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Joint Meeting with the
Chapels Society at Shrewsbury

This year, in place of
our usual Spring
meeting in mid-May,
Capel members were
invited to attend the
Chapel Society’s
Annual General
Meeting at Shrewsbury
on 14June. The meeting
was held in the Unitarian
chapel in High Street,
where, following the
business meeting, the
members were enter-
tained and enlightened
by a talk by Dr Glyn
Tegai Hughes on
Border Chapels in
Welsh and English
literature.

After wistfully
St John's Methodist Church Shrewsbury regretting the fact that

most of the major

‘Border’ Welsh authors lived well before chapels came into being, Dr Hughes
allowed himself to stray from the strict limits of his title to draw attention to the
account of the new Bethesda chapel published in Yr Eurgrawn in 1873. Written by
John Hugh Evans, in its detailed description of the building, it was one of the few



examples of aesthetic criticism of architecture in a nineteenth century denominational
journal: “The chapel is in the Italian style but the Gothic would have looked much
better here to correspond to the landscape’.

The nineteenth century English novel was generally dismissive of Dissent and indeed
one of Daniel Owen’s motives in writing his novels was to right the wrong done to
Nonconformity by novels such as those of Dickens, Thackeray and Kingsley. George
Eliothoweverdid show rather more understanding, as did two other women novelists
more closely associated with the Border country - Elizabeth Gaskell from Cheshire
and Mary Webb from Shropshire. Dr Hughes quoted passages from Gaskell's Ruth
and Webb's The Golden Arrow and Seven for a secret and then drew attention to the
Anglo-Welsh writer Geraint Goodwin's Watch on the morning, with its picture of
chapel life in Moreton, the fictionalised version of Newtown. He then quoted
passages from the best known of Daniel Owen’s novels, Rhys Lewis, with its
portrayal of Bethel chapel in Mold, one of the many chapels in North Wales, from
Llannerch-y-medd to Rhos, which have been called ‘Capel Mawr’. Daniel Owen
loved the chapel but detested chapelosity and theocracy.

Strangely one has to wait for the twentieth century to find works praising the simple
whitewashed rural chapel, such as Dyfed’s Fendigaid Ysguboriau or the portrayal
of the deep-seated nonconformist objection to church adornment seen in E Tegla
Davies’s story Samuel Jones yr Hendre yn diolch am y cynhaeaf.

After lunch we were introduced to the history of Nonconformity in Shrewsbury with
a tour of half a dozen of the chapels in the centre of the town, beginning with the
Unitarian chapel itself., which traces its history to the ejection of two Shrewsbury
clergymen, Francis Tallents and John Bryan in 1662. They formed a Presbyterian
congregation which met in private houses until they were able to build a chapel in
1691 ina garden behind two houses in High Street. This chapel was enlarged in 1703,
destroyed in riots in 1715 but re-built immediately and extended in 1837, and
renovated again in 1884 to the plan of a local architect, A B Deakin.

There were Baptists too in the town in the 17th Century who met in various meeting
houses in High Street until the 1780s, when a chapel with its own burial ground was
builtin Claremont Street. This was extended in 1810 and 1841 and in 1877 was taken
down and rebuilt to the designs of Richard Owen in the Italian Style of Ruabon
pressed brick with Grinnshill Stone dressings.

From Claremont Street we moved on to St John's Hill to see the Methodist Chapel
built in 1879 to replace the one which had cost £2000 in 1805. The present chapel
was designed by the Burslem architect G B Ford and resembles the Primitive
Methodist chapel in Burslem.



New Methodist Connexion, Shrewsbury (Christian Scientist until 1980)

From the 17th century the Quakers have also met in various buildings mainly on St
John's Hill, though, for some seventy years from the middle of the last century, the
Society ceased to exist in the town. It wasrevived howeverin 1931, and met in rented
rooms until St Catherine’s Hall on Coton Hill was purchased and refurbished in 1986.
The Independents too met in various houses, legally orillegally, from 1660 on. From
1741 to 1766 they were joined with the Presbyterians in High Street but the
congregation again split and the Independents built a chapel with its own burial
ground on Swan Hill which served the congregation until 1867/8. It was then
replaced by a brick building in Gothic style which is still in use today as an
Independent chapel, the congregation having decided in the 1970s not to join the
United Reformed Church.

The last chapel visited was the St David’s Presbyterian Church of Wales, Belmont,
erected in 1936 at a cost of £7000 to cater for the growth of the earlier Calvinistic
Methodist chapel on Frankwell Quay, which was itself an offshoot of the original
Welsh Calvinistic Methodist chapel in Hills Lane.
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