many boulders among the long grass that hay reaping machinery would have been 
irreparably damaged. And labour was cheap.

To this day Tal y Braich Isaf remains a working farm.

SOME CLUB MEETS

A.S.Pigott once described Tal-y-Braich as ‘the finest hotel in Europe’. Hotel was an apt term in the 
sense that the hut’s first Warden, Fred Heardman, was an hotelier at heart, later to become the 
licensee of the Nag’s Head and the Church Hotel at Edale. It was his professional touch which gave 
people the feeling that they were really wanted at the hut. It was in that mood that a Rucksack Club 
legend got underway over the weekend of March 15th-20th, 1927, with the first official meet under the 
capable leadership of Firth Burton.

From the moment the hut opened its doors it became a focus of Club activity and a gathering point for 



mountaineers. A number of famous names who found the hut congenial are to be found in the log 
book. ‘W.P.Haskett Smith migrated from Helyg and passed three days in supreme comfort and 
excellent company’, it is recorded, while A.D.Izard turned up from the Mountain Club of South Africa. 
Even the self-effacing John Rooke Corbett was ‘discovered’ on a windy Carnedd Llewelyn and 
‘enticed down to the hut to make his first visit’ - and by the look of it his only one. It was a time when 
dreams were spun by men with pipes, cut-down mackintoshes, hemp rope and tricouni nails.

The most famous anecdote all former Tal y Braichers love to tell is the sausage story. The leader of a 
meet had planned to cater for ten members who had booked in. Sausages were intended for the 
Saturday evening meal, and reckoning on three per person, he duly ordered 30 sausages from the 
grocer at Bettws. To a Bettws grocer, not too good with his English, 30 sausages had meant 30 lbs 
and 200 were delivered. The rooms were festooned with string after string of healthy looking 
sausages.

A regular visitor on Club meets was Mithridates, or the Helyg rat, identified in the darkness by a 
gnawing sound or missing food in the morning. It was thought that A.B.Hargreaves had been both the 
captor and executioner of Mithridates at Helyg but Maurice Linnell and Alf Bridge were convinced 
otherwise, writing that ‘the famous Helyg Rat has transferred its quarters to T-y-B’. Showell Styles 
noted: ‘Yes. Rats’, set a trap, but did not record the outcome.

On all Club meets the East Face of Tryfan proved a popular venue. Routes like the Grooved Arête or 
Gashed Crag were sometimes tackled in mountaineering style. Examples are:

a) Grooved Arête Up
North Buttress Down.
Gashed Crag Up.
Central Buttress Down

F.Burton, J.H.Doughty, J.E.Fenton.
February 1928.

b) Gashed Crag Up
North Gully Down
Grooved Arête Up
Pinnacle Rib Down

S.E.A. (Solo)
July 1934.

The East Face was climbed under all types of conditions. In the January of 1935 C.D.Milner and 
Eric Byrom encountered ‘a heavily iced’ North Buttress. On a meet in June of the same year, by 
contrast, J.H.H. and J.L. ‘took on Gashed Crag between tea and supper’

Another favoured route was the Great Gully of Craig yr Ysfa where it was pointed out in an early log 
book entry, September, 1927, that ‘this noble cleft offers a suitable introduction to the more difficult 
courses in the neighbourhood’, although the log book failed to mention that once ‘some zealous 
members of the Rucksack Club were forced to spend part of a night’ in the recesses of the cave. The 
Great Gully, Craig yr Ysfa, was the scene of a typical A.W. Bridge tour-de-force:

Hut 06.00.
Gully: Start 07.07.
Gully: Top 07.42.
Hut: 08.15.

October 1929.

Bridge was prone to solo outings of that kind. In June, 1931, when staying at the hut on his own he 
‘Contemplated a stroll around Idwal. Rocks looked very tempting and finished up Tennis Shoe, Holly 
Tree Wall and Javelin’

Probably the most amazing recorded Club meet - joint with the Yorkshire Ramblers Club - was that of 
the 1933 August Bank Holiday when twenty-two people attended. The weather was perfect and very 
little time was spent in the hut with twenty-one separate tops listed as having been attained. The four 
days of the holiday saw an enormous bag of rock routes:

Direct Route, Glyder Fach.



