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BASIC DETAILS 

 

Date       1435 

 

Listed      Grade I 

 

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 

 

Tenure 99-year lease from Merioneth County 

Council  

 

Architect      MT Pritchard, Blaenau Ffestiniog 

 

Restoration builder    J Kenneth Hughes Ltd 

 

Timber repairs     Gunolt Greiner 
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https://discoveringoldwelshhouses.co.uk/library/Hhistory/den%20023_HH_32_Plas_Uchaf.pdf
https://discoveringoldwelshhouses.co.uk/library/Hhistory/den%20023_HH_32_Plas_Uchaf.pdf
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Plas Uchaf in the snow, after restoration. 
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Summary 

Built around 1435, Plas Uchaf (or Pla Ucha) is believed to have begun as the seat 

of the barons of Cymmer, and was also 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. 

This survives practically unaltered, later insertions having been stripped out in the 

1960s before Landmark came on the scene.  

 

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, author of Houses of the Welsh Countryside, described 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.’ The framing also includes the 

remains of a spere truss, which is an ornate truss between the hall and the 

screens passage,  from which short screens projected on both sides. A moveable 

screen could then be moved to block the resulting opening to help prevent 

draughts. All this indicates that Plas Uchaf would have been a very grand house 

indeed in 1435; it was more elaborate 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 in 

status that continued until 1972. By 1825, when the Gwerclas estate was sold, 

it seems to have been the tenanted 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 is now no more) was used as a religious meeting house. In 

1913, it was described as a tenement, and in 1933, it was a gamekeeper’s 

house. Philosopher and writer John Cowper Powys (1872-1963), author of the 

epic novel Owen Glendower (1941), is known to have visited Plas Uchaf in the 

1930s, perhaps serving as inspiration for his vision of ancient homesteads in 

Glendower’s time. 
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The last people to live in Plas Uchaf were the Owens, who were there until n 

1960. 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 then left derelict for 

ten years. 

 

Peter Smith, then Secretary of the RCHMW, realised that the whole house was in 

grave danger. In 1964 he and Ffrancon Lloyd published an article in the 

Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society, recording Plas Uchaf 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 falling into 

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 the 

house to Merioneth County Council, who approached Landmark Trust. Landmark 

took a 99-year lease of it from the Council in 1971 and then undertook an 

extensive restoration.  

 

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. Underfloor heating 

was installed. In the decades since, there have of course been several significant 

maintenance campaigns, but Plas Uchaf’s future remains secure. 
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The people who lived at Plas Uchaf  

In the beginning Plas Uchaf (‘the upper or top house’) is thought to have been the 

seat of the barons of Cymmer and was also known as Plas o Kymmer. Dr L. A. S. 

Butler suggested 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 copy is appended here). Butler had very little documentary 

evidence to prove it, but Jenny Lee’s comprehensive research as part of the 

longstanding Discovering Old Welsh Houses online project has uncovered a lot 

more early references in the documents to high status occupants.1 When it was 

built in around 1435, 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 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 below). 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) 

 
1 https://discoveringoldwelshhouses.co.uk/library/Hhistory/den%20023_HH_32_Plas_Uchaf.pdf  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeologia_Cambrensis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeologia_Cambrensis
https://discoveringoldwelshhouses.co.uk/library/Hhistory/den%20023_HH_32_Plas_Uchaf.pdf
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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. 

 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.  
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John Cowper Powys at Plas Uchaf 
 

 

 

This sketch, showing renowned mid-20th-century author and philsopher John 

Cowper Powys (1872-1963) sitting in the doorway of Plas Uchaf, surfaced on 

the front cover of The Powys Society Newsletter No 98 in November 2019. The 

caption reads ‘JCP at ancient house near Corwen’ and he is accompanied by his 

dog, known as ‘The Old.’ One of Powys’s most revered novels is the sprawling 

epic, Owen Glendower, published in 1941.  

 

The house was recognised as Plas Uchaf by Peter Foss, who explained in an 

article in the Newsletter that it came from a sketchbook once owned by Gertrude 

Powys, an artist and Powys’s sister. Peter knew Plas Uchaf from having been for 

a decade or so the personal assistant, amanuensis and sometime driver of Sonia 

Rolt, widow of L. T. C. Rolt.  For many years, Sonia looked after Landmark’s 

libraries in Wales and the West Midlands, often accompanied Landmarks by Peter. 

His article postulates that Plas Uchaf helped inspire Owen Glendower the novel. 
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Powys moved to Corwen in 1935 when he was in his 60s. The sketch of Plas 

Uchaf can be dated to between 1935 and 1938 since the Wilson family, who 

lived in the house from 1935 until the 1950s, altered the frontage in 1938. The 

drawing can be further dated to September 1936, when Powys’s diaries tell us 

that Gertrude visited him and his companion Phyllis, bringing her painting 

equipment with her.  

 

While Plas Uchaf was known to locals even then as a very ancient house, few in 

the wider world were aware of it other than experts on early Welsh architecture. 

One of these was Iorweth Peate, first curator of the folk collection at the National 

John Cowper Powys 

(1872-1963) 
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Museum of Wales (now St Fagan’s) and author of The Welsh House (1940). 

Powys began a correspondence with Peate in October 1937. Powys’s diaries 

show that he often used to walk across the Dee and into the waterlogged fields 

between the confluence of the Dee and the Alwen. Plas Uchaf stands on a ridge 

above the Alwen and could be seen from the meadows. It occupies a strategic 

position next to an outcrop of boulders, part of which was formerly used as a 

quarry. The confluence of the two rivers below Corwen and its associated marsh 

and meadowland was an important resource in the Middle Ages and gave its 

name to the demesne, called Kymmer. Kymmer or cymer means the junction or 

confluence of rivers and the original name for Plas Uchaf was ‘Plas o Kymmer’, 

indicating its significance to the wider barony. 

