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BASIC DETAILS 

 

Date       Late 14th century 

 

Built for      The Barons of Cymmer 

 

First floor inserted into hall   Late 16th century 

 

Last occupant    The Owens 

 

Abandoned     1960s 

 

Acquired by The Landmark Trust September 1971, from Merioneth County 
Council 

 

Architect      MT Pritchard, Blaenau Ffestiniog 

 

Builders      J Kenneth Hughes Ltd 

 

Timber repairs     Gunolt Greiner 

 

Listed      Grade I 
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Plas Uchaf in the snow, after restoration. 
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Summary 

Built in the late 14th century, Plas Uchaf probably began as the seat of the 
barons of Cymmer, and was known as Plas o Kymmer. It was built as a hall 
house, open to the roof, with a main truss of elaborate and unusual design, 
which survives practically unaltered.  
 
The original house was probably timber-framed, with wings flanking the main hall 
and entrances in the north and south sides leading directly to the screens 
passage. Peter Smith describes its original form as ‘ a commoner type of hall 
where there is only one aisle truss sited as a screen between hall and passage….. 
The construction is mixed, box-framed aisle truss and cruck-framed central truss, 
the disparate elements linked by the general use of a king-post to carry the ridge.’  
It would have been was a very grand house indeed; it was more ornate than most 
hall houses of the period and the craftsmanship was of the highest standard - 
very much a house of the aristocracy.  
 
However, the form it presents today shows that a radical reconstruction took 
place in the 16th century, when the first floor was inserted with heavy moulded 
beams. The walls are now of stone rubble and the north and south entrances 
have four-centred arches and jambs typical of the sixteenth century. No trace of 
the west wing survives and the east part of the house was altered again in the 
seventeenth century. 
 
In the late 16th century the barons of Cymmer moved to Gwerclas, a house 
nearby, and took the name of Hughes of Gwerclas; but Plas Uchaf remained in 
their possession and in 1707 it was listed by Edward Llwyd as being one of the 
houses of the gentry of Llangar. After that it embarked upon a steady decline that 
continued until 1972. By 1825, when the Gwerclas estate was sold, it seems to 
have been the farmhouse attached to the home farm. 
 
It then became part of the Rûg estate belonging to Griffith Howel Vaughan. 
Between 1826 and 1885 it was first lived in by labourers and then by a tailor and 
his family. There is a tradition, locally, that at about this time the first floor room 
above the hall (that has now gone) was used as a religious meeting house. In 
1913, it was described as a tenement, and in 1933, it was a gamekeeper’s 
house. The last people to live in Plas Uchaf were the Owens, who were there in 
1960 and who now farm a few miles to the south. 
 
In the early 1960’s Lord Newborough, the head of the family that had acquired 
Plas Uchaf in the early nineteenth century, sold the (then unlisted) house to Mr 
Lloyd Jones of Bala. The new owner sold the sixteenth century beams and 
panelling to America:  in a way this was a pity, but it did also return Plas Uchaf 
to its original form:  that of a medieval hall house, open to the roof. More 
unfortunately, having been virtually gutted, Plas Uchaf was left derelict for ten 
years. 
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Peter Smith, then Secretary of the RCHMW realised that the whole house was in 
grave danger and in 1964 he and Ffrancon Lloyd published an article in the 
Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society, recording it fully and hoping 
that by drawing attention to its importance it might somehow be saved. There 
was an idea that parts of it might be removed to the Avoncroft Museum, but 
nothing materialised. Time went by and Plas Uchaf was rapidly turning into a 
ruin, but eventually Peter Smith acquired a valuable ally in Colonel A K Campbell 
of the Merioneth Legal Department. In the end Mr Lloyd Jones presented it to 
Merioneth County Council, who approached Landmark Trust. Landmark took a 
long lease it from the Council. The roof, which was part corrugated iron, part 
broken slates, was replaced with slates. The big slates on the floor of the hall 
passage are original, the others were bought in to match. Much the biggest job 
was repairing the timber, the oak for the repairs coming from Llangollen and other 
local sources. 
  



