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This booklet describes three Slow Walks around the streets of Ruthin. Two
will take you more or less in a straight line, and one is circular; they all finish
in St Peter’s Square in the centre of town. Later in the booklet, the ‘Stepping
Out’ section highlights places of interest on the outskirts of Ruthin; these
excursions are at opposite ends of the town and it may be best, depending
on how fit you are, to take your car, if you have one, to the starting point of
each walk.

Ruthin is at the crossroads of the A494 (Queensferry to Dolgellau) with the
A525 (Rhyl to Whitchurch). It can be reached by bus from Rhyl, Wrexham,
Corwen and Llangollen.
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Ruthin and District Civic Association, compilers of this booklet, is the local
organisation concerned with the quality of buildings old and new, throughout
Ruthin and in nearby villages. Each year, in September, along with Denbigh
and other local civic societies, Denbighshire County Council and Ruthin Town
Council, it organises an Open Heritage Weekend, one of many throughout
Europe, during which the doors of historic buildings are opened free of
charge; tours round the town on such themes as Medieval Ruthin, Crime
and Punishment, and the history of shops, are led by knowledgeable people.

text Derek Jones
translation Hafina Clwyd 
pictures Miles Anderson

special thanks Phil Ebbrell and Arnold Hughes for expert comments.

© Ruthin and District Civic Association 2009

Slow Walks round Ruthin was funded by the Heritage Lottery 
Fund (Awards for All Wales) and by Ruthin Town Council.
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welcome!
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St Peter’s Square.
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Ruthin is a most inviting place, even 
from a distance. Two of its most 
prominent landmarks – the slender 
spire of St Peter’s Church, and the 
intensely red sandstone walls of 
the Ruthin Castle Hotel, at each 
end of the hill on which the small 
town stands, are easily visible from 
vantage points in the Vale of Clwyd 
below, and from the Clwydian range 
of hills above; they suggest that this 
town is worth more than a quick 
look round and away; in fact you 
need at least a couple of days to see 
it thoroughly and without rushing.

Our title, ‘Slow Walks round Ruthin’, 
is intended to tempt you to do just 
that. Decide to stay and enjoy the 
atmosphere and you are soon aware 
that Ruthin is a real place; local 
people meet and greet each other, 
in Welsh or English, in the streets 
and shops; they are happy to spend 
the time of day with family, friends 
and acquaintances because this 
is,	first	and	foremost,	a	community,	
people’s home town.

From St Peter’s Square, at the top 
of	 the	 town,	 there	 are	magnificent	
views of the surrounding country. 
Four streets radiate from the 
square, giving you some idea of the 
shape of the centre, which hasn’t 
really changed since the 13th 
century. The town has, of course, 
grown considerably, spreading 
down the hill and beyond, especially 
during the 19th and 20th centuries 
(its population at the 2011 census 
was 5461); but at its heart, Ruthin 
is still small enough to allow you to 
see it in detail: its many handsome 
and historic buildings, but also its 
more ‘ordinary’ shops and houses 
which are also worth your interest 
and attention.

Welcome, therefore, to our guide 
to Ruthin in close-up, describing 
three ‘slow walks’ and providing 
notes on the streets and buildings 
which will, we hope, catch your 
eye. ‘Slow walks’, like ‘slow food’, 
allow you to savour a place and 
enjoy it all the more.



welcome!

4

St Peter’s Square.

slow walks eng  10/2/09  09:29  Page 5

bedrock
First, a word about ‘the ground
beneath your feet’. There appears
to have been a Roman settlement in
the vicinity, but little trace of it has
been found and the place was not
called Ruthin. The latest scholarship
suggests that Ruthin (Rhuthun) means
‘red edge’; it is named from the red
sandstone on which the medieval
town was built. If you want to see
the ‘raw’ sandstone, there is a
spectacular example outside the
town centre, where Llanrhydd Road
cuts through the rock. Its use as a
building material is everywhere
apparent.

Another material to look out for is
wood. Time and again on the walks
you will see references to timber-
framed buildings – from the 15th to
the 17th centuries – many of them
built for local merchants and
landowners. It seems likely that
much of the wood was local – there
are many oak woods near Ruthin.
Either way, we can say with some

certainty that for long periods of its
history there were enough rich men
to leave us a wealth of wood.

Limestone is also plentiful locally. 
I t  has been quarr ied over the 
centuries to provide building materials
for Ruthin and many other places 
in North East Wales; bricks and
mortar have been added over the
centuries, making for a town with a
rich variety of texture.

5

Llanrhydd Road.

Ruthin and the Clwydian Hills.

Castle Street.
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a well-trodden path
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Ruthin Castle Hotel.

slow walks eng  10/2/09  09:29  Page 7

Work on the Castle and St Peter’s 
began within a few years of each 
other in the late 13th century. 
Roughly halfway between them, 
the Courthouse (now the NatWest 
Bank), was built a century later. In 
medieval times, the path between 
the Castle (the seat of power), and 
the church building (where spiritual 

nourishment and material help were 
provided), via the Courthouse (where 
justice was dispensed), would have 
been in everyday use. Towards the 
end of the 17th century, a fourth 
public building, a Town Hall (built 
1663, demolished 1863) would have 
been a regular port of call; a 19th 
century print shows it to have had 
two gables, a bell tower and at least 
two porches with arched entrances. 
Our	first	walk	is	based	on	the	three	
landmark buildings that remain; it 
has been a ‘well-trodden path’ from 
the beginning.

