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Watford

Watford was the first chapel to be built in the Caerphilly area. Groeswen was a close
second. In the nineteenth century, two branches were built from Groeswen - Bethel at
Caerphilly m 1848 and Adulam in Abertridwr in 1856,

The history of Nonconformity in the area, however, probably goes back a further eightv
to a hundred vears since the Nonconformist commumty gathered to worship God in
dwelling houses before any chapel was built and Mr Daniel Davies of Ynysgau. Merthyr,
in a lecture given in 1849, stated that a flourishing congregation had existed at Watford
since the days of the ejected ministers in the 1660s. There is, unfortunately, no concrete
evidence 1o substantiate such a claim and,whereas 1t is perfectly conceivable that
Nonconformust activity was prevalent in the area prior to 1739, for our purposes we must
commence our journey at this date.



Watford Chapel
This chapel is named after a house which stands some 250 yards away. Watford
Farm/Plas Watford was occupied during the eighteenth century by the Price family -
Thomas Price, known as Price yr Ustus (Price, the 1.P.), Cadben Price, lus brother, and
Grace Price. Cadben's wife - and tradition has it that their house was one of the dwelling
houses used for worship by the Nonconformists of the area. It was famous for its
hospitality, especially to some of the itinerant preachers of the day, among them Daniel
Rowland, William Williams, Pantycelyn. Howell Harris, George Whitefield and John and
Charles Wesley. Indeed it was from Plas Watford that Whitefield married Elizabeth
James of Abergavenny at Trinity Church, Cardiff.

There are some references to a lease dated 29 December 1733, but it was in 1739 that
Thomas Price leased a portion of land to the Rev. David Williams of Pwll-y-pant for one
thousand years. The chapel built in 1739 was a very substantial building, the walls being
two feet thick. The roof trusses were of the finest oak. Over the vears many alterations
were made to the original building.

The church enjoyed some successful vears and a need arose to enlarge the building, but
a period of decline followed. The doctrine and teaching of the Minister, the Rev.David
Williams, wavered and many could not accept his theology. Indeed, some members of
Watford left to start a church at Groeswen. They were attracted by the theology and
enthusiasm of the Methodists. With a dwindling membership, Watford chapel was
reduced in size. The gallery was removed and part of the building was converted into a
dwelling house. By 1842 the congregation had again increased significantly and the
building was restored. The original high seating (so high that the congregation could not
see one another and only the head of the minister was visible above the pulpit!) was
replaced by more appropriate pews.

In 1877, more changes were made to the building and in 1892 its size was increased by
extending the front wall by a few vards and restoring the gallery to seat 140 people, The
chapel also owned the cemetery, three dwelling houses and an additional piece of land.
all freehold. In 1938 the building was once again repaired and again m 1962 further
repairs and renovations were carried out in readiness for the tercentenary celebrations
planned on the basis of the possibility of the church's existence in 1662/63. One of the
cottages adjoining the chapel had at some time been granted a licence to convert into an
inn. It remained as such until 1904, when pressure from the Temperance Movement
caused it to be changed into a refreshment room and shop. This building and the other
two cottages were demolished in 1950 and the area turned into a car park.
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During its 250 years, Watford has enjoved the services of fourteen ministers. the last of
whom was the Rev. Thomas Cassam, previously a deacon of Abertridwr Welsh
Congregational Church. Since 1945 it has depended on visiting or itinerant preachers to
conduct the services. Over the vears the chapel has gone through periods of religious
prosperity and decline. Recently, as with so many other churches. it has been a period of
decline and today the list of members is barely into double figures.

The chapel however is also used by the Caerphilly Evangelical Church. the building is
being maintained and services are held there. It 1s a Grade 2 listed building. the first
known purpose-built chapel in the Caerphilly area.

Groeswen
Some time in the late 1730s the Rev. David Williams of Pwll-y-pant, who was minister
of Watford Nonconformist Church and of Trinity Independent Church, Cardiff, sent
Howell Harris an mvitation to preach in the Caerphilly area. Initally Williams had been
an enthusiastic supporter of the Methodist Revival and Harris responded to the invitation.

In 1738 he preached at Maesdiofal Farm, Senghennvdd and also at Parc Farm and other
locations in the area. Such was the success of his visits that a Parc Society was formed
in the Aber Valley, probably as early as 1739. Thomas Price the Justice (he who had
leased the land for Watford Chapel) now embraced Methodism with enthusiasm and the
door of Plas Watford was open for meetings and as a place of hospitality for all the
leaders, both Welsh and English, of the Methodist Revival. Indeed, in January 1742 at
a meeting at Plas Watford between Harris, Thomas Price and others it was decided to
build a meeting place for the Methodist Societies on a site offered by Thomas Evans at
Groeswen. The corner of the field offered by Evans was known as Waun Fach. It is
thought that work commenced in August 1742 under the direction of an ardent
Methodist, William Edwards of Ty Canol Farm, Groeswen.

The building must have been completed by 16 November 1742, when a monthlv Society
meeting was held at the New House, so called to avoid the use of the term Chapel and
also that of Meeting House, which savoured of Nonconformity.

Thus the first specifically built place of worship in Wales for the Calvinistic Methodists
had opened at Groeswen. Harmis and other leaders insisted that 1t must remain within the
orbit of the Church of England - an obstinate insistence which was to lead eventually to
radical change. The Societies were led, and their services conducted by 'exhorters'; the
exhorters at Groeswen were Thomas Price, William Edwards, Thomas William and Evan



Thomas. All, however, were not happy with Harrs's leadership and the discontent
became more and more apparent. In spite of the opposition of many Anglican clerics to
anyone of Methodist leanings using the parish church for services, Harris insisted that
Communion must be taken in the parish church, the dead were to be interred in the
parish gravevard with a burial service conducted by the parish priest and the Societies
were not to appoint their own ministers.

Groeswen

Discontent increased as the years went by. Doctrinal disputes between Harris and Daniel
Rowland also emerged. adding to the dissensions. Eventually in 1751 the Groeswen
Society defected from the Methodist movement and by 1752 had declared itself an
Independent Church (Eglwys Annibynnol). William Edwards and Thomas William were
ordained as jomt ministers - appointments encouraged and endorsed by the Rev. Edmund
Jones of Pontypool. Sacraments were administered in the chapel and ulumately the dead
were buried in land acquired by the chapel for use as a graveyard, the burial services
bemng conducted by the chapel mimsters






