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The authors of the recently published Pevsner guide to The
Buildings of Carmarthenshire and Ceredigion write, 'Carmarthen
can justly claim to be the oldest town in Wales'. In view of this long
history it is not surprising that the town has a gripping religious
inheritance, probably originating in the Celtic period. In the Middle
Ages 1t had a Priory (where the Black Book of Carmarthen was
compiled.) In Tudor days it saw the horror and courage of a
martyrdom and it was at nearby Abergwili that translation of the
Scriptures into Welsh was pioneered.

Carmarthen has been over the centuries one of the bigger towns of
Wales and it was from its prosperous merchant class that Stephen
Hughes, the most significant figure of early local Dissent emerged
in the middle of the seventeenth century. Likewise the eighteenth
and nineteenth century revivals were helped on their way by
prosperous farmers and middling people.

Regrettably. the time available during a CAPEL visit would not be
enough for us to visit, or walk past, all the chapels if interest in the
town. One can only hope that members of our society will some
time in the future have an opportunity to visit Bethania, Penuel and
Y Priordy in Priory Street and Union Street and the English
Congregational Church in the West.

Heol Awst Independent Chapel

The history of Heol Awst (Lammas Street) takes us back to the
origins of nonconformity in Carmarthenshire. By the time of the
passing of the Toleration Act in 1689, Stephen Hughes 'the Apostle
of Carmarthenshire' was dead, but a small group of Nonconformists



had survived in the town from the days of persecution. William
Evans of Pencader succeeded Hughes as leader of the local
Independents and he moved into the town about 1702-3. He also
became Tutor of the Dissenting Academy when it moved to
Carmarthen about 1704. There were some breaks, but overall there
was a strong connection between the Independent chapel and the
Academy until the middle of the nineteenth century (for example,
David Peter, minister of Heol Awst, took up the Principalship at
Christmas 1795 and held it for the next forty years Also the school
which was conducted alongside the Academy.

A meeting-house was built in 1726 following a gift of land by John
Corrie a silk merchant and chapel member (see monument). It was
enlarged sometime before 1733. A new chapel was built in 1802
and re-built by William Owen of Haverfordwest in 1826-7 to seat a
thousand people. The schoolroom was built in 1888-9 by George
Morgan.
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Off-shoots of Heol Awst were Union Street (1847), Salem
Johnstown (1847) and the English Congregational Church which
was opened in May 1862,

-



Heol Dwr Calvinistic Methodist (Presbyterian) Chapel

There were Calvinistic Methodists in Carmarthen from about 1740
and there is mention of a room in Goose Street (Catherine Street) at
which the 'society' met in 1748. The establishment of Heol Dwr
(Water Street) Chapel resulted from the activities of Peter Williams,
a local man who was converted by the preaching of George
Whitefield in 1743. He took orders and served as a curate in more

Heol Dwr Chapel

than one parish but was refused ordination as a priest by the bishop
because of his Methodist inclinations. He joined the Methodists and
also embarked on the ambitious project of publishing a Welsh
Family Bible with explanatory notes, John Ross of Carmarthen to be
the printer. This would be the first Welsh Bible ever to be printed in
Wales. About 1765 in order to work more closely with Ross, whose
printing business was located at that time in Lammas Street, he
leased a house in nearby Water Street.

With the passing of time a number of changes happened with regard
to this site. Firstly Peter Williams built a chapel or preaching house
in the garden for his own use, but in 1771 this was converted into a
house and a second chapel built. Because of a doctrinal difference
between Peter Williams and the CM Connexion, there was a period
when the 'society’ was not able to use the Heol DWr chapel, but
eventually after Peter Williams's death the congregation returned



(see R T Jenkins in J E Lloyd ed. The History of Carmarthenshire,
p. 207) The present chapel is on the same site as Peter Williams's
preaching house of 1771.

As for the publication of the Bible, the first Family Bible appeared
in parts and then in 1770 it appeared in one volume. Three editions
were printed by Ross for Peter Williams and it is calculated that
over 18,000 copies were published during his lifetime. The notes on
each chapter have been described as 'brief, pithy and devotional' in
'simple homely idiom' (R T Jenkins).

Amongst the notables associated with Heol Dwr was David Charles
(1762-1834) a local man and brother of Thomas Charles of Bala.
He began to preach at Heol DWr and was one of the 11 exhorters
ordained in 1811 — the action which brought the Calvinistic
Methodist denomination into being. David Charles is highly
regarded as a hymn writer (O fryniau Caersalem ceir gweled holl
daith yr anialwch i gyd'). See the memorial by Daniel Mainwaring.
David Charles the Younger 1803-80 was his only son. Hugh
Hughes the artist was his son-in-law.

The chapel has a long-wall front. Box pews radiate to follow the
line of the gallery. One of the Corinthian columns bears the date
1813. The pulpit is of the 'wine glass' type.

Heol DWr is the mother church of Y Babell. Pensarn (1834), Zion,
Mansel Street (1850) and Bethania, Priory Street (1902). Zion was
founded to serve the needs of non-Welsh speakers. [t was built in
1849-50 by R G Thomas of Newport. The wrought iron railings are
of 1850. An organ by Hele and Co (1895) was rescued in 2000 from
St Matthew, Fulham, London.

The Baptists
There was a Baptist church in Carmarthen during the
Commonwealth but it seems to have passed out of history. In the
mid-eighteenth century there were Baptists meeting for worship at
Chapel Yard in Priory Street. [n 1782 a section of this congregation
founded a church in Dark Gate. They increased in numbers,
especially during the ministry of Titus Lewis, 1801-11, and bought