Start at Ruthin Castle at the southern 
end of the sandstone ridge.  
Building began in 1277, at the 
behest of the English king, Edward 
I. Ruthin Castle was, for several 
centuries, a military garrison as well 
as a landowner’s house. Ruthin was 
always in Wales, but the presence 
of the Castle made clear, in no 
uncertain terms, that the English (in 
the persons of the de Grey family 
and their successors) were in control 
here. A local Welsh prince, Owain 
Glyndŵr, challenged their authority 
in 1400, burning down some of the 
growing	 town	 before	 he	was	 finally	
overcome.	 He	 is	 a	 major	 figure	
in Welsh history, not to mention 
Ruthin’s. (And the new Wrexham 
University is named after him).

Old Ruthin Castle did not fare 
well in comparison with Rhuddlan 
or the great English castles of 
North West Wales. Quite a lot of 
the	 structure	 was	 flattened	 in	 the	
17th century during the Civil War; 
but what remains - vaults, curtain 
walls and basements are well 
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Medieval castle ruins.

Gatehouse.
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worth inspection. Archaeological 
excavation would doubtless reveal 
much more of the original design, 
but meanwhile, it’s best to ask at 
the hotel reception before plunging 
around in the ruins. One of the best 
places to view them is from the 
garden of Nant Clwyd y Dre in Castle 
Street (see below). The gatehouse, 
incidentally, is not part of old Ruthin 
Castle; it was constructed in the 
19th century for the owners of 
the new and very different ‘castle’ 
which took its place.

New Ruthin Castle, built for Frederick 
West in 1826, altered and extended 
in 1848-52, is a monument to 
the Victorians’ love for Gothic 
architecture, and their attempt to 
revive it in countless churches and 
noble houses. Built of local red 
sandstone, it boasts mullion and 
oriel windows, a 56ft long drawing 
room, an octagonal library, and 
coats of arms, as well as richly 
decorated	ceilings	and	fireplaces.	A	
fashionable venue for house parties 

in the early 20th century (including 
visits from Edward VII, who had 
taken a fancy to Mrs Cornwallis 
West!), it later became a clinic, and 
was, during the 1960s, transformed 
into a luxury hotel. The restoration 
of the garden is in hand; nearby 
can be seen the 12 stones of the 
Gorsedd Circle, commemorating 
the occasion in 1973 when Ruthin 
last hosted the National Eisteddfod.
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12-14 Castle Street.

Colomendy.

Iwerddon.
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From the gatehouse, walk into 
Castle Street (Stryd y Castell) directly  
in front of you.
This is Ruthin’s most handsome 
street. First, on your left (number 
21-22) is a late 16th century timber-
framed house, with a porch similar

to that at Nantclwyd y Dre, further 
along the street, perhaps late 17th 
century. Then a most attractive 
terrace of colour-washed, gabled 
houses (numbers 16 and 18); the 
gables are no earlier than the middle 
of the 20th century, but the rest of 
the building is much earlier. Stone-
fronted Plas yn Dre and Bron-y-Gaer, 
rebuilt in 1823, are notable for an 
elaborate gothic porch. Almost 
contemporary, but utterly different 
in style, is Colomendy, at the corner 

with Record Street. Colomendy 
is Welsh for dovecote, which may 
suggest what was on the site 
before the house was built; but 
Colomendy now is a handsome, 
no-frills, Georgian house in warm 
red brick, with a good pediment 
above the front door. On the 
opposite corner, Iwerddon, has 
been recently restored; you might 
not guess from its pebble-dashed 
exterior, that this is one of several 
15th-16th century timber-framed 
houses in the town. 

And then, with Castle Street’s pièce 
de résistance, the half-timbered 
Nant Clwyd y Dre, we are back in 
the 15th century – Spring 1434, 
to be precise; we know this to be 
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Nant Clwyd y Dre.
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the case because wood for the 
hall	 house,	 the	 first	 part	 of	 Nant	
Clwyd to be constructed, has been 
analysed using dendrochronology 
(counting tree rings); this has 
shown when the tree was felled, 
doubtless part of the rebuilding 
of the town, some 34 years after 
Owain Glyndŵr had burned it 
down. Nant Clwyd was home to 
numerous families during its long 
history, notably the Thelwalls, one 
of whom, Eubule (c1622-1695), 
made numerous additions to the 
fabric. The house fell into serious 
disrepair during the late 20th 

century, but has now, happily, been 
restored, its many rooms furnished 
to illustrate the history of the 
house (Thelwall’s room, Jacobean 
bedchamber, Georgian bedroom, 
Rector’s study). You need to go 
inside to appreciate fully what has 
been achieved. From the garden, 
also newly restored, look across to 
the Castle ruins (see above), and, 
from the early 18th century Gazebo 

(pavilion or summer house), enjoy 
a spectacular view across the 
town’s roofscape.

We are not yet finished with  
Castle Street.
Next door to Nant Clwyd y Dre is 
Gorphwysfa. At some stage cased 
in brick, it is much older than it 
looks; its roof timbers indicate that 
Gorphwysfa, like Nant Clwyd y Dre 
next door, included a medieval hall 
house. Opposite, the half-timbered 
gable of Sir John Trevor House 
introduces us to a third ancient 
building constructed around a 

wooden frame. Sir John was 
speaker of the House of Commons 
from 1675 until 1684, when he was 
dismissed as a supporter of the 
Catholic sympathiser James II, and 
then from 1690 until 1695, when he 
was dismissed for embezzlement, 
the	only	holder	of	the	office	ever	to	
get the sack. Amazingly enough, 
he was later appointed Master of 
the Rolls, one of the highest legal 
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officers	in	the	land!	Although	‘Trevor’	
is a common surname in North East 
Wales, nobody really knows about 
Sir John’s connection to the Castle 
Street house (considering his mixed 
record, perhaps that’s just as well!).