Central Arête, Glyder Fach
Oblique Buttress 2 times.
Gashed Crag 3 times.
Charity 3 times.
Avalanche
Roof Route
Tennis Shoe 2 times.
Faith
Hope
Holly Tree Wall
Zig-Zag 2 times.
Parson’s Nose
Gambit Climb
Via Media
Heather Wall
Amphitheatre Buttress 
Central Route, Dinas Mot.
Milestone Direct 2 times.
Angular Chimney 2 times.
Square Chimney Buttress
Western Gully
The Chimney (2nd ascent) Clogwyn d’ur Arddu.
Great Slab (3rd ascent) Clogwyn d’ur Arddu.

Not only was the volume of activity high, so was, for that period of the thirties, the overall standard of 
climbing. Frank Kiernan was on the meet, giving himself a tough time, the log book recording that he 
‘finally departed for Cader Idris and the Arans to complete Welsh 25s’. The meet was almost certainly 
the most productive one to be held at Tal y Braich.

HOARY AGE AND HOT HEADED YOUTH

Like so many habitués of Tal y Braich, Michael Taylor, an able rock-climber, had a deep affection for 
the place:

It was primitive in those days - even getting to the hut. One would arrive say on 
Friday night in the dark, after driving up from the Midlands (Jenkins from 
Worcester, where I would join him from Gloucester - after a day’s work), leave the 
car at the farm, don climbing boots and slosh across the muddy track with gear 
and food to the hut. Though the conditions in the hut were primitive the Club 
atmosphere was so congenial among members, friendly, cheerful, interested in 
climbing and being among the hills, that we Midlanders were so fond of T.Y.B.

Not all arrivals or departures by car went smoothly. In 1935, Jesse Wallwork’s car, loaded with gear 
for the return home ‘burst into flames instead of starting’.

The hut was indeed a warm and friendly and cheerful place where personable young men met, 
drifted, talked, climbed, and awaited exam results. There are sections of the log book which have a 
distinct student feel about them. Club meet April 1942:

The intellectual activities of the meet seemed to be fairly evenly divided between 
the pornographical and philosophical elements until on Saturday evening the 
technicians held the floor and refused to be ousted. A minority took refuge from the 
pack of lies in a pack of cards.

The student atmosphere is underlined by an analysis of the clubs or groups who used the hut.

USE OF TAL-Y-BRAICH
W = War Years

GROUP TOTAL MEETS
Manchester University Mountaineering Club. 25 (W:9)
Birmingham University Mountaineering Club (The Stoats) 24 (W:6)
Cambridge University Mountaineering Club.   4  (W:2)



Blundell’s School (John Lee)   3  (W:2)
Liverpool University Mountaineering Club.   2  (W:1)
The Wayfarer’s Club.   2
Midland Association of Mountaineers   2
Yorkshire Ramblers Club   2
Gritstone Club.   1

Students are hardly the most domesticated of creatures and it was inevitable that sooner or later 
trouble would flare up with authority. The issue in general was the awful condition of the hut and the 
chaos students seemed prepared to live with; one group wag firmly informed that the place was a hut 
and not a hovel. Even a Club President was called upon to read the riot act on one occasion:

After a pretty homily over breakfast table in which hoary age made clear to hot 
headed youth the weighty burden of its responsibility, H.M.Kelly took his presidential 
departure. His words went home, and the rest of the day was devoted to meditation, 
relieved only by a brief visit to Capel Curig.

The writer of the entry was none other than the great Maurice Linnell.

One Manchester University Mountaineering Club party proved more diligent: ‘Cleaned hut. Standard 
Very Severe. Inspection on rope advisable’.

The log book makes clear that complaint was not entirely one way. Grapeshot was directed at the Hut 
Committee itself, accused of failing in their duty and neglecting the premises, a charge which was all 
too much for J.H.Hirst who got fed up with the sniping:

What is this book intended for - excursions from the house?
Or for a casual visitor to air a silly grouse?

