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THE CHAPELS OF DOLGELLAU

The uniqueness of Dolgellau is reflected in its buildings.

Hugh Jones in Hanes Wesleaelh Cymraeg (1912) writes of Dolgellau 'yn
brydrerth o afreolaidd yn ei heolydd a'i hadeiladau er fod ynddi amryw dai
annedd a masnachdai Icilwng o unrhyw dref. [beautifully irregular in its
streets and buildings though It has many houses and shops worthy of any
town].



The haphazard nature of the street pattern mentioned by John Hughes is the
result oforganic growth, Dolgellau being unlike Bala and Harlech. which are
planned medieval towns.

The town developed from a native 'tref at the bridgehead of the River Maw, the
seat of the local hundred with a weekly market to become the principal town
of the area. Until the middle of the 19th Century it was served by the river for
the supply of good and foodstuffs shipped from Liverpool via Barmouth.

John Wesley's diaries give a graphic description of the difficulties of travelling
on horseback through inhospitable weather and terrain to reach Dolgellau
only to be deprived of sleep "by a company of drunken roaring sea captains
who took possession of the room beneath us till between two and three in the
morning".

A feature of Victorian chapel life was the theological discussion which took
place within and between denominations. Within Methodism there was the
"Wesle Bach' movement advocating among other matters, a part time ministry.
In Dolgellau there was a group of such adherents for some years. But more
signiflgantly the town became the base of two influential: denominational
periodicals. YrEurgrawn (1808-1983) was initially under the editorship of
John Bryan; the Bookroom of the Wesleyans was established in the local
minister's house in 1809; and Richard Jones of Dolgellau was the printer
1808-1811 and 1819-1824. In 1821 to local Independent minister estab-
lished YDysgedydd Crefyddol which he edited until 1852. It is reported that
at his funeral, after a ministry of 46 years at Tabernacl, there was a procession
of 1000 people, with 1500 in the cemelry. including 50 preachers. So many
shops had closed out of respect that it was like a Sunday in Dolgellau.

In common with many other congregations throughout Wales a variety of
buildings were initially pressed into service as chapels.

Gomer M Roberts refers to the plain walls and earth floor of the Methodists'
early meeting place in Dolgellau. There are records of assistance being given
by one denomination to another with accommodations, sharing and transfer-
ring property in the early days. Throughout the 19th Century the buildingand
rebuilding of chapels took place in Dolgellau as in the rest of Wales.

The need to locate chapels as close as possible to the homes of the majority of
members necessitated town centre (and therefore confined) location for all
denominations. Undoubtedly, with Capel Salem the restriction imposed by
the steep slope at the rear, the road below, and the closeknit housing
development on each side, has resulted in an unusual building form for a town
church, with the width greater than porch to pulpit dimension. In the case of
Judah the building is tucked away on rear land, confined by the adjacent
cemetery. Tabernacl although more conventional in relation to the road must
have been hemmed in. originally, by dense residential development. Despite
the fact that Ebeneser has two adjacent roads, there is not even room for a
pavement between the front forecourt and the highway. Like the others, the
Wesleyan Chapel occupies almost the whole of its site with building. Hugh
Jones writes of Ebeneser 'adeiladwyd capel da yn 61 syniad yr oes honno'. One
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However there exists what appears to be an undated draft of tender details
relating probably to the 1839 Judah building. [Document Z/M/1523 in the
Area Record Office, Dolgellau]. This refers to the awarding of a contract to the
lowest tenderer for a new Baptist chapel 44ft x 34ft x 22ft high. Because of
the number of alterations to the text it is assumed to be a draft document, and
reference to building over graves suggests that the building is an enlargement
on to the burial ground of the earlier 1800 Chapel building.