Finally in Castle Street, two pubs, 
both of considerable age. The 
Cock o’ Rhudd Din (formerly 
Corporation Arms) probably dates 
from the 17th century, although 
it was remodelled, complete with 
moulded decorations on the 
second	 and	 third	 floor	 outside	
walls,	 first	 in	 the	19th	century	and	
most recently in 2005. 

Council meetings are said to have 
taken place here before 1666 –
hence the former name of the 
pub. Next door is the Wine Vaults 
pub,(which mostly sells beer! – but 
it did once house a wine retailer), 
from the late 18th century; its 
Tuscan colonnade, facing St Peter’s 
Square, is a great architectural 
surprise, but a welcome one for 
those wishing to watch Ruthin walk 
by even in wet weather.

You have now reached St Peter’s 
Square (Sgwar Sant Pedr). 
Opposite the Wine Vaults stands 
the second major public building 
of our medieval route, the Old 
Courthouse (now NatWest Bank). 
It is on an island at the entrance to 
the square, and was built in 1421 
to replace one burnt down by 
Owain Glyndŵr in 1400. It’s a nice 
irony that Glyndŵr’s achievements 
are now celebrated on the walls 
of the very building which took 
the place of the one he destroyed! 
Box-shaped and painted in black 
and white, the Courthouse has 
four half-timbered bays, and 
served as a gaol and place of 
execution as well as a courthouse. 
It is one of three buildings in the 
town associated with crime and 
punishment; look closely at the 
west gable and you may detect the 
remains of a gibbet, long disused; 
the last person to be hanged on it 
was Charles Mahoney, a friar and 
religious dissident, executed at a 
time of particular hostility to Roman 
Catholics, on 12 August 1679.
The old National Provincial Bank 
bought the Courthouse in 1925 
and restored it well.
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The Old Courthouse.
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From the pavement in front of the 
Courthouse you can take a first look 
at the Square as a whole.
This is the place where people 
from Ruthin and district are most 
likely to bump into each other. 
Seats are provided for them – and 
you – to sit, talk, and sample the 
atmosphere. The square, always 
a focus for buying and selling, is 
still occasionally used for a small 
market.	It	is	closed	to	traffic	annually	
for a day in June for music, dancing 
and general conviviality, part of the 
climax to the Ruthin Festival (Gŵyl 
Rhuthun); a stage is improvised 
in front of the courthouse, chairs 
are placed around the square, 
and residents are entertained by 
a range of local and international 
performers.

Look left from the Courthouse to 
examine the second main bank on 
the Square.
Barclays was constructed in 1928 on 
the site of Exmewe Hall, built around 
1550. This was the home of two of 
Ruthin’s most notable citizens and 
benefactors, both of them with much 
wider	 connections:	 first	 Sir	 Thomas	
Exmewe himself, who was Lord 
Mayor of London in 1517, and then 
of Edward Goodman, a merchant, 
whose son Gabriel, was Dean of 
Westminster from 1561 until 1601; 
more about him when we come to 
look at St Peter’s Church. Exmewe 
Hall was, like the Courthouse, half-
timbered, but the only remaining 
part of it, now a shop, has been 
rendered; ask if you can inspect the 
timber inside. Sadly the HSBC, the 
third half-timbered bank in St Peter’s 
Square, built as recently as 1925, has 
no historical associations, although it 
has some pleasant woodcarvings.  
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According to legend, on the large 
limestone block, known as Maen 
Huail, now placed in front of Barclays, 
king Arthur beheaded Huail, brother 
of Gildas the historian, his rival in love 
and war; there is no evidence for 
this, or even that Arthur had any local 
connections; on the other hand, his 
name is given to one of Clwydian hills 
(Moel Arthur) – so you never know!
Geologists say that the stone may have 
been carried here during the Ice Age.  
 

Now for the monument in the middle 
of the Square.
It stands on the site of the town 
hall, mentioned at the beginning 
of the walk. It was erected in 1883 
and incorporating a clock, a cattle 
trough and a drinking fountain, 
commemorates ‘the private worth 
and public service of Joseph Peers, 
an honoured inhabitant of this 
town’; he was Clerk of the Peace 
for Denbighshire for over 50 years, 
and lived at Nant Clwyd y Dre in 
his later years. His monument 
is built of limestone, which may 
have been quarried locally. On 
the pavement below, the experts 

Remains of Exmewe Hall
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Castle Hotel.
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tell us, there are ‘some excellent 
fossil crinoids, which are part of an 
animal (‘sea lily’) which once lived 
attached	 to	 the	 sea-floor	 in	 warm	
tropical areas when the Lower 
Carboniferous limestones were 
deposited’ (Walking through the 
past: a geological trail around Ruthin, 
RGS Cymru, 2005).

To the right of the monument, 
stands the handsome early 18th 
century Castle Hotel (formerly the 
White Lion), complete with balcony 
which may perhaps have been 
used	 for	 official	 pronouncements.	
Cheek-by-jowl with the hotel is the 
Myddelton Arms, an extraordinary 
building also known as the Seven 
Eyes, after the three tiers of dormer 
windows which climb up its steep 
roof. It is certainly a most curious 
sight, whose style may have been 
influenced	by	the	European	travels	
of Sir Richard Clough and Sir Hugh 
Myddelton, 16th century merchants 
associated with the house; inside, 

on the other hand, some of the 
timber framing suggests that parts 
of the building date from about a 
century earlier than their time. It is 
well worth going inside to examine 
the	 fine	 staircase.	 We	 may	 never	
know why the Seven Eyes was given 
such an unusual design (it was all 
for	show	as	you	will	find	if	you	peep	
round the back!). We do know that 
Sir Hugh, an engineer as well as a 
merchant, was responsible for the 
works which allowed London its 
first	supply	of	fresh	drinking	water	–	
a notable advance in public health; 
and that Sir Richard was manager 
for Sir Thomas Gresham, Queen 
Elizabeth I’s merchant royal; based 
in Antwerp, which already had one, 
he suggested that London set 
up a Stock Exchange. It is quite 
extraordinary that the small town 
of Ruthin should, during the 16th 
and 17th centuries, have supplied 
so many notable contributors to 
the life of London (see also Gabriel 
Goodman below). What’s more, 
on 6th-7th August 1831, the great 
Charles Darwin, and his companion 
Adam Sedgewick, are said to 
have stayed a night at the hotel, 
after a day’s geologising in the 
Clwydian Hills.