Silly or not, on one occasion the whole hut Committee descended in force on the hut for a complete 
inspection, and their riposte to their critics covered a full page of the log. They couched their words in 
the grand manner ‘Gentlemen . . .’  What followed suggested they had anything but ‘gentlemen’ in 
mind.

Conflict between the generations, however, was only skin deep. The hut was a cheerful meeting 
place. One never to be underestimated importance of a hut like Tal y Braich was that it provided a vital 
meeting ground in the hills which enabled climbing aspirations to be defined and information to be 
shared. A hut in the thirties was as much about communication as anything else in a manner which is 
not true of a hut today. A key point made by Michael Taylor is that even from the Midlands just getting 
to the hut was a primitive effort in itself. The modern lines of communication, motorways, glossy 
magazines, faxes, e-mail or computer diskettes, were not available. Finding out about new routes, or 
who was doing what and where, depended on meeting other climbers, reading up the hut log book, or 
getting hold of the Club Journal, a slow and rather personal process which the hut helped to facilitate. 
Older and younger climbers exchanged views, drew sketches of crags or routes, and contrived to 
invent or improve equipment. So much of this is reflected in the hut’s log book, and while much of the 
minutia is now dated, it has captured the flavour of an era long since lost in a world of yesterday.

A TIME OF GIANTS

For a Club with a justifiable reputation for tough bogtrots the Tal y Braich log book is unexpectedly low 
key. There are only a few references to the Horseshoe, the Glyder or Carneddau ridges, and one 
mention only of the Silyn-Mignedd traverse. The Corbetts are restricted to two references only. The 
Threes fare better, yet even here the first mention does not come until the July of 1930, three years 
after the hut opened. The formidable team of Frank Kiernan, Firth Burton, and Phillip Brockbank had 
an extraordinary round of the Threes on June 5th, 1936, when they encountered ‘five to six miles of 
deep crusted snow all over the Carnedds’ and then had to suffer ‘appalling heat during climb onto 
Snowdon’; they took 20 hours 45 minutes hut to hut. The fastest round of the Threes, again hut to hut, 
was a solo effort by Bernard Nelstrop in 12 hours 30 minutes. Long-distance hill walking appears to 
have come to a halt during the Second World War. No doubt the debilitating effect of food rationing 
had a direct bearing on this. One war-time group of university lads made special note to the effect that 
at long last they could eat a proper stew with real meat in it. Yet the war hardly explains the lack of 



innovative or challenging walks.

When one turns to rock-climbing the position is entirely reversed. There is not a shadow of doubt that 
the existence of the hut directly enlarged the aspiration and standard of the average Club member. 
The two golden rock-climbing rules in those days were that a leader never came off, nor made a move 
he could not reverse. A Difficult grade meant precisely that, to the majority a Very Difficult proved 
testing, a Severe was chalked up, while anything in the Very Severe grade was left to an elite who just 
as likely all knew each other. Not everyone became a tiger. There is a charming entry by the Club’s 
three parsons in June 1931, the Revs A.E.Chisman, W.P.Phillips and H.J.McLachlan, who scaled the 
Pulpit Route: one can only hope they had absorbed 1 Thessalonians 5.21! The overall trend of rock-
climbing activity, however, was extension or improvement.

Just how much Tal y Braich played a key role in the revival of Welsh climbing can be judged by the 
impressive list of first ascents recorded in the log book by the giants who mustered at the hut:

1927 May 1. Pigott’s Climb, Clogwyn d’ur Arddu.
A.S.Pigott, M.Wood, L.Henshaw, F.J.Burton. Somebody - probably Entwisle 
- wrote in the log ‘Henshaw and Burton left 9 o’clock for Clogwyn d’ur Arddu 
- they were heard to remark that it is better to travel hopefully than arrive’.

1931 October 31. Great Chute Lliwedd. 
P.L.Roberts and C.H.Flurscheim. In the log book this route was originally 
named Far East Grooves but in a letter to the author, dated November 14th, 
1988, Leslie Roberts confirmed that the two are the same.

