
CYMDEITHAS TREFTADAETH Y CAPELI
THE CHAPELS HERITAGE SOCIETY

CYLCHLYTHYR / NEWSLETTER 41 GWANWYN / SPRING 2003

The Chapels of Blaenavon

I was born in 1925. in 92 High Street, Blaenavon. My mother was an Anglican and I
was christened in the parish church of St. Peter's. But my father was the organist at the
Horeb Baptist Church and as soon as I was old enough I accompanied him to chapel.
While he played the organ, I sat in the Big Seat with the retired mmister, the Rev David
Hughes and the old deacons. A very daunting experience for one so young. And so I grew
up to be a lifelong Baptist and have been fortunate to know so many of an older
generation of all denominations who spent their lives in the service of the local churches
and who have assisted me in my research into the past.

In 1925 there were a dozen nonconformist churches in Blaenavon and various mission
churches they supported. Almost all had a resident minister. Sadly today only 6 of those
churches remain - Broad St., Bethlehem, Horeb, Park St., Kmg St., Forgeside - and there
is no resident nonconformist minister.

The spiritual revival of the late 18th century coincided with the birth of the Industrial
Revolution. The Blaenavon Iron Works commenced production in 1789 and people
flocked from England and Wales to seek employment. Meetings were held in homes and
farmsteads until the erection of the first humble meeting houses and chapels. Baptists
were made welcome at the home of William and Francis James who owned most of the
land on which Blaenavon stands today. Nonconformists also met in an ancient farmhouse
at Gam-yr-Erw. Howel Hams of Trevecca and Edmund Jones of Pontypool are amongst
those said to have preached at this place and it was the Calvinistic Methodists who
founded the first chapel in Blaenavon. It was built in 1798 near the Iron Works and
known as Capel y Graig. Its close proximity to the works, however, made it vulnerable
to the waste thrown out by the mines and iron works and so in 1815 it was resited in
King Street on land granted by the Company, who, by way of compensation, also gave
the chapel a load of coal even' month.



Calvinistic Methodists
Lewis Browning, in his book on Blaenavon published in 1906, remarks on the puntanism
of nineteenth century Calvinists. He records that a visiting minister was engaged to
preach at Penuel and, as was the custom, he came to conduct the Society on the Saturday
night. One of the deacons, however, noticed that he had his hair parted in what was
known then as the "Q.P." fashion, a flagrant sin against the orthodoxy of the time, and so
he was compelled to have his hair cut before he was allowed in the pulpit! That was the
first and last time he preached in Penuel. Again, no instruments were allowed to
accompany the hymn singing. (Jn one occasion when the church choir visited Penuel. Mr
Parry, their organist, brought his 'cherubim' with him, but when William Thomas, the old
deacon, heard the instrument being played, he turned them out of the chapel and told Mr
Parry to take his cherubim to the Drum and Monkey: that was the fit and proper place for
it! Sad to say, this, the oldest nonconformist church in the town, held its last service in
January 1968, its closure hastened by subsidence.

Baptists.
The first Baptist chapel was built in James Street in 1807 on land leased by Francis
James. In 1823, when they were in membership with Llanwenarth and Pen-y-gain. they
had a membership of 138 and it was decided to form a new church, but a division arose
on a matter of doctrine and 81 members left to found Ebenezer Baptist Church. And so
the two churches went their separate ways, a story to be repeated over and over again in
the history of Welsh nonconformity.

The Baptists who remained in Horeb continued to worship and to prosper there until
1863, when they built the large building at the foot of High Street. The old building in
James Street continued to be used for religious purposes - first by the Wesleyans, then
the Congregationahsts and finally the Salvation Army. One would have thought that the
new church at Ebenezer would have put as much distance between themselves and Horeb
as possible. Not so. The)' built their church just 100 yards away on land leased by Francis
James. They witnessed there for over 160 years but were forced to close in 1986. The
building has subsequently been demolished.

Both Horeb and Ebenezer remained in the Welsh Baptist Union, even when the Welsh
language had ceased to be used in either church. Given its proximity to the English
border, there was always a large proportion of the inhabitants of Blaenavon who spoke
only English. The English speaking Baptists built their own church in Broad Street in
1844. The original church had a rather plain from but the present facade, carrying the
date 1888, is in the grand classical tradition. Broad Street Church declined m member-
ship and in the 1960s it ceased to be Baptist and became Monah Evangelical Church.