Seven Eyes
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The half-timbered building next to 
the Seven Eyes dates from the 17th 
century, but its restoration in 1883 
included much imitation timber-
framing. At the end of the square, 
bordering St Peter’s churchyard, a 
plain two-bay Georgian townhouse 
serves	 as	 solicitors’	 offices.	
Between the two, an opening 
allows	 a	 fine	 view	of	 the	Clwydian	
hills across the Vale.

Before entering the churchyard, look 
at the handsome gates. 
They were forged in 1727 at Croes 
Foel, part of the Bersham ironworks 
near Wrexham, by Robert Davies, 
the smith also responsible for the 
gates at Chirk Castle and those 
at the entrance to the chancel at 
Wrexham Parish Church. The gates 
are black with gold decorations, 
including scrolled leaves, tassels, 
wings and sheaves of corn.

St Peter’s Church, built in 1310, 
is one of the buildings mentioned 
earlier as providing instant 

recognition that you have arrived in 
Ruthin, although its most prominent 
feature, the spire, was only added in 
1854. Close-up, the main building 
presents an interesting mixture of 
stonework, both limestone and 
sandstone. To the north, and of 
the same date, are what are now 
known as the Old Cloisters, much 
altered	 but	 containing	 a	 very	 fine	
medieval undercroft. Go inside the 
church to enjoy the two naves, 
characteristic of medieval churches 
in this part of Wales, the decorated 
timber ceilings, and monuments to 
Gabriel	 Goodman,	 whom	 we	 first	
met when inspecting Exmewe Hall 
(Barclays Bank). The appropriately-
named Goodman, despite his 
duties at Westminster Abbey, kept 
close and generous touch with his 
home town. In 1574, for instance, 
he re-founded a grammar school 
in the church grounds; the school 
was rebuilt in the 17th century, and 
restored	 in	 the	19th,	 but	 finally,	 in	
1891, outgrew its old premises and 
moved to Mold Road; the older 
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Tomb of Gabriel Goodman. Picture courtesy of the 
Dean and Chapter, Westminster Abbey.
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building remains in the church precinct. 
There are also 12 almshouses, founded 
and endowed by Gabriel Goodman 
in 1590, and named by him Christ’s 
Hospital. They also have been rebuilt 
– in 1865 – and restored – in 1990. 
Church, cloisters, almshouses and 
school make for an almost cathedral-
like close.
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Enjoy the tranquillity of the Close 
before returning to St Peter’s 
Square to begin your second 
main walk. Or, leave the precinct 
in the opposite direction, near 
the green plaque; turn right 
when you come to School 
Road and follow the road until 
you reach Market Street; turn 
left to begin a short walk on a 
particular theme.
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You will already have realised that 
Ruthin has a wealth of buildings 
which are many centuries old. 
But not all old buildings last for 
ever; times change, new needs 
emerge, and buildings have to be 
adapted –and sometimes have to 
be demolished to allow something 
entirely different to arise on their 
‘footprint’. This is the main theme 
of our second walk.

Market Street meets Park Road at 
a roundabout. Cross Park Road to 
reach the Ruthin Craft Centre.

NB This walk follows part of the 
recently developed Art Trail along 
which you can ‘explore’ spy 
holes and look for small figures 
on buildings. For details ask Craft 
Centre staff for a copy of the route 
or see the information panel by the 
car park opposite the Centre.
 
The Craft Centre has a considerable 
footprint.	 It	 is,	 in	the	first	place,	on	
the site of Ruthin railway station 
on the old Denbigh, Ruthin and 
Corwen standard gauge line. 
The line reached Ruthin in 1863, 
and lasted just 100 years, before 
becoming one of the many 
victims of the axe wielded by Dr 
Richard Beeching. Little remains 
to remind us of the line’s economic 
importance in its day – but Railway 
Terrace,	 built	 in	 1864,	 stands	 five	
minutes away along Station Road; 
it is best seen during our third walk, 
described below.
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The old Ruthin Craft Centre 
(1982- 2006) had a ‘short life but 
a merry one’. Incorporating, in an 
enclosed quadrangle, galleries, 
workshops and a café, the Centre 
soon acquired a national and 
international reputation for the 
quality of its exhibitions. By the 
early 21st century, Denbighshire 
County Council, which owned the 
building, and the Arts Council of 
Wales, which is responsible for 
arts development countrywide, 
determined	 to	 finance	 a	 new	
Centre. It has more space for 
exhibitions, and an education area, 
as well as six workshops and a 
café with courtyard terrace, as 
before. The new Centre, designed 
by Sergison Bates, opened in 
summer 2008, is on the footprint 
of the old, even to the extent of 
having, like its predecessor, a 
quadrangle as its centrepiece; 
but it is very much a building of 
the 21st century, especially in its 
sloping entrance with gates by 
Brian Podschies, and its use of 
zinc for cladding the roof and some 
areas of the wall. Its undulating 
roof and dyed sandstone red 
walls convey a sense of intimacy. 
The generous use of glass facing 
you as you enter the courtyard is 
intended to invite you inside to see 
three spacious galleries: several 
exhibitions, featuring the work of 
local, national and international 
artists, take place each year, 
and the work of the resident 
craftspeople is also available for 
your inspection. Seating in the 
courtyard was designed by Jim 
Partridge and Liz Walmsley. The 
Centre also houses a specialist 

bookshop, a craft and design shop 
and a Tourist Information Point or 
Cultural Gateway. 