1932 July 2. Grey Slab Glyder Fawr Upper Cliff
A.S.Bullough, A.Stewart, J.Marchington. Mistakenly claimed as a first ascent 
by Menlove Edwards. Bullough’s boots, taken off to negotiate wet rock, fell 
and nearly hit Hal Jacob passing beneath. For the story see ‘Lost Boot 
Climb’ by Ken Wilson, High Magazine May 1988.

1935 August 8. Narrow Slab Clogwyn d’ur Arddu.
M.Linnell, A.S.Pigott, E.Holliday, P.L.Roberts. ‘I was fortunate enough to be 
asked to join this rope and could never wish for a better day or better 
leader’. A.S.Pigott on Linnell in the Rucksack Club Journal 1952.

1935 May 5. Jubilee Climb Clogwyn d’ur Arddu.
M.S.Taylor, J.R.Jenkins, T.W.L.S.O’Conner. Frank Solari said of John 
Jenkins: ‘A great man by any measure - of prodigious energy, and bounding 
good humour, a dedicated mountaineer and a natural and inspiring leader’. 
Rucksack Club Journal 1989.

1935 July I. Main Wall Climb, Cyrn Las. 
P.L.Roberts and J.K.Cooke. ‘A bold route on a buttress previously dismissed 
as impossible’. Paul Williams in the 1987 Llanberis guide. J.K.Cooke lost his 
life at Dunkirk serving with the Royal Navy.

1935 September 8. Duet Chimneys Clogwyn y Ddisgl. 
J.K.Cooke and P.L.Roberts.

1936 May 2. Skyline Route Glyder Fach. 
M.S.Taylor and J.R.Jenkins.

1936 July 2. Munich Climb Tryfan East Face. 
H.Teufel, H.Sedlmayer, J.R.Jenkins. The slab on Pitch 2 ‘still has the ability 
to put the frighteners up aspirant leaders and seconds’. Peter Benson 
Rucksack Club Journal 1989. Jenkins was always rightly proud of this route. 
Hal Jacob, in a detailed and lengthy correspondence with the author, has 
cast most serious doubt on the strength of Menlove Edwards’ account of 
how the pegs were removed from the climb, he claims to have extracted the 
final peg in the September of 1936. The Jenkins and Edwards description of 
what occurred also do not tally. The famous legend is under considerable 
threat.



1937 May 16 Three Cave Gully Clogwyn y Ddisgl. 
P.L.Roberts, J.K.Cooke, E.Holliday.

1937 June 13 Short Wall Climb Glyder Fach. 
A.D.M.Cox, J.R.Jenkins

1937 October 2 Arch Wall Craig yr Ysfa. 
H.E.Kretschmer, A.D.M.Cox, J.R.Jenkins.

1942 July 12 Manx Wall Clogwyn Du. 
A.J.Lowe, W.K.J.Pearson, J.G.Pearson, P.Russell.

1943 May 29 Chastity Clogwyn Du. 
A.J.Lowe and P.Russell.

1943 June 26 Little Woodhead Cwm Cywion. 
A.J.Lowe and O.O.Coupe.

1943 June 26 Fallacy Cwm Cywion. 
C.P.Brown and A.Richardson-Jones.

1943 July 4 Travesty Clogwyn Du. 
A.J.Lowe, P.Russell, Miss R.Goodyer.

1944 August P. Zip Wall Carreg Mianog. 
E.Moss, H.A.Standing, J.F.Mathews.
The ascent of this sharper than expected route marked the opening up of a 
new crag in the Ogwen Valley spearheaded by E.Moss who was the first to 
complete all tops of 2000 feet and over in England and Wales.