                                                                                                       Plas Uchaf History Album 

7 

The people who lived there  

In the beginning Plas Uchaf was most probably the seat of the barons of Cymmer 

and was known as Plas o Kymmer. Dr LAS Butler suggests this in the historical 

note which he contributed to Peter Smith and Ffrancon Lloyd’s article on the 

house (Ancient Monuments Society’s Transaction, l964; a bound copy is on the 

bookshelf). Butler has very little documentary evidence to prove it, but there is 

sufficient material evidence in the house itself. When it was built in the late 14th 

century, Plas Uchaf was a very grand house indeed. It was more ornate than 

most hall houses of the period and the craftsmanship was of the highest 

standard. Very much a house of the aristocracy, it could only have been built by 

one of the leading local families, and as the barons of Cymmer were the local 

landowners, it would be most surprising if it had not been built by them. 

 

The alterations, which were carried out sometime in the 16th century, when the 

first floor was inserted, were also of a high quality, as can be seen in a 

photograph in an article written by L Monroe for the journal Archaeologia 

Cambrensis in 1933 (attached). In the late 16th century the barons of Cymmer 

moved to Gwerclas, a house nearby, and took the name of Hughes of Gwerclas. 

Plas Uchaf remained in their possession and in 1707 it was it was listed by 

Edward Llwyd as one of the houses of the gentry of Llangar. After that the house 

endured a steady decline. 

   

By 1825, when the Gwerclas estate was sold, it seems to have been the 

farmhouse attached to the home farm. It then became part of the Rûg estate 

belonging to Griffith Howel Vaughan. Between 1826 and 1885 it was lived in by 

labourers, and then by a tailor and his family. There is a local story which 

describes how, at about this time, the first floor room above the hall (now gone) 

was used as a religious meeting house. In 1913, when it was visited by the 

Ancient Monuments Commission, it was described as a tenement, so presumably 

two families were living there. When Monroe visited in 1933, it was a 

gamekeeper’s house. 
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 In 1938 and throughout the war it was lived in by a family called Wilson. Their 

son, Richard, was born there; in 1978 he revisited it and kindly sent some 

recollections of the house as he knew it as a child: 

‘There was an old cast iron range where the big fire is now and there was 

a brick fireplace in the lounge built by my father using bricks from the 

Buckley Brick-works. Rats infested the top floor; in fact, my father who 

was a captain in the Home Guard at that time used to shoot the rats with 

his pistol - I remember them coming up holes in the hall! We did not fetch 

our water from a well, but from the stream at the bottom of the hill going 

down to the Bala road - my father put large drums outside to catch the rain 

water and led a tap inside. He managed the local limestone quarry and later 

moved his employment to the milk factory on the Bala road.” 

 

The last people to live in Plas Uchaf were the Owen family, who were there in 

1960 and who subsequently moved their farming business a few miles to the 

south.  

 

In the early 1960s Lord Newborough, descendent of the family that had acquired 

Plas Uchaf in the early 19th century, sold the (then unlisted) house to Mr Lloyd 

Jones of Bala. The new owner sold the 16th century beams and panelling to 

America. In a way this was a pity, but it did also return Plas Uchaf to its original 

form – that of a medieval hall house, open to the roof. More unfortunately, 

having been virtually gutted, Plas Uchaf was left derelict for ten years until it was 

acquired by the Landmark Trust in 1971.   

  

  

  

  



                                                                                                       Plas Uchaf History Album 

9 

 
 

Plas Uchaf when Richard Wilson lived there in the 1940s. 
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How Plas Uchaf was saved 

 

By 1960 Plas Uchaf seemed to have been forgotten, but it was not unknown to 

those interested in medieval architecture. In 1921 it was listed as Monument No. 

399 in An Inventory of the Ancient Monuments in Wales and Monmouthshire, 

Vol. VI, County of Merioneth (carried out by The Royal Commission on the 

Ancient and Historical Monuments and Contructions in Wales and 

Monmouthshire). Apart with Monroe’s 1933 article, Iowerth Peate had also 

illustrated it in his book, The Welsh House, published in 1940. 

