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Christ Church during demolition in 1989



The parish church of ST. AUGUSTINE, rebuilt by William Butterfield in 1865/66,
stands on the skyline of Penarth Head, a prominent landmark for shipping in the Bristol
Channel. The headland sheltered Penarth dock, on the River Ely, and overlooks the
combined estuaries of the Taff and Ely, and the docks of Cardiff on the farther side.

The history of Penarth as a town dates from the building of its dock, which was opened
in 1865 to relieve the pressure on, and break the monopoly of, the Bute docks at Cardiff,
Penarth parish had a population of 72 in the 1801 census, 105 in 1851. The manor had
belonged to St. Augustine’s Priory, later the Cathedral, in Bristol, but had been leased,
then acquired, by the Earl of Plymouth of St. Fagans Castle. The Plymouth estate office
retained considerable control over the planning, building and development of the new
town, offering 99-year leases and remaining the ground landlord.

The earliest buildings, lines of terraced houses with corner shops and public houses,
followed the contours of the headland. Local grey limestone gives a particular character
to the older buildings of the town. To the south, large detached villa residences along
the cliff top look across the Channel to the Somerset coast and the islands of Steep and
Flat Holm. They were built by wealthy shipowners and docksmen from Cardiff, but
today most have been converted to multiple occupation, or have become residential
homes for the elderly or the terminally ill.

As the town grew, areas of housing spread southwards and westwards. Public gardens,
a promenade and pier improved the amenities of the sea front. According to correspon-
dence in the Glamorgan Record Office the estate office sought to discourage the ‘rabble
from the hills’ who came by train to spend brief hours of leisure at the seaside. The Agent
disapproved of donkeys and of those who swam in the sea either without a bathing
costume, or without sufficient modesty to change into one hidden from public view. An
air of gentility in the town was the aim of the Plymouth Estate.

Nonconformity had already made an appearance in rural Penarth when the parish
consisted of a dozen or so farms or cottages, before the creation of the town. In 1819 the
farmhouse of Thomas Phillip was registered in the Bishop's Court as a place of meeting
for people of the Baptist persuasion. In 1845 James Thomas of Carmel, Bonvilston, a
Welsh Congregationalist, preached in John Tyler’s farmhouse, and was to return on
several occasions.

It was the passing of the Act authorising the building of a dock which led to an influx of
population, navvies who dug the dock, builders, craftsmen, tradespeople, shopkeepers
and others whose livelihood was associated with the dock, with ships, their cargoes, the
export of coal, and the sea.

Each denomination in the town retains a tradition of congregations who first met in lofts
over farm stables and later in public halls, usually the Lesser Hall and the Jubilee Hall,
both built by Solomon Andrews of Cardiff. The earliest meetings which took place in
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the town were joint meetings of Baptists, Calvinistic Methodists and Congregationalists,
who met together from 1858 in a stable loft on the site of the present-day Lloyds Bank
and Windsor Road Arcade, at today’s roundabout in the centre of Penarth. The
Calvinistic Methodists were the first to build a purpose-built chapel, which opened in

1861.

Meanwhile, a practical step had been taken in 1860 by Miss Mary Ann Morgan of East
Barry House, Barry, who rented premises and paid the salary of a Lay Agent to bring
Christian teaching and fellowship to the dock navvies, twelve hundred of them, who
were known for their unruly behaviour and undesirable habits. Later the services of a
schoolmaster were engaged, and the congregation went on to build Arcot Street
Wesleyan Methodist church, opened in 1864.

Chapels in order of an itinerary, not in chronological order:

TRINITY METHODIST, STANWELL ROAD . The present church, in a Gothic
style, with a fine spire, was designed by Henry Budgen, FRIBA, and opened in January
1901. The congregation, drawn from the south and westward-spreading residential
areas, had been'meeting since 1890 in an iron church on the site. This was known as
‘Playter’s Church’ and had been build in the 1880s by supporters of a powerful but
controversial preacher, a former curate of St. Augustine’s, who had become unaccept-
able within the Established Church but drew a congregation of personal adherents for
some years before moving elsewhere. In 1896 a schoolroom was built alongside the iron
church, designed by Jones, Richards and Budgen. Trinity was damaged by bombing in
1940, and its stained glass windows were removed for safety to the Coed Ely Pit, Gilfach
Goch. In 1970 a Day Centre for the Elderly was established and in 1986 a radical
remodelling of the schoolroom accommodation provided meeting rooms and ancillary
facilities.

STANWELL ROAD BAPTIST . The congregation was formed in 1885 by a number
of members from Tabernacle Baptist who felt the need of establishing a Baptist chapel
in the developing residential area of the town's ‘West End'. The Sunday School
building, fronting on Victoria Road, bears the date 1887. The present church, in a Tudor
Gothic style, was opened in 1896.

CHRIST CHURCH CONGREGATIONAL, STANWELL ROAD “, opened in
1897. A congregation, brought together in 1882, worshipped first in Andrews' Lesser
Hall then the Jubilee Hall, and from 1883 used an iron church on the site of the later
Windsor Cinema, now converted into a garage, at the corner of Windsor Road and
Railway Terrace. The Stanwell Road building was in a Perpendicular Gothic style. The
architects, named on the foundation stone, were Habershon and Fawckner of Pearl
Street, Cardiff, London and Newport. The builder was D.G. Price. A lesser hall was
added in 1905. The 110-foot spire added grace to the roofscape of the town until the
church was demolished in 1989.