Back now to Market Street for the 
walk back to the centre of town.
There are handsome late 19th and 
early 20th century town houses on 
each side of the road. The gable 
front of Bathafarn Chapel, built 
for the Wesleyans in 1868, is of 
brick and stone; the foundation 
stones seem to indicate that the 
chapel was built with the help of 
donations from Liverpool residents, 
perhaps members of the Liverpool 
Welsh; certainly its designer was a 
Liverpool man, Richard Owens. The 
chapel was built in memory of the 
Revd Edward Jones (1778-1837), 
of Bathafarn near Ruthin, a pioneer 
Welsh Wesleyan. But, returning 
to the theme of this walk, Market 
Street (Stryd y Farchnad) is on the 



18
County Hall entrance.

slow walks eng  10/2/09  09:29  Page 19

footprint of the town’s cattle and 
sheep markets, which operated 
here and on the site of the Co-op 
supermarket, as recently as 1992, 
when they moved out of town to 
Denbigh Road; at times, the whole 
of Ruthin would have resembled 
a livestock market, with animals 
available for sale in every street. 
Market Street reminds us that 
agriculture remains a key element 
in the Ruthin economy; the Vale 
of Clwyd has always been one of 
the most fertile areas of the whole 
UK. There is now a purpose built 
livestock market at Glasdir, to the 
north of the town.

Now, however, local government 
provides many more jobs. The main 
offices	 of	 Denbighshire	 County	
Council stand on the left of Market 
Street. The original entrance, dating 
from 1907, was retained when the 
old	 offices	 were	 demolished	 to	
make way for the newly built County 
Hall in 2004. You are greeted at the 

entrance by a range of stonework, 
including the usual sandstone and 
carboniferous limestone (quarried 
locally at Eyarth); the shiny pillars, 
by contrast, are anything but local 
and are made from a Norwegian 
rock known as larvikite. The red 
stone used for the lower walls of 
the	newly	built	 offices	 is,	 however,	
entirely	 artificial.	 Next	 door,	 take	
a look at the 19th century gothic 
English Presbyterian church in 
Wynnstay Road, which is also 
made of Eyarth limestone; but the 
church	 got	 there	 first,	 some	 16	
years before the council. Between 
the two, the town’s war memorial 
introduces another stone new to 
the town - crystalline granite from 
Devon or Cornwall; but Welsh slate 
was used to pave the area around 
the monument.

You are soon again conscious 
of rock when you examine the 
Town	 Hall,	 former	 fire	 station	 and	
Market Hall a little further up Market 
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Street. The limestone here is a 
deeper grey and the sandstone is 
yellow. Look up to see the tall 
corner tower, and down to notice 
a carved harvest scene together 
with leaves and birds around the 
windows,	made	by	Edward	Griffith	
of Chester. For those interested 
in geology, there are some large 
round fossil brachiopods in the 
limestone, also round the windows. 
The two buildings, High Victorian in 
style, were constructed in 1863-5, 
replacing the 17th century town and 
market hall in St Peter’s Square. 
The town hall has been used for 
concerts and social events, but 
is now mainly a venue for local 
weddings; its enormous oak doors 
are	very	fine.	The	market	hall	is	still	
used for its original purpose – or 
near enough; it’s open most days of 
the week, except in the winter.

As St Peter’s Square again comes 
into	 sight,	 turn	 briefly	 on	 the	 right	
into the yard of the Castle Hotel. 
Facing you is Castledene, a much-
altered 16th or 17th century timber-
framed building with a steep roof, 
which may once have been a 
brewery or malthouse. We are 
once again in the world of Ruthin’s 
merchants. 

A few steps up Market Street and 
you are back in St Peter’s Square.
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We have borrowed part of the title of 
our third walk from the masthead of 
Ruthin and District Civic Association’s 
quarterly newsletter Ruthin Town and 
Around, which regularly comments 
on Ruthin streets and buildings. 
The walk takes you on a round 
trip along the two main shopping 
streets, and a hidden footpath. 

Start your walk at the back of the  
old Courthouse.
Looking down Well Street, some 
striking houses and shops are 
immediately visible on your right: 
first, a timber-framed gable 
above a shop front, which, 
some suggest, is the oldest 
Ruthin building, surviving Owain 
Glyndŵr’s rampage; if so, it is an 
extremely rare example of pre-
15th century half-timber. Then the 
exuberant mid-19th century brick 
building, complete with brackets 
appropriately decorated with fruit, 

which now houses Leonardo’s 
delicatessen; this may be on the 
footprint of a medieval hall house 
linked to the ancient building 
next door. And finally, Siop Nain 
(Grandma’s Shop) with a late 
15th century half-timbered gable 
standing on early 19th century 
cast iron columns. Part of the 
Siop Nain building was a printer’s 
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workshop during the 19th century; 
the Welsh National Anthem (Hen 
Wlad Fy Nhadau, Land of my 
Fathers) was first printed here by 
Isaac Clarke (1824-75) in 1860.