 

In the early 1960s Peter Smith, the Secretary of the Royal Commission on the 

Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW), went to see it. He 

recalled the visit in a letter written in 1976: 

‘I first saw the house when taken there by the late Mr Ffrancon Lloyd 

LIIBA, who had a keen interest in the Vernacular Architecture of North 

Wales. It was deserted and falling into decay. We were both fascinated by 

the building and made some preliminary measurements.’ 

 

Soon after that the Elizabethan ceiling and panelling were removed, with nothing 

to be done to stop it because it was not a listed building. Mr Smith realised that 

the whole house was in grave danger; in 1964 he and Mr Lloyd published an 

article titled ‘Plas Uchaf, Llangar, Corwen’ in the Transactions of the Ancient 

Monuments Society. It was hoped that by recording the building and drawing 

attention to its importance, it might somehow be saved. There was also an idea 

that parts of it might be removed to the Avoncroft Museum, but this did not 

materialise. 

Time went by, with Plas Uchaf rapidly turning into a ruin, but eventually Mr Smith 

acquired a valuable ally in Colonel A. K. Campbell of the Merioneth Legal 

Department, and between them they succeeded in arousing the interest of 

Merioneth County Council, which agreed to buy the building (in the end the 

owner, Mr Jones, presented it to the County). However, public ownership was 
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not enough in itself to save the building – to conserve it was going to be a huge 

undertaking.  

 

It was at this stage that the Landmark Trust intervened, leasing the building from 

the Council in 1971. In January l972 the architect, Mr MT Pritchard of Blaenau 

Ffestiniog, drew up plans to save the building. An examination of the ‘before’ 

plans and the annotated elevations show what was done. The roof, which was 

part corrugated iron, part broken slates, was replaced with slates. The big slates 

on the floor of the hall passage are original; the others were bought in to match. 

Much the biggest job was repairing the timber. This was done by an outstanding 

craftsman, a German called Gunolt Greiner, who also repaired the woodwork in 

the New Inn, Peasenhall, for the Landmark Trust. The oak for the repairs came 

from Llangollen and other local sources. 

 

The decorated beam illustrated in Fig. 7 of Monroe’s article, and described by 

him, now leans against the south side of the hall, by the door. 

 

The dresser in the little sitting room was designed and made by J Kenneth 

Hughes Limited, the builders. 

 

Update in 2010 

In late 2010 underfloor heating was installed in the main hall with radiators 

elsewhere, powered by an air-source heat pump. A new wood burning stove was 

also installed in the sitting room. The Furnishings team designed and fitted a new 

kitchen which included a range of base units and a housekeeper’s cupboard. The 

bathroom was reconfigured to include a separate walk-in shower.  
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Passage from a letter to the Landmark Trust from Mr Peter Smith, Secretary of 

the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historic Monuments in Wales, suggesting 

that originally Plas Uchaf may have been a half-timbered building. Dated 22nd 

November l978 

 

(A footnote to Plas Uchaf, Llangar, Corwen  by Peter Smith and Ffrancon Lloyd, 

which is on the bookshelf). 
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Interior in 1970, showing the extent of disrepair (RCAHMW). 
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Interior in 1970, showing the spere truss and the beam linking the two aisle posts 

(RCAHMW). 
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Interior after restoration.  
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Roads 

 

Drovers’ roads roughly followed the lines of the A5 and A494, joined at Corwen 

and went on together to Langollen. From there they carried on to Shrewsbury. 

 

Slate 

 

Ordovician slate was quarried on either side of the Dee, east of Corwen, in the 

Berwyn range to the south, and in the Llantysilio Mountain to the north, near 

Llangollen. Quarrying in the Berwyn had a long history: it was already going on in 

the time of the Tudors, and could well have been used in the building of Plas 

Uchaf. There was quarrying between Corwen and Bala before 1815. When 

Borrow visited the quarries at Llangollen and Gly Ceiriog in the mid-19th century, 

they were flourishing and employed 600 men. By 1932 the work force had 

shrunk to 126. Now the nearest slate quarries are at Blaenau Ffestiniog. 
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