1944 August 10. Crawl Climb Carreg Mianog. 
E.Moss, J.F.Mathews, H.A.Standing.

1944 August 12. Angle Gully Carreg Mianog. 
E.Moss and H.A.Standing.

1944 August 12. Crack and Corner Climb Carreg Mianog. 
H.A.Standing and E.Moss.

Pigott’s Climb on Clogwyn d’ur Arddu was a landmark event in the history of Welsh climbing, a break-
through as much psychological as it was technical: ‘The way in which the Rucksack team repeatedly 
pressed home their secret attacks seems more characteristic of the sixties than the twenties’. Narrow 
Slab was a further major contribution on a great crag notable for the tricky manoeuvre of Linnell’s 
Leap. One surprise of the list is to note how long it took to discover Carreg Mianog. This crag, on the 
south east flank of Carnedd Dafydd, is barely a stone’s throw from Tal y Braich, a steep little cliff ideal 
for an evening’s entertainment.

Prominent in the Tal y Braich log book is the name of P.L.Roberts who with J.K.Cooke put up the 
glorious Main Wall Climb on Cyrn Las. Roberts, short of stature, lithe, neat, quietly spoken, self-
effacing, was a clam almost on a par with Siegfried Herford, and it was near impossible to squeeze 
information about his exploits out of him (Perhaps that is the basis of his neglect in climbing literature. 
It beggars belief, for example, that a book claiming to be a standard history Welsh Rock, by Trevor 
Jones and Geoff Milburn, 1986, could fail to mention either Main Wall Climb or Roberts himself). The 
log contains a significant entry for September 1935 where we are told that Roberts ‘abducted R.Burns 
by dragging him off to a fine 300 ft cliff quite untouched’ close to Portmadog. This is almost certainly 
the first reference to Tremadoc Rocks in climbing literature. The two men came across a jungle of 
brambles and nettles, and although they scrambled up a pitch or two, they tired of the undergrowth. 
Had Menlove Edwards read the note? Most likely.

He followed swiftly in the wake of Roberts and Burns and like them was put off by the excessive 
gardening that had to be done. Although there was a wider choice of cleaner virgin rock available in 
those days, one is tempted to think that the failure of both climbers to persist represented one of the 
great lost opportunities of the thirties. There was no lost opportunity on Cloggy. There is an almost 
breathless log entry covering the 3rd, 4th, and 5th of August 1935 when Roberts was again with the 



determined J.K.Cooke. Over the period the two friends completed the Birthday Crack at dusk, 
followed this up with Chimney Route and Terrace Crack, Pigott’s, Jubilee Climb, the second ascent of 
Narrow Slab (Roberts had taken part in the first ascent), and ended their campaign on Longland’s, 
thus becoming the first to complete all the then known routes on the crag: ‘This completed our bag of 
the whole Cloggy climbs. Suitably celebrated on Anglesey that evening’ - although Roberts wisely did 
not say how! 

A reference to the Western Gully on the impressive coup de théatre of Ysgolion Duon at the head of 
Cwm Llafar concludes this brief review of rock-climbing culled from the log bock. In May, 1929, Marco 
Pallis, B.C.Aeferoff, W.G.Pape, W.S.Cairn and R.Shaw, considered Western Gully every bit as hard 
as Great Gully, Craig yr Ysfa, and ‘the scenery equally as good’. The majority of the party thought 
they had spotted an eagle swirling over Cwm Llafar, but Aeferoff could not go along with it, and 
insisted the bird was an owl. Of such fascinating detail is the hut log book made up.

YOUTH HOSTELS

It is little realised that Tal y Braich rendered a direct service to social change in the Ogwen area by 
helping to facilitate the establishment of two youth hostels, Idwal Cottage and Capel Curig.

During the closing years of the twenties a new trend of young person had started to invade the Welsh 
hills in earnest. They had come chiefly from the large industrial cities, factory or mill workers for the 
most part, and they differed markedly from the hordes of Edwardian holiday makers who had long 
flocked to the North Wales coast in that they wanted to hike or cycle or scramble the ridges for 
themselves. The big obstacle standing in the way was suitable accommodation. The bills of an hotel 
were well beyond youthful pockets while the two huts of Tal y Braich or Helyg, with their Public School 
or Grammar School milieu, were out of bounds, although they could hardly be expected to cope with 
the increasing numbers. It was this problem the Youth Hostel Association set out to solve when it was 
founded in 1930.

