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THE CHAPELS OF PENARTH

The Society's Spring meeting was held in Penarth on 11 May, but,
whether because Penarth is thought of as no more than a suburb of
Cardiff with no history or simply because it is situated in the extreme
South East corner of Wales, only 28 members turned up for the meeting.

Those members however who did attend had a thoroughly enjoyable and
instructive day, with a programme which provided both the historical
background to the development of nonconformity in the town and a
chance to learn something of the very varied and surprisingly vigorous
life of the chapels of Penarth today.
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Trinity Methodist Church



The morning meeting was held in the schoolroom of Trinity Methodist
church. Mrs Patricia Moore, the Glamorgan Archivist, who had made
the arrangements for the meeting and prepared the local information
sheet, traced for us the transformation of the quiet village of 1840 into
the flourishing port of the turn of the century and the consequent growth
of the churches in the town. She was followed by Dr John Gibbs, whose
family was closely involved in the growth of Penarth. His talk was in
two parts; first he discussed the architecture of some of the Penarth
chapels, noting how closely some of the architects had followed standard
patterns found in contemporary journals and then, drawing on many
years' personal experience with the local Council of churches he gave
a heartening account of the cooperation which flourishes between the
churches in present-day Penarth.

The Last Supper at Trinity Methodist



After lunch and a view of the exhibition of plans, documents and
photographs prepared by the speakers, we were given a guided tour of
the principal chapels in the centre of the town - two Methodist, two
Baptist, a Gospel Hall, the Kingdom Hall, and two Welsh language
chapels. Aside from the unscheduled exposition of the faith of the
Jehovah's Witnesses we were given in the sleek new Kingdom Hall, the
impression most of us will have taken away with us will have been one
of variety, even within one denomination. Trinity Methodist, despite the
considerable refurbishment and modernisation of its accommodation,
surprised one with its almost Anglican dignity and the beauty of its
stained glass, marble pulpit and Last Supper 'altar-piece'. Albert Road
Methodist on the other hand seems to have laid all the emphasis on
'outreach' and community work with a very untraditional mural in its
basement youth club. Stanwell Road Baptist was quiet and traditional,
Tabernacle Baptist, where we were provided with tea, appeared more
thrustful and is certainly thriving. Bethania Welsh Presbyterian was
closed several years ago and is now in a sorry state of dilapidation. The
other Welsh chapel Bethel (Independent) is now the home both of
interdenominational worship in Welsh and the Welsh language nursery
school.

Disco wall decoration at Albert Road



In all a most enjoyable day, for which we are most grateful to Mrs Moore
and the representatives of the various Penarth churches who helped her
with the arrangements. Those members who were unable to be there can
still obtain copies of the Local Information Sheet (with its coloured
frontispiece of the now demolished Christ Church from our Secretary,
(price 60p + postage).

THE ONGOING LIFE OF THE CHAPELS IN PENARTH
BY JOHN GIBBS

The early days of Nonconformity in Penarth and the building of the
chapels, largely between 1861 and 1907, has been chronicled by Mrs
Patricia Moore.

This paper will deal with the relationships between them, their growth
- and in some cases their decline - and their present emphases.

The Minutes of the Penarth Council of Churches between 1962 and
1983, during which time the writer was the Secretary, furnish evidence
of their standing and the co-operation between them.
The remarkable thing about the chapels in Penarth is that, except in two
instances; Penuel Welsh Baptist chapel and Bethania Welsh Presbyte-
rian chapel, they are still in existence as worshipping and on-going
communities.

At their inception, apart from the evangelistic dimension which was a
feature of all the chapels, the incomers to Penarth, - and the residents in
the 19th century, were nearly all incomers, - brought their denomina-
tional allegiances with them and at this stage the denominational aspect
of each chapel was strongly marked; friendships and social intercourse
existing largely within each communion. The chapels, and indeed the
churches, as well, kept themselves to themselves.

Penarth, like other Victorian communities, was a religious town and on
a Sunday the streets were 'black' with people at 10.45 and virtually
empty for the hour thereafter.



The Plymouth Estate, the ground landlords of the Town, thought it
proper to group the chapels together in Plassey Street, but the enormous
increase in population, following on the development of the Penarth
dock from 1865 and the coming of the Taff Vale Railway in 1878,
resulted in an explosion of the town westward and the Baptists and
Methodists built their second churches in what was still a largely rural
area.

Much later, in 1956, the Presbyterian church of Wales moved even
further westward and, leaving Sardis, the oldest chapel in the district
apart from the Llandough Baptist church (founded 1859), established St.
David's Church in Elfed Avenue. This, in 1985, was happily to provide
a home for a new United Church with the congregation of Christchurch,
the United Reformed Church which was unable to maintain its prestig-
ious Victorian building in Stanwell Road, demolished in 1989.

It is largely by working in co-operation with each other, and with the four
Anglican and one Roman Catholic Church in the town, that they are in
good heart.

There is, one would suspect, an element of rivalry between them, in that
when one building is modernised or its outreach extended this stimulates
the others in their own efforts, but it is much more that Sharing in
proclaiming the Christian Faith has kept them together and compara-
tively strong in comparison with other communities in Wales.