A little further down on the right 
is the second Ruthin chapel 
to attract our attention – the 
Congregational Capel Pendref 
(the chapel at the top of the town), 
built in 1827 (making it the town’s 
oldest chapel in use) during a 
chapel building boom in Wales; 
the squared stones which make up 
the carved frontage are known as 
ashlar; the bow front is decorated 
with a handsome balustrade below 
the roof line, a pediment and a 
Tuscan porch. On the same side of 
the street, just below, stands Castle 

Mews. It is hard to imagine that this 
was, in the mid-19th century, a pub 
called the Cross Keys. It was later 
used	 as	 offices	 for	 Ruthin	 Rural	
District Council; and  must have 
been partly gutted to incorporate 
the present shopping precinct and 
restaurant. 
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Almost opposite, the 17th century 
timber-framed Crown House, also 
once	 a	 pub,	 is	 now	 offices	 and	
an internet café. By the early 20th 
century, the pub had closed, and 
a butchers’ shop had taken its 
place; it later fell into dereliction, 
from which it was rescued by 
Denbighshire County Council, the 
Welsh Assembly government and 
the European Union in 2005. Walk 
through the gates to examine the 
half-timbered gable at the back. 
Notice also some fascinating 
party wall stones found during 
the restoration, which have been 
cemented in to a wall, reminding 
us that a preoccupation with 
‘property rights’ is far from a 

uniquely modern phenomenon. The 
Manorhaus is next. At right angles 
to the street, it has a stone front, 
with three bays dating from the late 
18th or early 19th century. Once 
a house of some local prestige, 
then a boarding house for Ruthin 
School, and later a doctor’s house, 
it is now a boutique hotel and art 
gallery. Beyond it, across Record 
Street, the former Wynnstay Arms 
(now two private dwellings), once 
the Crossed Foxes, is again partly 
timber-framed and is said to have 
been founded around 1549. The 
traveller George Borrow enjoyed a 
meal of roast duck here in 1854, 
which he recorded in his book Wild 
Wales (1864). Quite what he meant 
by describing Ruthin as ‘a dull town’ 
is not on record. We beg to differ! 
The small timber-framed shop next 
door once belonged to the hotel 
and was used as an outbuilding; it 
is 16th century or earlier. Beyond 
the Wynnstay, at the junction of 
Well Street and Dog Lane, the 
Conservative Club, originally Plas 
Coch, on the site of a 13th century 
house, was constructed in 1613 
with sandstone from the walls of 
Ruthin Castle.
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A conventional early-to-mid 20th 
century shopping parade almost 
completes our tour of Well Street; 
it includes a large space which 
was once the town’s cinema and is 
now an Antiques Centre. Opposite, 
however, is a third chapel,  Capel 
y Tabernacl, which may justly be 
described as ‘a cathedral among 
chapels’ – inside it is huge, capable 
of seating several hundred people 
in pews arranged in the shape of a 
horseshoe. Tabernacl, now a Welsh 
Presbyterian chapel, was built 

by Thomas Williams in 1889-91, 
when the Revd Robert Ambrose 
Jones (Emrys ap Iwan) was the 
minister; Jones was famous for 
his passionate advocacy of Welsh 
self-government and the Welsh 
language. Before leaving the 
vicinity of Well Street, look over 
from the end of the street to a 
row of terraced cottages, Railway 
Terrace, built in 1864, just a year 
after the Denbigh, Ruthin and 

Corwen railway opened, Trains ran 
in a cutting, now a small linear park, 
just in front of the cottages, before 
crossing the bottom of Well Street 
en route to Corwen.

Retrace your steps up Well Street 
until you reach Record Street. Turn 
left into this street.
Record Street is so named because 
its main building, now Ruthin Public 
Library, once housed the records 
of the Assize Courts. The building, 
first	constructed	in	1785,	was	also	
used for legal hearings until the 
early 1970s – a second Ruthin 
building historically associated 
with crime and punishment. 
Courthouses need a certain dignity, 
and this is perhaps the reason why 



24

Record Street.

Ruthin Library.

Cunning Green.

slow walks eng  10/2/09  09:30  Page 25

the building acquired, during the 
1860s, a handsome portico with 
Doric arches. We must assume that 
the ‘County Constabulary’ the grim 
looking building next door, was 
placed here in the 1890s because 
it gave convenient access to the 
Court. The Library, which opened 
in the early 1990s, demonstrates 
the versatility of the building; by 
the introduction of a gallery it is 
now, effectively, of two storeys.  It 
contains a collection of books on 
Ruthin history; ask the Librarian 
to	 help	 you	 find	 them.	Regular	 art	
exhibitions are held in the vestibule. 

Walk up Record Street, which 
contains a number of pleasant 
early 19th century bay-windowed 
houses. When you reach Castle 
Street, turn left and then almost 
immediately right through a narrow 
gate into the Cunning Green. 
Why is the Cunning Green so called?  
A Ruthin Town and Around reporter 
speculated in 2004 that ‘cunning’ 
came from the old English coney 
or cony, meaning ‘rabbit’ or ‘rabbit 
skin’. A correspondent suggested 
that, on the contrary, it came from 
the Welsh for rabbit, cwningen.  
Either way, it seems that there 
may have once have been a 
rabbit warren on the site, perhaps 
supplying game to successive lords 
of Ruthin Castle. 
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Today the Cunning Green is 
a hidden footpath which runs 
between the high walls of Ruthin 
Castle grounds on the one side and 
those of Nant Clwyd y Dre (once 
the ‘Lord’s Garden’) on the other. 
Once these are left behind, the 
footpath opens out, allowing you 
to sit on one of the seats provided 
with views across Ruthin roofs and 
back gardens to Ruthin Gaol, which 
you will reach on the next stage of 
your walk.

NB At the time of publication 
the Cunning Green footpath is 
temporarily closed. Until re-opened 
walk to the end of Castle Street, turn 
left down Upper Clwyd Street (this 
street is the last part of this walk on 
page 29) and continue to the bottom 
of the hill. Turn left into Mill Street by 
Porth y Dŵr to rejoin walk.

has	been	rebuilt	to	provide	small	flats	 
for single people; parts of two 
medieval gable ends have survived, 
together with a lancet window. The 
River Clwyd nearby, which powered 
the mill, was bridged by a water gate, 
through which the traveller Thomas 
Pennant entered Ruthin around 
1780. Porth y Dwr, where Mill Street 
meets Clwyd Street is probably near 
the site of the original Water Gate. 
The present building, originating 
in the 15th century, is much more  
ancient than it looks, and has  
some timber balustrades embedded 
into its walls at the side. We know 
that in 1586, Peter Moyle, the miller, 
lived here. 

