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The Yshyty estate and the purpose of survey

The material for this article springs from the result of survey work carried out on the National
Trust's Ysbyty Estate during 1984 and 1985. The original purpose of survey was to fill-in the
apparent blank on the record for this remote part of North Wales. * This large estate, the single
biggest block of land in Trust ownership amounting to 26,000 acres or 10,000 hectares is in
three distinct parts: to the North an area of enclosed land divided into 54 tenant farms and to
the south an area of unenclosed moorland known as the Migneint. Somewhere between the
two is an area of abandoned farmsteads and rough grazing and it is this intermediate zone that
has seen most of the shifting and identifiable activity, namely expansion into and later withdrawal
of settlement.

Methodology of survey

All the sites except for one discussed here were located in this area during the course of
systematic fieldwork. The estate as a whole revealed a great deal of new material but by far the
most rewarding area with evidence of deserted settlement was that defined by the valley of the
Serw (a tributary of the Conwy) and the lesser stream the Marddwr just to its east. This is almost
certainly because there is good access via the valley bottoms (on foot or by packhorse) in the form
of well established tracks and drove routes. All this land is within the parish of Tir Ifan, formerly in
Denbighshire but now Conwy. Also the parish conveniently has a tithe map that was produced at
the higher standard of production - this has enabled us to track to some extent agricultural
changes since 1840.

Archaeological survival at Ysbyty

The survival of much archaeology on the Ysbyty Estate appears to be determined (as elsewhere)
by the current land-use. In the area of tenanted farms there are one or two deserted farmsteads
and redundant utility buildings, the result of farm mergers in the recent past. The vast majority of
farmsteads or individual dwellings have however long been incorporated into the present-day
structures of working establishments. What has survived, to some extent, is an earlier pattern of
land division on a broad scale over which the present smaller fields are superimposed. To some
degree this larger and earlier land division survives alone outside of the tenanted area of the estate
well into the upland and the Migneint moorland at the south of the estate. The large scale division
tends to consist of the typical clawdd or stone-faced bank and the smaller scale the ubiquitous
crudely built stone wall.

Expanding and shrinking settlement patterns

Changes in land use in the now enclosed and tenanted areas have been studied in some detalil
but only on seven farms'. What can be demonstrated is expansion possibly during the late 18"
century onto marginal land, ie what | have called the intermediate zone, land which had already to
some extent been parcelled out into large plots (map 1 see below).

! Sheila Jones & Gary Somers, 1992-3 North Wales Landscape Survey: Yr Ysgwyfraith, Ty'ny
Coed Uchaf, Ty'n y Coed Isaf, Pant y Maen, Bryn Eithin, Dugoed & Penrhyn (seven
unpublished reports for The National Trust)
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Map 1:
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This withdrawal period can be shown as taking place by comparison of information taken from
three sources, two of which are shown here as maps:

a. The tithe survey of 1840, Map 2 - The Tithe survey of 1840, farm tenancies and holdings and
Map 3 — Land utilisation®

b. Dudley Stamps Land Utilisation survey of 1935 (Map 4).

c. Present-day observation. No map but all land is now rough grazing or pasture and
farmsteads indicated on Map 1 (See above) Trwynsych (14), Moelfryn, (15), Trawsnant
(17) and Cefn Garw (18) have been abandoned.

Map 2 - The Tithe survey of 1840, farm tenancies and holdings
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Map 3 - land utilisation’

% The Tithe Survey of England & Wales, parish of Tir Ifan, Denbighshire, 1840.
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Map 4 Dudley Stamp’s Land Utilisation survey of 1935
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The valleys in the intermediate zone were once wooded and the remains of this tree cover can still
be seen where swift flowing streams have cut through the peat. However no structures could
possibly have survived contemporary with this wooded period (early Holocene) which pre-dated
the prodigious peat growth now so evident in the Migneint proper. At a point near the centre of the
moor is a small Iron Age settlement consisting of four round huts and enclosures®. This site now
very isolated might well be the sole visible example of its type due to its siting on a well-drained
rocky “island” where peat has not developed. This is the only deserted site as such not in the
intermediate zone.

The valleys of the Serw and Marddwr were recently inhabited but cut off from vehicle access by
the deep gorge of the Conwy spanned only by a narrow bridge, could not survive economically
long into the twentieth century. Several dwellings still survive as abandoned farmsteads shown as
working by the Tithe Survey. A pencilled message on the plaster in the abandoned farm of Cefn
Gwyn notes a final visit by its last tenant in 1960.

The five dwelling sites illustrated here were located within this area but not either linked or
associated with any of the other features in the area. They all survive as isolated dwellings and
none are part of groups of similar structures such as the Black Mountain examples surveyed by
Anthony Ward®. One has a large attached paddock and another a detached one. Hafod y Garreg
situated by a crag named on the OS 6 inch map as Clogwyn Hafod y Garreg is the only site with
an actual name. None of the structures has any known documentary reference.

YSB14 SH 82504495 380m O.D - Slab sided "Hafod" indicating use of turf walling.

® Archaeology in Wales, 24 (1984) 35, 36.
* Archaeology in Wales, 28 (1988) 44.
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YSB15 SH 8248 4335 365m OD - a foreshortened longhouse in style, known as ®lafod y
Garreg@vith a possible Cwt Myn or Goat Pen.

YSB 25 SH 8307 4528 390m O.D. House with adjacent earth-bank structure.
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YSB63 SH 7775 4267 450m O.D. Hafod with two separate compartments.

YSB126 SH 7857 4194 430m O.D. Three room "hafod" with large paddock.
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Examples of similar sites from other properties

The widespread nature of these deserted dwellings (if that is what they are) is shown by examples
some distance from Ysbyty on other Trust estates. Notably Dolmelynllyn which also has a tract of
land between upland and lowland pasture, and another upland property, Gamallt near Ffestiniog.

The three sites on the Dolmelynllyn Estate, just to the north of Dolgellau are situated above the
tree line on natural level platforms on steeply sloping ground. DOL29 (SH 7155 2275 — 400m) and
DOLA47 (SH 7192 2298 — 300m) are very similar in concept with partially enclosed “yards”. DOL33
(SH 7206 2236 — 300m) has no yard as such. DOL29 is possibly somewhat altered and may have
been used as a sheep pen.

At Gamallt, GAM3 (SH 7325 4348 — 360m) is quite a sophisticated farm complex, which also
shows some signs of development over time. It has the “inner chamber” similar to some of the
Ysbhyty sites and has also a yard area with raised floor.
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Discussion

All these sites are difficult to date but it can be presumed as Paul Davies states “...the more ruined
and fragmentary the site, the older it may be.” However in this setting on the Ysbyty Estate it
might be that extreme isolation has slowed the process of destruction. One might hazard that the
less rectilinear the older. YSB15 and YSB63 are the more crude and built with the least attention to
“squareness” they are also both well off any route-way and indeed located in a trackless
wilderness. There is one particularly odd site, YSB 14, built of slabs set on edge and presumably
once reinforced with turf or earth. On the basis of rectilinear form one feels this is a late site,
however no slumped wall reinforcement material whatsoever has survived. It is not very easy to
determine how all these structures were used. The notion of seasonal use is compelling.
Interesting that even today use is made once a year of one of the surviving roofed farmsteads
(Cefn Garw) on the Migneint as a base during sheep shearing. It is quite possible to imagine that
all of these sites had periods of both permanent and seasonal use in the past.

® Archaeology in Wales, 29 (1989) 30.



