Bwlch-y-Groes…..or Hellfire Pass?

Travelling through Wales recently we decided to take a road we had travelled before but rarely – and after we had travelled on it again we remembered why we didn’t use it more frequently.

The road passes over the Cambrian Mountains from Dinas Mawddwy to Llangower and Llanywchllyn near to Llyn Tegid – or as the map makers have it, Lake Bala in North Wales.

Passing as it does over the virtual roof of Wales one may expect exceptional views on clear days, though on foggy or inclement days it would be folly to attempt the road just for fun – and at night in bad weather it would be nearly suicidal for the stranger to the area.

Having chosen this route we stopped first in the little hamlet of Llanymawddwy, where once there were seven public houses to cope with the flow of Drovers and Pilgrims passing through. Now the place is quiet and calm, with the graves of two Welsh Giants resting in the churchyard.

We got an idea of what a calm place it was as we rounded a corner to find a car parked in the middle of the road next to a house and two families chatting away – clearly there are few visitors on a normal day here.
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Now the road starts to
rise as it winds
through the Cambrian
Mountains...single
track and with few
passing places and
many steep drops.

A quiet start at
Llanymawddwy, where
the churchyard holds
the graves of two Welsh
Giants of old ...but look
at those hills.

The view from the top,
near the cross erected by
thankful travellers on this
old Drovers’ road and
Pilgrims way. The distant
forest marks the way
ahead towards Lake Bala.




As the road rose steeply over the mountains we noted the fact that it was single track and with a choice of mountain to hit on one side and an unfenced drop on the other…and with few passing places we were lucky that the vehicles we did meet could stop and let us climb the hill. Had we encountered a tractor things would have been serious indeed and a truck sent this way by a faulty satellite navigation system would have needed the army to get it out.

We began to understand why in days not long gone by motorcar manufacturers in the Midlands would use this road as a test base for their new models – and why the test drivers had christened the road ‘Hellfire Pass’, a name soon renounced by the locals, who knew of its Pilgrims status in times past. Any vehicle which had problems here would need some further work, as every feature would be tested to its limits.

At the top we paused a moment to recover our nerve and look at the scenery – on a clear day the Dyfi valley to the South and the Aran Mountains visible too. Our day was less clear so we soon moved on, thankful that our view down the valley showed no vehicles coming our way.
We reached the area of Lake Bala without other incident…and passed a roadside farm where four farmers were in conference at the farm gate (one on a quad bike, by far the best means of transport for this area) and we were not at all surprised when the burst into laughter as we passed by – after all, they knew the road we had travelled only too well.

It is our usual practice to photograph our journeys as we go along, but it says it all that here there are few pictures. Firstly because there was nowhere we might sensibly stop without obstructing the road for others and secondly because restarting would have been difficult even with a modern car and a strong engine….and no-one dared take pictures as we drove for fear of losing concentration and falling off the world!

This, then, is a road to travel for fun – if you are mad enough to like that sort of thing…and at least you may be sure that if you meet a caravan here you are hallucinating, and that the phantom pubs of Llanymawddwy have come to life once more.

