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NONCONFORMITY IN MONMOUTH

Monmouth in the late 16th and early 17th centuries was one of the strongest recusant areas in the
country. It was also one of the safest, being situated on the border between the diocese of Hereford
and the diocese of Llandaff, and the small Monnow river was easy to cross if any Catholic needed
to flee the wrath of one of the bishops - who in any case rarely agreed with each other. In addition,
the Jesuit headquarters were located a mere two miles up-river and the Augustinians were also very
close at Rockfield.

The situation changed somewhat in 1614 with the foundation by William Jones of the Haberdashers
Company of Monmouth School. The Teacher at the school also had duties as a Preacher or Lecturer
in the town and the first holder of the post, Richard Sedgwick, was a strongly radical puritan, as
were most of his successors up to the Civil War. The strongest Nonconformist group in the area
up to 1660 seems to have been the Quakers who had a graveyard at Pant. In 1676 a religious census
numbered 267 Conformists, 37 Papists and 25 Nonconformists in the town.

Masonic Hall, designed by George Vaughan Maddox



Throughout the 18th century there are reports of clashes between the denominations. In 1709
William Green set up a Presbyterian conventicle, which the Mayor six years later attempted to
suppress. Howel Harries and William Seward came in 1740 to preach to the racegoers but had to
be rescued by the town gaoler when they were assaulted by the mob. In 1765 Samuel Priest
registered his house at Wye Bridge as a suitable place for Protestant Dissenters to assemble and
in 1779 the congregation at a house in Inch Lane was disturbed by the shouting, cursing and
whistling of a mob led by the school usher and the teacher of the congregation, John Broadbent
was assaulted during a service. Alexander Mather had been assaulted when he opened his first
meeting house in Monmouth in 1771 and John Wesley expected trouble when he came in 1777,
but had none, possibly because he stayed with a local magistrate.

By about 1800 the chapels were becoming inadequate for their congregations and in that year the
Methodists for £500 bought land for a chapel in St James Street but the congregation had to wait
until 1837 for the chapel to be built by George Vaughan Maddox. Nine years later Maddox used
an almost identical design for the Masonic Hall in North Parade. The chapel had seats for 340 and
the original pews survive in the galleries. The importance of the sermon in Methodist worship is
emphasised by the splendid pulpit. Indeed the pulpit is so high that members of the congregation
sitting near the front found it so uncomfortable to have to look up to the preacher that in 1885 the
discomfort was acknowledged and the floor was raised by two feet.

There were several Methodist congregations in the town in the nineteenth century. One was the
Primitive Methodists, who in 1864 built a chapel in Monnow Street, designed by their pastor
George Dobson. The chapel was later used by the Brethren and now has a small congregation of
Pentecostals. This building is set down an alleyway, well back from the street and this is a feature
of several of the Nonconformist chapels of Monmouth. It is the result of a local bye-law which
aimed at making Nonconformist buildings as inconspicuous as possible by situating them behind
the row of houses which formed the street frontage. The bye-law applied also to Roman Catholics;
perhaps indeed, since it was enacted before Catholic Emancipation, it originated as an anti-
Catholic measure. The first catholic church built since the Reformation was set well back from the
street frontage in St Mary Street, but as the congregation grew during the last century the building
had to be enlarged a number of times and each extension brought the church nearer the street.

The Congregationalists had been worshipping in Dixton gate until 1822 when they moved to St
Mary Street to the building now known as Duffryn House. In 1844 they moved again, to Glendower
street, to the fine new chapel designed by the Bristol architect William Armstrong and built by
Lawrence of Monmouth. This was the wealthiest congregation in the town and in the latter half of
the 19th century took a leading role in social and cultural activities, such as the eisteddfod. In i
addition to the facade, the attractions of the building include several fine coloured memorial
windows by the Camm Brothers. Now however the chapel has been vacant for about 16 years and
is in a poor state of repair, a depressing contrast with a very similar chapel in Bristol which was
designed by the same architect and has recently been carefully restored.

The present Baptist chapel in Monk Street differs from the other Nonconformist buildings in
Monmouth as it is in a Victorian Gothic style. It was built in 1906 by Benjamin Lawrence and was
opened in October 1907 by Richard Cory and Principal William Edwards. The Baptists had
previously worshipped in a chapel located down an alleyway from Monnow Street and built in
1818. This building has been roofless for many years. Very little is still standing and the remaining
walls are overgrown with weeds, brambles and bushes.
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