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The Spring Meeting this year was held at Abergavenny on 13 May. We
met in the Methodist Church
in Castle Street where, after
enjoying the coffee and
biscuits organised by Mrs
Dian Cooke, we were given a
warm welcome to the town
and a brief history of the
chapel by the Rev. Stephen
Bywater. The church, built in
1829 has remained largely
unaltered, though the interior
was changed somewhat in the
late 19th century.

Mr Gruff Owen, Manager of
the Welsh Religious Buildings
Trust, and Mr Neil Sumner
then gave us a presentation,
with slides, of the work, aims
and achievements of the Trust
from its establishment in
1999. The Trust's mam aim is
to promote the understanding
of the Non-Anglican built heritage of Wales and secure the conservation
and repair of redundant buildings of particular significance. It aims to
increase its portfolio of acquired buildings by at least one a year, has a
close working relationship with Cadw and is supported by grants from
various institutions such as the Pilgrim Trust and the Heritage Lottery
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Former Bethany Baptist Chapel
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For lunch we went to the new Priory Centre at St Mary's Church, where we
were welcomed by Mrs Hazel Buchanan and had the opportunity' to see the
famous and recently restored collections of memorials.

We then walked on to the Bethany former Baptist chapel in Market Street
but were unable to view the interior as the chapel is on the market for sale.
We were, however, able to appreciate John Hilling's comments on the
architectural merits of the building. On again to the main Baptist chapel in
town, in Frogmore Street, a listed building, erected in 1877 to the designs
of George Morgan, where we were warmly welcomed by the Rev. Michael
Turnbull, who gave us a full description of its recent history'. In 1977 the
interior was altered by the insertion of a new floor at gallery level, so that
the building now has space on the ground floor for various community
needs, such as a nursery school and committee and other meeting rooms.

The interior of Frogmore Street Chapel



It had been planned that we should next visit the Pen-y-pound Presbyterian
chapel opposite but for some reason no one had opened the building for us.
We therefore went back along Frogmore Street to the last building on our
programmed itinerary, the United Reformed chapel in Castle Street.
Unfortunately this chapel too was closed and we had to be content with the
exterior view. To lessen somewhat our members' disappointment, we are
glad to be able to publish the following account of the early history of the
chapel by a former minister, the Rev. Herbert Hughes.

Castle Street United Reformed Church
It was a disappointment that this church was closed to us during our visit
to Abergavenny for it is in many ways an attractive place of worship. It is

remarkably light inside, with two stained glass windows on either side of
the pulpit and further windows on the face of the building. It boasts a
delightful, small, nineteenth century pipe organ and an early seventeenth
century clock of local make. A gallery surrounds three sides and a roomy
vestibule welcomes the visitor. It is conducive to worship, as I can testify,
following a five year stint as its (part-time) minister.



As we face the building we note that to its right there stands the
schoolroom, still designated as such above the entrance. It was sold in
1990 to a firm of solicitors and a day school was accommodated on the
ground floor. The revenue acquired was used to renovate the church
building. On the other side there is an evangelical church and next to it
stands the Methodist church. It could well be called Church Row. Despite
having a congregation of mostly elderly members it has a (shared) minister
and is young in heart.

The emergence of Nonconformity in these parts dates back to mid-
seventeenth century. The first chapel opened for the Independents or
Congregationalists was at Llanfaches in 1639 and it is still open for regular
worship. The earliest Baptist church was in the Olchon valley over the
border in Herefordshire although it would have been Welsh speaking at the
time of its foundation in 1633, but it is no more. In this early period the two
denominations would have worshipped together; it was only later that their
differences led to divisions.

The membership of Llanfaches church would have been drawn from a wide
area but it would soon branch northwards to other parts of Monmouthshire
and we have evidence of Congregationalists worshipping in Abergavenny
in 1672 and in 1690 a chapel was built at the corner of Cross Street, where
the George Hotel stands today. Then in 1707 a chapel was built at or near
the present site in Castle Street. By 1718 there were 280 members and this
included 'men of standing in the county for there was one esquire, 16
gentlemen, 7 living on their own lands, 63 tradesmen'. The members had
13 votes in the County of Monmouth, 3 for Breconshire, one each for
Glamorganshire and Herefordshire, 23 for Monmouth Boroughs, 3 for
Gloucester and 3 for Hereford. This signifies a widespread membership but
also that Dissent had men of substance and social standing in its ranks at
this early date.

The fortunes of Dissent were to flounder at a later period and the history
of the church fluctuates because of changing circumstances and internal
wranglings. One important factor that determined the success or otherwise



of the church was the presence of an academy closely associated with it.
The earliest was established by the minister in 1662 (following the eviction
of many clerics from the Anglican Church for their refusal to accept the
Book of Common Prayer and conform to other demands). The first and
only tutor was Roger Griffith, an extremely able scholar and teacher who
had been educated at Utrecht, but he caused considerable consternation
when he decided to join the Anglican Church.

Another successful period opened in 1757 when the academy which was
based at Carmarthen moved to Abergavenny. The academies were highly
significant institutions for the training, not only of prospective ministers
but also in providing educational facilities for other promising young men.
In days when Oxford and Cambridge were closed to Nonconformists and
when promising students would have to travel to Scotland or to the
Continent for any kind of higher education the academies proved
invaluable. They provided for the education of philosophers and scientists;
indeed, mathematics and science could not be taught at the older
universities but the academies taught both. They were progressive
establishments in their day. The principal at this time was David Jardine,
a most able scholar who was joined in 1759 by another tutor. The academy-
was held next door to the church and Jardine acted as its minister until by
1773 it could boast a membership of 400. The academies tended to follow
their principals from place to place and in 1782 this academy would move
to Oswestry.

The present edifice was built in 1868 and the end of the nineteenth century
saw another successful period for the church but the story from 1914
onwards is one of steady decline.

In 1974 Castle Street Congregational Church joined the United Reformed
Church. In these difficult times one would wish to pray for the continued
life of the congregation and of the church. After all, they have been here for
316 years.

Herbert Hughes


