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WOODSTOCK AND RHYDWILYM

For our Spring meeting this year we returned after a three year interval to
Pembrokeshire, on this occasion to the rural heart of the county. Once more we
were blessed with fine sunny weather when we met on Saturday 15 May at
Woodstock school, nine miles north of Haverfordwest, where we were given a
warm welcome, tea and coffee by the ladies of Woodstock chapel.
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The lecture on Calvinistic Methodism in Pembrokeshire by the Rev J E Wynne
Davies of Aberystwyth followed in the chapel, which is one of the oldest causes
of the Calvinistic Methodist connexion, founded by the Rev Howell Davies, the
Apostle of Pembrokeshire. Woodstock is remembered as the place communion
services were first held by the Methodists outside the parish churches. Indeed,
both sacraments were regularly administered here for 56 years before the
'separation' of 1811. The communion service drew vast crowds and is still
referred to as CwrddMawr. To accommodate the congregations an interesting
extension which still exists was built. This was last used for visits of the Rev
Martin Lloyd Jones. Built in the centre of the county, Woodstock was the T
Cwrdd for a large area rather than a local church. Situated near the Landsker
both languages were and still are regularly used in worship. An interesting fact
is that the membership today is larger than in 1932.

The next visit was to Walton East chapel, an offspring of Woodstock, founded
in 1877. Two young members ot the Sunday school, Rosalind Bushell and Siân
Corp extended a welcome to the chapel, which also has a larger membership
than in 1932. We then moved on to lunch at Clarbeston Road village hall
provided by the Sunday school at Walton.

We then drove on to Llys-y-frân dam at the foot of which stand the ruins of Dan-
y-Coed, the farmhouse where William Rowlands, author of the well known
hymn tune Blaenwern, was born in 1860. Recently Welsh Water has erected an
impressive memorial at the site. Rowlands was christened at the nearby
Gwastad chapel by the Rev David Charles of Carmarthen.

Following the visit to Llys-y-frân, the company moved on through narrow
secluded lanes to Rhydwilym one of the earliest Baptist churches in Wales,
incorporated in 1668, though the present building dates only from 1875. A
history of the cause was given by Mr Rhys Adams, a deacon of the church and
tea was provided by the ladies of the chapel.

CALVINISTIC METHODISM IN PEMBROKESHIRE

Howell Harris first visited Pembrokeshire in 1739 and during the following
decade his itineraries brought him to the county on thirty occasions. 'Fellowships'
were established and their supervision was entrusted to 'exhorters', William
Richards being responsible for the northern, Welsh speaking, areas and John
Harris for the anglicized "down below". The growth of Methodism in the area,
however must be attributed to Howell Davies, who was given curacies within
the county and in 1744 married Katherine Poyer, the heiress of Henllan
Amgoed, who sadly died the following year. His second wife, Elizabeth White



of Prendergast, Haverfordwest, was also a lady of considerable wealth and this
gave him the freedom to devote himself to the Methodist cause and to be
remembered as The Apostle of Pembrokeshire.

During these early years 'societies' were formed throughout the county;
meeting houses were eventually erected, Haverfordwest, Woodstock and New
Chapel being served by Howell Da vies. Woodstock, built in 1751 became the
first centre for celebrating communion in a place not consecrated by a bishop
and large crowds of up to five thousand gathered there as in earlier days at Llys-
y-frân and St Daniel, Pembroke.

Soon, however, difficulties arose which were to contribute to the comparative
weakness of the Methodist presence within the county today. The division
between Harris and the other leaders of the Revival, Daniel Rowland and
William Williams, brought greater distress to Pembrokeshire than to any other
area. In 1750 Harris visited the society at Haverfordwest and sought to rally
his followers. John Harris of St Kennox, George Gambold and the brothers
James and John Relly supported him and loyalties were severed. There was an
anti-Rowland campaign and Howell Davies and the Pembrokeshire societies
were soon to encounter a series of secessions.

The coming of Methodism to Pembrokeshire had already caused some
confrontation with the Baptists, whose mother church was at Rhydwilym. John
Powell, one of the cxhorters, withdrew from the societies on the grounds of his
opposition to infant baptism and later he was joined in the Baptist fold by
another exhorter, David Jones. William and Christopher Mends went over to
the Independents and naturally each had his following.

An unhappy episode which further hampered the work was the growing
involvement of Moravianism, particularly at Haverfordwest. Two of the leaders
of Moravianism in Britain had Pembrokeshire connections and returned to
their home areas to further the Moravian cause, John Gambold in 1742 and
William Holland in 1746. In 1753 John Cennick visited the area and tension
soon arose, particularly after John Sparks, George Gambold, John Harris of St
Kennox and John Evans of Nevern, all Methodist exhorters, went over to the
Moravian fold.

In the same way as Moravianism had a close affinity with Harris, another
intrusion which perhaps can be attributed to the separation between Harris
and his brethren was the eventual Wesleyan presence in the area. In 1947
Wesley had given the Welsh Calvinistic Methodists the assurance that he
would only visit Wales after the consultation with them and would always exert
his influence to prevent secession. Although unable to support Harris, Wesley



had very little contact with Rowland and would have nothing to do with Howell
Davies, who worked closely with George Whitefield and was often in England
furthering the work among the Calvinists. Wesley was given the perpetual
advowson of St. Daniel's in 1772 and referred to it as his Welsh chapel, and the
place which had formerly been a centre for celebrating the sacrament amongst
the Welsh Methodists now espoused the Arminian teaching and Wesley
celebrated communion there.

There remains to be mentioned one other secession, which weakened the
Methodist cause in the Jeffreston district. The ground for secession on this
occasion was the antinomianism of James and John Relly, who for a period were
joined by John Harris of St Kennox, who had been disciplined by Howell Davies.
They were able to influence several societies but after the deaths of the Relly
brothers in 1777 and 1778 the work ceased.

It is evident therefore that Howell Davies was confronted with considerable
difficulty. Most secessions were within the English speaking areas whilst the
northern areas remained loyal to Davies, who was supported by John Harris of
Ambleston, an able exhorter who led the Pembrokeshire Methodists after the
death of Howell Davies in 1770.

In 1776, contrary to all expectations, an even more unhappy chapter in the life
of the Pembrokeshire Methodists was to begin. The Rev. Nathaniel Rowland,
son of Daniel and a graduate of Oxford, married Margaret, the daughter of
Howell Davies. Although a gifted preacher he was autocratic and arrogant. He
resisted requests from chapels to administer the sacrament and resisted the
building of further meeting houses. Many left the Methodist fold for other
denominations and at Haverfordwest Tabernacle Chapel was lost to the cause
becauise of him. Rowland Hill described him as the "proudest devil"he had ever
known. In 1807 he was excommunicated at an Association which met at
Newcastle Emlyn.

It has been said that Methodism would have disappeared trom the face of the
county during this time if it had not been for the influence of the Rev. David
Jones of Llan-gan, who moved to Manorowen in 1794 when he married Mrs
Parry, a rich widow. Indeed the advent of several evangelical clergymen was to
redeem the situation particularly in the north of the county. The Rev. David
Pugh was in 1770 given the living of St Mary's, Newport (Trefdraeth), by John
Thornton, who had previously offered it to Daniel Rowland. One wonders what
impact the seraph from Llangeitho would have had if he had accepted the
invitation. The Rev. William Jones settled at St Dogmael's (Llandudoch) in
1774 and the Rev. David Davies (1753-1820) at Llanfyrnach and Penrhydd in
1797 whilst in 1784 the Rev. David Griffiths (1756-1834) obtained the living