At	 Clwyd	 Street,	 turn	 left	 briefly	
to examine Howkin Bridge (Pont 
Howkin, previously Pont Newydd, 
New Bridge) which crosses the 
river. The original bridge was built in 
1771, but has been greatly altered 
since then. The bridge is still visible 
below its modern replacement.  
A nearby 21st century wooden 
footbridge, Pont y Plant, opened in 
2007, now allows access to the car 
park beyond. 

Porth y Dŵr

Turn right at the end of the Cunning 
Green into Mill Street.
Mill Street is at the centre of a small 
enclave of individual and terraced 
houses, some old, some new. It 
takes its name from the old mill 
which served the Castle from the 
late 13th century. Much of the mill 
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Now turn back up Clwyd Street until 
you reach the entrance to Ruthin Gaol.

There can’t be many towns which 
have a gaol as a major visitor 
attraction! In North Wales, only 
Ruthin and Beaumaris, on Anglesey, 
can claim such a feature. A ‘house 
of correction’ or ‘bridewell’ was 
built on the site as early as 1654.  
An inscription high on the wall of 
the present building speaks of 
‘the miserable state of the ancient 
prison’.	Influenced	by	the	campaigns	
of the prison reformer John Howard, 
the local magistrates ‘in compassion 
for the unfortunate’ built a new 
prison in 1774, which was extended 
in 1803 and 1812; a further block, 
in the style of Pentonville Prison, 
London, was added in 1867-8.  It 
was closed down in 1916, but, now 
restored, it provides a vivid picture of 
British prison history and preserves 
a third major building in Ruthin 

historically associated with crime 
and punishment. The Gaol also 
houses the Denbighshire County 
Archives, where you can research 
your family history, peruse church 
registers and track census returns. 
Consult Denbighshire County 
Council website for opening times.

Pentonville Block 
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Clwyd Street now awaits your 
attention.
Clwyd Street is the site of the 
medieval town market. It has, on 
both sides, shops and houses of 
considerable age, but, because they 
have been ‘rendered’ with cement, 
stucco, or other materials during 
their history, it is not always easy to 
recognise just how old they are. 

Starting on the right, at number 51, 
there is a house named the Royal 
Oak, indicating that it was once 
a pub; in the 18th century it was 
faced with limestone, but behind 
that stands a 16-17th century 
timber-framed building. At numbers 
39-45 the four shops hide an 18th 
century building. Numbers 33, 35, 
and 37 were previously yet another 
pub (this is getting monotonous!), 
the Red Lion; their frontage is 
modern, but they are timber framed 
(16th century) behind.

On the opposite side of the street, 
note	 the	 fine	 old	 shop	 front	 at	
number 36; then, comparatively 

unusual in Clwyd Street, the 
exposed half-timber at number 34 
(Clwyd Bank), where the building 
projects towards the street; Clwyd 
Bank, 17th century and timber-
framed, was once a farm whose 
outbuildings are still visible at 
the back; Joseph David Jones, 
composer and musician, lived here. 
Then, standing out as quite different 
from the rest of the street, there is, 
at number 32, the former Eagles 
Hotel, now Fineline Printers. But 
it turns out to be not so different 
in every respect. During the 2005 
restoration, a doorway from about 
1450 was found, which means that, 
like the rest of Clwyd Street, the 
front of the building hides a diverse 
history. The three-storey front, by 
contrast, comes from the early 19th 
century, and, for much of its life so 
far, has been rendered. During the 
2005 restoration, the render was 
removed and the splendid brick 
front revealed in all its glory.

Number 16-18 Clwyd Street house 
Elfair, the Welsh bookshop, which 
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dates from the 18th century but 
has 19th century shop windows. 
Appropriately enough, on the wall 
above the shop is a replica of what 
is thought likely to be the sculpted 
head of Llywelyn Fawr (1173-1240), 
the pre-eminent Welsh prince, and 
goad of the English over a century 
before Owain Glyndŵr came on the 
scene. The original was excavated 
from the remains of Deganwy 
Castle, near Llandudno, in Spring 
1966, and is now at the National 
Museum of Wales, Cathays Park, 
Cardiff. The 18th century also 
saw the building of number 6 
Clwyd Street; by now the street is 
climbing quite steeply, allowing for 
a basement below the shop; above 
is a plain late 18th century brick 
house, now a shop.

You are now almost again at St 
Peter’s Square. Turn back briefly to 
the fork which divides Clwyd Street 
from Upper Clwyd Street
As you turn to ascend Upper Clwyd 
Street, there was until recently a large 
mural on the wall which announced 
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that the ‘Mayor and Corporation’ 
of Ruthin welcomed you. Ruthin 
still has a Mayor, elected annually, 
and a Town Council with powers 
strictly limited in comparison with 
what previously obtained; but 
the ‘Corporation’ ceased to exist 
during the late 1970s during one 
of the several re-organisations of 
local government which took place 
during the second half of the 20th 
century. At this junction is the Tom 

Pryce memorial commemorating 
a local man, tipped by many as a 
potential Formula 1 Champion, who 
died in a crash at the South African 
Grand Prix in 1977. The memorial 
was unveiled on 11 June 2009 to 
mark what would have been his 
60th birthday.