Before 1962, the Penarth Free Church Federal Council and the Penarth
Sunday School Union provided a meeting ground for the members of the
different chapels. However, in that year an invitation was extended by
them to the Anglican Churches in the town to join in a 'Christian
Council' or 'Council of Churches'. This was accepted and the Penarth
Christian Council came into being with the Rector of St. Augustine's as
its first Chairman. It chanced that the town Council was considering the
introduction of a town lottery at that time and the Rector's determined
opposition to such a step was most endearing to the Free Church element
in the new Council and got it off to a good start.

From its inception, the Council set up a vigorous programme, instituting
study groups on, for example, social issues and education and entering



upon projects which brought the members of the different churches
together: 'The People Next Door', the Week of Prayer for Christian
Unity, Exchanges of Pulpits, town-wide distribution of St. Mark's
Gospel, 'Jesus for Life Campaign', 'The Bible comes to Life' and, most
recently, a Christian Arts Festival. The Council established Christian
Aid in Penarth.

St. Joseph's, the Roman Catholic Church, joined the Council as a full
member in 1968, but the Brethren at Plassey Street Gospel Hall have not
felt able to join the Council. The name was changed in 1973 to 'the
Council of Churches' to be on all fours with the national Council of
Churches.

Almost all the members of the Council have moved into the Covenanting
relationship in Wales and this year, Father Tom Nulty, the Priest in
charge of St. Joseph's is the Chairman of "Penarth Cytûn - the Council
of Churches" as the new Council is to be known.

The Chapels are now in 1991 much more 'gathered' congregations than
they were at their inception, all having their particular 'emphases' which
attract their members. One chapel may centre on its family life, another
on its social outreach whilst another may have a very strong evangelical
emphasis. With the demise of two of the Welsh speaking chapels the
third has grown and by its vigours life has attracted Welsh speaking
Christians from across the denominations.

The Rev'd Kenneth Smith, the Chairman of the Council in 1970,
summed up the position then in words that are applicable to the present
day.

"Things have been achieved by the Churches acting together which they
could not have achieved in isolation. The voice of the Church is more
effective when the Churches are joined together; the constituent Churches
draw strength from each other. Because of their different traditions, they
do not always see eye-to-eye with each other, and this is inevitable.
However, points of difference are raised and settled in love. All
members have a desire to do the best for the Church and her Lord. I know
that the Council has more work to do".



29 Ebrill 1991

Annwyl Olygydd
Capeli Cwm Khondda

Fel un o gyn-aelodau Gosen, Treorci, darllenais gyda diddordeb erthygl
y Parchedig Lona Roberts yn rhifyn 13 o Cupel. Efallai bydd y ffeithiau
ychwanegol ymaoddiddordeb i Mrs Roberts adarllenwyry Cylchlythyr.

Roedd yna ddau gapel Cymraeg arall yn Nhreorci a ddymchwelwyd yn
yslod yr ugain mlynedd dwethaf, sef Rama (Annibynwyr), lie saif
swyddleydd y DSS yn awr (Capel a galeri 'all-round'), ac mewn stryd
gefn, Calfaria (Capel y Methodistiaid Wesleaidd).

Enw'r capel Bedyddwyr Saesneg y soniodd Mrs Roberts amdano oedd
Horeb, ac enw y capel tu isaf i gapel Bethlehem oedd Beulah (yn
wreiddiol yn perthyn i'r Bedyddwyr, ond wedi hynny i'r eglwys
Apostolaidd) capel â ffenestr crwn ar flaen y capel. Os cofiaf yn iawn,
enw'r capel 'arochr isaf y safle ddiwydiannol' arfap Mrs Roberts oedd
Glanrhondda, capel yr Undodiaid, ar y ffin rhwng Treorci a'r Pentre
(capel un Ilawr).

Yn gywir iawn

Alun Evans
Mayals
Abertawe



A RASH OF CHAPELS
BY KEITH THOMAS

In 1987, I published a list of all the chapels and churches which had
existed in Ebbw Vale, in a book "Faces and Places of Ebbw Vale". It
showed that when the population of the town was at its maximum of
approximately 38,000 in 1919, there had been about 73 separate
buildings, of which 59 were still in use at that time. The 14 not then in
use had first been outgrown by the size of congregation or later became
derelict or the sites used for other purposes. In 1919 then there was one
church for every 644 of the population. In 1980, there were fewer
churches but the population had dropped to 25,000, so that there was one
church for every 423 people. Several more churches have now closed
and at present there are 36 churches for a population of 24,000, one for
every 667 people.

. The surge in Church building began with the large influx of workers
serving the ironworks at Beaufort (1780), Ebbw Vale (1790) and
Victoria (1837). While the majority of the early residents were Welsh
speaking, it was soon obvious that there was an increasing percentage of
English-speaking people. The local ministers and others in South Wales
formed the Society for the Establishment of English Speaking Churches
in Wales. The chief instigator was Rev. Thomas Rees D.D., famous for
his "History of Non-Conformity in Wales" and minister at Carmel,
Beaufort. He from 1849 to 1861 was assisted locally by his fellow
Independent minister at Saron, Ebbw Vale, Rev. Thomas Jeffreys, my
great-grandfather.

The result was the duplication of all Independent churches in the area.
This policy was followed by the other denominations, chiefly because
of the need for education and the accommodation of Sunday schools. As
each community was developed, the denominations started another
church. The town consisted of eight communities, and, with six different
denominations, most of which had English and Welsh congregations, it
is easy to see why there was a call for nearly eighty churches.

The seating capacity of the buildings is not really a reflection of the
number of members, although there were periods when some churches



English Wesleyan Church
Ebbw Vale


