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CAPEL ALS

The townspeople of Llanelli are justifiably proud of their industrial
heritage. The town's staple industries - steel, copper and tinplate - were
founded on the base of the coal mines which dotted the area and it was
these industries which account for its rapid growth, particularly during
the nineteenth century.

When David Rees was inducted as minister of Capel Als in 1829, his
chapel was at the very hub of this industrial activity, being situated
between the Box and Bres collieries. The railway which brought laden
waggons from the collieries passed close by and continued through the
present-day Als Street on its journey to the docks. In fact all the traffic of
the town passed Capel Als, for the nearby Wern Road was the main road
connecting the town to the old district known as Sea-side.



Since 1780, when the church at Capel Als was first established, the
building has been much extended and enlarged. The founding minister
was the Rev. Evan Davies of Llanedi, who also established the
Independent causes at Kidwelly, Pembrey and Ammanford. A marble
inscription on the wall of the outer vestibule at the entrance to Capel Als
records the various stages of rebuilding and extension, together with the
names of the early ministers. On the front wall of the chapel, to the left of
the pulpit, a memorial stone to David Rees has been erected. His
gravestone is less than a mile away, for he was buried in the Llanelli and
District Cemetery.

David Rees was one of the great radical leaders of nineteenth century
Wales, a stout defender of the cause of Nonconformity, and renowned as
editor of Y Dixvygiwr, which became the vehicle for the expression of his
radical principles. His ministry at Capel Als lasted forty years and
during this time/without rancour or dispute' his missionary zeal found
expression in the building of chapels at Park Street (1839), Siloa (1841), Y
Bryn (1842) and Dock Chapel (1876). It was during the ministry of his
successor, Dr. Thomas Johns, that Tabernacle was built, the first service
being conducted there on Easter Sunday 1875. The architect was John
Humphreys of Morriston. Quite simply, Capel Als, at that time had
become too small to house its congregation. Gwylfa Roberts commented
that "The hive was too small to contain the swarm and so a new hive was
called for".

Thus, even after the erection of the new building at Tabernacle, the
problem of housing the congregation at Capel Als had not been
completely solved and in 1894 the present chapel was built at a cost of
£4995. It was not a complete rebuilding, for the shell of the old chapel of
1852 was preserved. It seats over 1100 persons, and some would say that
it represents Nonconformity at its grandest. Its frontage is in semi-
classical style, with a plain rendered finish, in contrast to the warmth of
its fine interior, with its decorated plasterwork ceilings and a restrained
use of stained glass windows. Its pulpit is very different from the one in
which David Rees stood to deliver his fiery message in 1852. A
photograph of the former pulpit is included in Iorwerth Jones's fine
biography of David Rees. The old pulpit was in the 'witness-box'
tradition. The 1894 pulpit is more stage than witness-box and the gallery
which overlooks it begged to be filled with choir and orchestra. And so
it was.