And	 so,	 finally,	 to	 Upper	 Clwyd	
Street. Number 6 (Annie’s Tearooms) 
is a pleasant late 18th century 
stone built house. Further up, on 
the right, the Ruthin Bookshop is 
from a much earlier date, perhaps 
the 16th century or even the 15th. 
It has been much altered, and – 
you guessed it – was a pub, the 
Spread Eagle, during the 18th and 
19th centuries. Inside, if you care 
to go in and browse, you can see 
that the timber frame  is still intact.  
Opposite, numbers 2 and 2a, and 4 
and 4a, come respectively from the 
early 18th and early 19th century. 
The restaurant “On the Hill”, on the 
right, has a shop front dated 1900 
– a comparative newcomer! St 
Peter’s Square is now once again 
on the doorstep, and your third tour 
of Ruthin is complete.
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We hope you have enjoyed your slow 
walks around Ruthin. If you still have 
the appetite and the stamina, you 
can make three trips outside town 
to see buildings which are closely 
related to it. These walks are rather 
far flung, so you may prefer to take 
your car to their starting points, park, 
and walk from there.

First, descend Clwyd Street till you 
reach Mwrog Street (where there is 
usually space to park in the street), 
mostly 19th century stone-fronted 
cottages; the front of numbers 5 
and 7 and 137 cover 17th century 
buildings. At the beginning of 
the street stands the Park Place 
Hotel, originally intended as the 
railway hotel, before the railway 
was diverted after complaints 
from local landowners.  Between 
Mwrog Street and the river Clwyd 
in Maes Ffynnon (look in front 
of No 18) once stood one of 

Ruthin’s few nods in the direction 
of light industry - R.Ellis and Sons, 
manufacturers of mineral water (its 
twin, the Cambrian Soda Water 
company, established in 1854, 
stood just off Park Road). Towards 
the top end of Mwrog Street, on the 
left, the new Llanfwrog Community 
Centre keeps the Ruthin Craft 
Centre company as a statement of 
21st century architectural values; 
it is circular and clad with wood, 
and provides a welcome surprise. 
Nearby are the town’s tennis courts 
and	other	sports	fields.
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Up the hill, and you reach, on 
the right, St Mwrog’s Church, 
Llanfwrog, like St Peter’s double-
naved, and with a pleasant 
timber-framed porch; its tower is 
earlier than the rest of the church, 
and is probably 14th century. 
The lychgate, through which 
you enter the churchyard, dates, 
probably, from the 17th century, 
but some of the timbers were 
renewed in the 19th century. You 
may wonder about the nature and 
purpose of the small building on 
the churchyard walls; it is quite 
late, early 19th century, but is  
a rare example of a surviving 
hearse house.

On the edge of town there are a 
number of fine historic buildings, 
ranging from the timber-framed 
16th century Ty Gwyn, and, from 
the late 18th century Glan yr 
Afon and Bryn Ffynnon (1746), 
all beyond Llanfwrog Church; 
Ty Cerrig, in Cerrig Street is a 
thatched hall house dating back 
to 1501. They are all, of course, 
private houses and can only be 
seen from the road. The 18th 
century Old Cross Keys is, on the 
other hand, still very much open 
to the public!

Return to the bottom of Market Street 
(there is a reasonably convenient 
car park opposite the Town Hall, 
but if you would also like to visit 
the exhibitions at the Ruthin Craft 
Centre,	you	will	find	ample	free	car	
parking there), cross the main road 
near Tesco, walk up the main road, 
and along an unmade road to the 
left, at the junction of Wernfechan 
and Bryn Goodman, look out 
for two Victorian villas, Coetmor 
and Dedwyddfa, designed by the 
famous	 Chester	 firm	 Douglas	 and	
Fordham in the 1880s.

From the bottom of Well Street 
walk up Rhos Street; look on 
the left for a thatched cottage.  
Our walk around Ruthin has passed 
many timber-framed buildings, 
most of them originally inhabited by 
well-heeled people; Rose Cottage 
dating from the 16th century, is, by 
contrast, a rare example of such 
a building which was inhabited by 
people much lower down the social 
ladder; it was restored as a private 
house, in the early years of the 21st 
century. On the opposite corner 
is the former Capel y Rhos which 
was re-located to a new building 
and re-named Capel y Tabernacl in 
1891 (see p.23). Further on again, 
stop to see the new Ruthin School, 
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Finally, and perhaps appropriately, 
back to the beginning.
From the bottom of Well Street, 
cross the road via  the pelican 
crossing and walk up Llanrhydd 
Street to see the good example 
of the Ruthin bedrock sandstone. 
Continue to walk and in due course, 
take a left fork until you reach 
the hamlet of Llanrhydd itself. St 
Meugan’s Church can easily be 
found. It stands on the footprint of 
a much earlier building, perhaps  as 
early as the 7th century, Ruthin’s 
mother church. The church is usually 
closed, but it may be possible to 
obtain the key from the warden 
of Ruthin (The Cloisters, School 
Road); it is well worth seeing the 
wonderful collection of monuments 
to the Thelwall family, last discussed 
when Nant Clwyd y Dre was being 
described. The monument to John 
Thelwall (died 1586) and his wife 
Jane	 (1585)	 is	 particularly	 fine.	 In	
the nearby cemetery, there are 
gravestones for two ‘gentlemen of 
the road’ (tramps), and one for a 
Roman soldier, whose remains were 
presumably dug up during building 
work somewhere in town; he takes 
us back to the beginning indeed!

which we last mentioned when in 
the precincts of St Peter’s Church; 
the heir to a long tradition of 
educational initiative, this building 
dates from 1891-2, and was also 
designed by Douglas and Fordham; 
built in limestone and sandstone, 
the school, like Ruthin Castle, 
celebrates the Victorian passion for 
gothic architecture.