A pioneer of the Youth Hostel Association, a man who shared the wider social and educational ideals 
behind the movement, was Club member V.J.R.Ashton, an engineer by profession and a strong hill 
walker. It was Ashton who formed the first Youth Hostel Association region, the Merseyside Region, 
and he had the distinction of being the first ever Hostel warden, albeit a volunteer, yet still the first 
one.

The Rucksack Club became directly involved with the Youth Hostel Association when the Committee 
in Manchester agreed that the Merseyside Region could have the use of Tal y Braich while they 
searched the area for acceptable buildings to convert into hostels. It was by this method that Idwal 
Cottage and Capel Curig hostels were located, the discovery being reflected in the log book.

WAR YEARS

The onset of the Second World War lead to a number of enforced changes: ‘November 1941. Work 
party. Blackout’. Wartime blackout regulations no longer allowed light from the window to beckon 
down the valley.

Petrol rationing was a problem and made reaching the hut a good deal harder. Many found they had 
no petrol allocation at all while those dubbed essential users were restricted to 200 miles a month. A 
Cambridge University party struggled up by bike, train and thumb. Under John Lee a good effort was 
made by a Blundell’s School group who cycled up from Devon and arrived in the Ogwen to encounter 
a wind so fierce that ‘bicycles were blown backwards’.

An added restriction was food rationing. The log book conveys a picture of nifty young men with a 
constant empty feeling in the pit of the stomach. It is worthy of note that the one and only reference to 
frostbite - in the hands - occurred during the war years. A Wayfarers’ Club party noted their delight 
when a Ministry of Food official gave them ‘good news of Britain’s larder stock’.

The war produced a new type of group at the hut. In 1944 the 21st Staffs (Wolverhampton) Home 
Guard found themselves in the Ogwen for a ‘Toughening and Fieldcraft Course’. By all accounts, 
despite an all-round lack of fitness, the course worked out well due to the ‘great keenness and 
enthusiasm put into it by those who had attended’. Home guard boots, however, were not designed 



for mountain terrain and two men had to be sent back from the North Ridge of Tryfan due to blisters.

A Commando Toughening School had been established at Helyg under the command of two 
redoubtable mountaineers, John Hunt and Frank Smyth. There are several references to the 
Commando patrols in the log: August 5th 1943 ‘Gashed Crag a procession behind Commandos’. 
There is a further entry the same month ‘Three sweeps of Glyders with Commando mountain warfare 
unit under command of F.S.Smythe, searching for missing school teacher’. It turned out a long day, 
the search party Ieaving the hut at six in the morning, and completing the third sweep at dusk. The 
school teacher’s body was discovered in a gully on Esgair Felen a fortnight later by a boy in John 
Lee’s party.

There is an enviable absence in the log of patriotic belligerence or manufactured Blighty sentiments. 
One moving entry probably better expressed what the majority felt: October 1939 ‘I am on leave from 
my Unit, and it has been strengthening to return to the one place in my small world which has not 
been turned upside-down by recent events, Let us hope that the long promised New World is being 
born; we must have a new system but the Foundations of a lasting peace cannot be lain on 
bloodshed and hate’. Signed - H.E.J.C. For H.E.J.C., as for many others, the spirit of Tal y Braich was 
more important than the mortar.



EPILOGUE

ARRIVALS AND DEPARTURES

ARRIVAL May 1934: C.J.Ward, A.H. and G.J. reached Tal y Braich on the back of two 
horses and a donkey; ‘Very good. 3 damaged big-ends’.

DEPARTURE May 1931: ‘Departure of the scribe (Patrick Monkhouse) for the Guardian via 
Tryfan’.

March 1935: ‘Today we must go. Except for Sunday evening the weather has been 
fairly fine. Today it is glorious, however - we must go’.

APPENDIX ONE

WARDENS

F.Heardman 1927-1930
A.R.Jennings 1930.
B.Sowerbutts 1931 - 1931.
E.Holliday 1933- 1936.
F.G.Bennett 1937 - 199.
F.A.Evans 1939.
No Warden 1940 - 1941.
F.Solari 1944.
E.T.Roberts 1943 - 1944.