In 1878 a small group of worshippers left Broad Street to form their own church, meeting
at first in a small room in Lion Street, but when the Primitive Methodists moved to Broad
Street they purchased the vacant King Street building together with its freehold. After
alterations. Bethel was opened for worship in October 1878. I understand that the
building they inherited was very plain and white-washed but the alterations undertaken
by the church during the pastorate of their first minister, Owen Tidman, gave the present
church its lay-out and interior appearance. During his period as pastor, the schoolrooms
were added.

Another group of Baptists from Broad Street was responsible for the cause at Zion
Baptist Church, Forgeside. It was felt that this rapidly growing hamlet, which had sprung
up near the new steel works, needed a church and so it was built in 1875 as a daughter
church of Broad Street. This meant that, if you included Horeb's daughter church at
Blaen-y-cwm, there were six Baptist churches in the town, three (Horeb, Ebenezer and
Garn-yr-erw) in the Welsh Union and three (Broad Street. King Street and Forgeside) in
the English.

There is no doubt that the language problem led to much bitter dispute and debate in
those churches where Welsh had been the mother tongue. For the older generation it was
the language of heaven and they could not express their spiritual yearnings except in
Welsh. The younger generation, however, who spoke English were eager for change. By
the end of the 19th century all the churches in Blaenavon were holding their services in
English and, under the settled ministries of pastors like the David Hughes in Horeb, loan
Meredith in Ebenezer, Arvon John in Lion Street and William Rees in Broad Street, the
chapels entered an era of fresh life and stability that saw their congregations grow ever
larger.

Congregationalists
Bethlehem chapel was so called because it was opened on Christmas Day 1820. The
original church was built near the river at the southern tip of the town. In 1840 they
moved to the present site in Broad Street though at that time there was no street there, the
location being a very pretty area of green fields with a running brook, the Nantfechan,
beside which the chapel was built. The minister who brought them to their new home was
the Thomas Griffiths who served the church for 38 years and was affectionately known
as 'Griffiths Bach Blaenafon1. His memorial is over the pulpit in Welsh and the Welsh
tradition of the chapel was long preserved in the text written above the windows behind
the pulpit: 'Nid oes yma onid t Dduw a dyma borth y Nefoedd' (Gen.28:17) but this is
no longer there.



Bethlehem was the last chapel in the town to hold its services in Welsh. Its Welsh
adherence led to an English-speaking section forming a separate church. They met in
borrowed buildings until in 1863 they erected their own church in Lion Street, where they
witnessed for over 100 years, closing in 1982. The church was subsequently demolished
and a flat complex built on the site. The Lion Street Church also supported a mission
church at Coed Cae.

Methodists
Like the Congregationalists the Methodists built their first church in the Avon Road area
of the town. Why they chose that out of town area one can only speculate; perhaps there
were more people living in that district at the time. But like the Congregationahsts, the}'
decided to move where the people were and in 183 7 built their Wesley Church near the
works between two rows of houses aptly named Chapel Row.

One of the original trustees of the first Methodist church was Thomas Littlehales, whose
occupation was 'Boat owner'. This seemed to me a surprising occupation for one living
so far from the sea but 1 was later to find out that Thomas Littlehales was something of
an entrepreneur who had invested in the transport business of that time - tramroads and
canals - and his boats were canal barges. During the 19th century more and more people
chose to live away from the Works and a new society was formed m the town to cater for
them. They purchased the old Horeb chapel in James Street and there they prospered
from 1865 to 1883. The old building then being in a sad state of repair they made the
bold decision to build themselves a new church in Park Street, which opened in 1885.
In 1920 the old Wesley Chapel closed its doors for the last time and those who still
worshipped there joined their brethren in Park Street. The Methodists were pioneers in
education, building a day school at the rear of their church premises.

An interesting footnote: in June 1925, the Methodist minister invited the renowned
evangelist Gipsy Smith to preach. The services were held in the Primitive Methodist
Church, that being the largest church building in the town. It was decided to have an
overflow meeting in Park Street and to that end a cable was laid across the rooftops of
the town to relay the service. This was probably one of the first occasions that a service
was relayed from one church to another.

Mention must be made of the Avon Road Mission which was founded by Park Street
Mehodists in 1893. Like many old quarters in any town, Avon Road had become a
socially deprived area. To the credit of the Methodists they decided to do something
about it and they built a small mission church by the river. The original tin church was
replaced by a more substantial building in 1936. Under the leadership of men like Ted


