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The Quakers in Neath

Friends' Meeting House

There were Friends - or Quakers as they are better known - in Neath as early
as the mid-1650s, soon after the sect was originally founded. Following earl)'
success, however, the severe persecution to which they were subjected by the
state from 1660 to 1689 and the large scale immigration which resulted
sharply reduced their numbers. Only as a consequence of the Industrial



Revolution of the late 18th century and the arrival in the Neath-Swansea area
of a number of in-migrating Cornish Quaker families, attracted to the nascent
industries, was there a vigorous upsurge of fresh enthusiasm. Symptomatic
of this revival was the purchase from Lady Molly Mackworth of land near
Neath castle by the Neath Quakers on which to build their own meeting-
house, which was opened in July 1801. Like all Quaker meeting-houses, it is
a plain, simple edifice. For the Religious Census of 1851, it was certified as
being able to seat 154 persons and measuring 696 sq.feet on the ground floor
and 264 sq. feet in the galleries. Although it was re-furbished in the 1870s,
it remains very much the same sort of building that it has always been. Like
most Quaker meeting-houses, it has two sets of bare pews facing one another,
and it contains no altar or pulpit, and none of the adornments usually
associated with churches or chapels.

There were no more than about 40-50 Quakers in Neath in the 19th century,
but they exercised an influence on contemporary religious, moral, industrial,
social and philanthropic activity wholly disproportionate to their number. In
their midst they included exceptionally gifted and energetic people, like the
families of Price, Fox, Tregelles and Waring, who made an enormous
contribution to the society of the time. Their memorial stones are still to be
seen in the surviving graveyard adjacent to the meeting-house.

The most outstanding of the Neath Quakers was Joseph Tregelles Price
(1754-1854). Manager of the famous Neath Abbey Iron Works in succession
to his father, he was a leading figure in the field of industry and science, an
enthusiast for improved communication by water, road and rail, and a
generous patron of education and philanthropy. Above all. perhaps, he was
a trail-breaking pioneer in the quest for international peace and domestic
Concord. His life-work typified Quaker ideals at their most sublime. The
house in which he lived, now adorned with a commemorative plaque, still
stands in Neath Abbey village.
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