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THE CHAPELS OIl; DOLGELLAU
The uniqueness ol Dolgellau is reflected in its buildings.

Hugh Jones in Hanes Wesleaeth Cymraeg (1912) wriles of Dolgellau ‘yn
brydlerth o alreolaidd yn ei heolydd a'i hadeiladau er fod ynddi amryw dai
annedd a masnachdai lellwng o unrhyw drel’. [beautifully irregular in ils
streets and buildings though il has many houses and shops worthy of any
town].



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

The town developed [rom a native ‘lrel at the bridgehead of the River Maw, the
seal of the local hundred with a weekly market to become the principal town
of the area. Until the middle of the 19th Cenlury it was served by Lhe river [or
the supply of good and [oodstulls shipped [rom Liverpool via Barmouth.

John Wesley's diaries give a graphic description of the dilficulties ol travelling
on horseback through inhospilable weather and terrain to reach Dolgellau
only to be deprived of sleep “by a company ol drunken roaring sea caplains
who Look 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 advocaling among olher malters, a parl lime ministry.
In Dolgellau there was a group of such adherents for some years. But more
signifigantly the town became the base of two influential: denominational
periodicals. Yr Eurgrawn (1808-1983) was inilially 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 minisler eslab-
lished Y Dysgedydd Crefyddol which he edited until 1852. It isreported that
al his [uneral, afler aminisiry o[ 46 years al 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 il was like a Sunday in Dolgellau.

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

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

The need to locale chapels as close as possible to the homes of the majority of
members necessitated town centre (and therelore confined) location for all
denominations. Undoubtedly, with Capel Salem the restriction imposed by
the steep slope at the rear, the road below, and the closeknil housing
development on each side, has resulted in an unusual building [orm fora town
church, with the width grealer 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 (o (he road must
have been hemmed in, originally. by dense residenlial developmenl. Despite
the facl that Ebeneser has lwo adjacent roads, there is nol even room [or a
pavement between the front [orecourl and the highway. Like the others, the
Wesleyan Chapel occupies almosl the whole of its site with building. Hugh
Jones wriles of Ebeneser ‘adeiladwyd capel da yn 6l syniad yr oes honno'. One

.



is lempled to query whether, on current standards, any of these buildings
would obtain planning approval. Their stone walls and slate roofs would be
acceplable, but the use of so much slucco particularly on their front elevation
might be considered out of keeping with the overall character of Dolgellau with
its ubiquitous large-stone random rubble walls.

The purchase of land and the erection of a purpose-buill chapel must have
been a challenging lask. A lwenly year period for completion of payment is not
untypical. At times, in Dolgellau {he extended interest payments caused the
debt o exceed the original cost: the first Ebeneser building cost £1124, but
the debt rose to £1400 some years laler, and there were similar problems
(£3300 rising to £3400) with the 1880 rebuilding. It has been suggested that
Lthese problems may have been compounded because of the financial difficul-
lies of some of the trustees, who were prominent in the commercial life of the
lown. Outside assistance from denominational funds was obtained, together
with extensive collections from all parts of Wales, Liverpool, Shrewsbury and
London to clear these debts. The Baplists were fortunate in having half their
building costs defrayed by Griffith Williams in 1839.

Inaddition to capital sums for chapel buildings it should be borne in mind that
the Nonconformists were partly responsible for the cost of the new public
cemelery.

Without access Lo original documents It is diflicult to assess the methods and
procedures adopled in executing contracls for the Dolgellau chapels. Little is
available concerning even Richard Davies of Bangor, who was the arcitect of
Ebeneser and scores of other chapels in North Wales,
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