 

When Powys knew the house in the mid-1930s, it was lived in by a gamekeeper 

of employed by Col. Vaughan Wynn of the Rûg estate. The house had declined 

on status over a century or more. Before the Rûg estate, it was part of the 

Gwerclas estate and it is clear that some of it significance is owing to its putative 

early ownership. The 1986 Pevsner volume on Gwynedd describes Plas Uchaf as 

a seat of the ‘lords of Endeymion’ (p. 581) who could boast their descent from a 

branch the royal house of Wales.2 In the time of Owen Glendower, or Owain 

Glendŵr to adopt the Welsh spelling, Plas Uchaf was the ancestral seat of Rhys 

ap Ieuan, lord of Cymmer (fl. 1392-1415). Ap Ieuan was a kinsman of Glendŵr, 

although it is unclear whether he was a supporter of Glendŵr or not; he survived 

the uprising and his family continued to prosper despite the devastation wreaked 

on Endeymion in the aftermath of the rebellion - Henry, the English Prince of 

Wales, reported his army’s retaliatory destruction of the ‘fine and populous 

country’ of Edeymion. 

 

In 1996, tree ring analysis was undertaken by the eminent architectural historian 

of Welsh vernacular architecture, Peter Smith. This ascribed a felling date of 

1435 to the timber used in Plas Uchaf’s mighty trusses. Until this analysis, 

 
2 See A. D. Carr, The Barons of Endeymion 1282-1485, Parts 1 and 2, 1963-4.  
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Powys, Peate and indeed Landmark had thought it to be hall of the late- 14th to 

early 15th century, in other words predating the Glendŵr Rebellion. It is not 

known whether it replaced an earlier timber-framed house on the site, destroyed 

during the uprising but a date postdating the widespread destruction seems more 

likely. Even so, Plas Uchaf’s felling date of 1435 makes it the earliest surviving 

domestic house in Kymmer, and beaten in Landmark’s Welsh portfolio only by 

Llwyn Celyn (1420). 

 

 Either way, for Powys Plas Uchaf seemed contemporary with or earlier than the 

great Welsh prince Glendŵr and, given the proof from the sketch that he visited 

Plas Uchaf, he no doubt had it in mind as a representative medieval Welsh hall 

house when he began writing his novel about Glendŵr in 1937. In Chapter XVI 

(‘The Forests of Tywyn’) he describes the hall of Rhys Dda with words that 

conjure something of the character of Plas Uchaf:   

‘It possessed … and air of romantic antiquity, carrying the mind back … 

beyond the age of castle-building, to that remote epoch when few, even 

among well-to-do gentlemen, possessed moats or battlements. The outer 

walls … were compose of a species of rubble into which plenty of small 

stones had entered, but it was the time-blackened ancient woodwork, 

almost entirely of oak, that gave the place it air of immemorial antiquity.’ 
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Plas Uchaf when Richard Wilson lived there in the 1940s. 
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Richard Wilson’s plan of Plas Uchaf as used in the 1960s. 
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The construction of Plas Ucha (Houses of the Welsh Countryside by Peter Smith).  



                                                                                                       Plas Uchaf History Album 

16 

 
 
The interior of Plas Ucha (Houses of the Welsh Countryside by Peter Smith). Note 

the spere truss dividing the hall from the screens passage. 
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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. 
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Major refurbishment in 2010 

 

Landmark has a rolling programme of major upgrades refurbishments right across 

its portfolio, in addition to more routine maintenance. This is in part to maintain 

standards of comfort and enjoyment for our visitors but increasingly to make our 

buildings more resilient and energy efficient by converting them to renewable 

energy sources and improve their thermal performance through better draught-

proofing and insulation. This is all funded by the income from letting the buildings 

for holidays. 

 

Plas Uchaf was one of our first conversions to renewable energy. In late 2010 

underfloor heating was installed in the main hall. The flagstones laid as part of 

the original 1970s’ restoration were carefully recorded, then lifted. The concrete 

subfloor below was taken up replaced with stone hardcore. 125mm of limecrete 

slab was then laid, topped by 50mm screed as bedding for the heating pipes, and 

finally a variable depth bedding for the replaced stone flags. An Air Source Heat 

Pump (ASHP) was installed in an outbuilding to heat the water for both the 

underfloor heating elements and radiators elsewhere, powered by an air-source 

heat pump. A new wood burning stove was also installed in the sitting room. The 

opportunity was also taken to re-wire where necessary.  

 

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 and a Velux window in the twin bedroom was 

replaced with a Conservation roof light.  

 

The team in 2010 were struck by how much cement-based render and pointing 

had been used in the 1970s restoration, as well as the use of gypsum plaster on 

the walls, for all the great care and skill taken in the repair of the timber framing. 

Their surprise is a measure of the huge advance in the understanding of 

conservation techniques there has been since the early 1970s, when it was still 
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commonplace to use such unsympathetic, impermeable materials even in the 

repair of historic buildings. We hope one day to have the resources to justify re-

doing some of this 1970s work and monitor the building closely meanwhile to 

ensure that its condition is not being compromised. 
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The north front in November 1963. 

 

 
 

The completed north front. 
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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 1978. 

 

(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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Aisle-trusses 

(Houses of the Welsh Countryside by Peter Smith). 
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Archaeologia Cambrensis, 1933. 
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Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society, 1964, published 1965. 
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