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Heptonstall Revisited

In the April, 1988 issue of Methodist History I recounted my visit
to Heptonstall to see the Methodist church which was built in the octagonal
form recommended by John Wesley. Outside the building was a sign pro
claiming it to be "The Oldest Methodist Chapel in the World in Continuous
Use." I described the church in some detail in the April article, and if you
have not read it, turn to it now for a quick reading. Toward the end of
the article I stated that I would be writing to my good friend Dr. John
C. Bowmer, President Emeritus of The Wesley Historical Society,
England, to discover whether or not the Heptonstall church is really what
it claims to be. The local Anglican clergyman had told me the claim was
misleading.

Dr. Bowmer not only sent me the information I was seeking, but also
a delightful booklet about Heptonstall Church. The church is located only
a taxi ride from Haworth where my wife and I spent a happy time visiting
the Bronte country.

Dr. Bowmer writes as follows:

I have been in touch with the secretary of the Yorkshire Branch of our Society, and
he has sent me some helpful information. He states that the plaque on the Heptonstall
Octagon is misleading. This chapel is not the oldest Methodist Chapel in the world,
or even in Yorkshire, for that matter.
The oldest octagon chapel still in use is at Yarm which is a few months older than
Heptonstall, though both were built in 1764.
The oldest Methodist Chapel still in continuous use is the one at Newbiggin-in-Teesdale.
It dates from 1759 - though it has been considerably rebuilt as most of those buildings
have. On the other hand, the oldest still standing but not in continuous in Methodism,
is the New Room at Bristol.

Dr. John Vickers, another valued friend, saw the article in Methodist
History and also wrote me. He wrote at considerable length about various
of the ancient Methodist buildings in England. He agrees with Dr. Bowmer
that the New Room at Bristol is the oldest Methodist Chapel not in con
tinuous use. Originally built in 1739, it was rebuilt in its present form in
1748. He also agrees that the oldest Methodist Chapel in continuous

56

-------------------~--_ .._-~_....._------_.g.



i I

I. ~

57Discovery,
:'.

, I

!
:; Methodist use is at Newbiggin, near Middleton, in Teesdale Co., Durham,

built in 1760. (There are a number of Newbiggins in the north of England.)
Dr. Vickers dates Newbiggin a year later than Dr. Bowmer. It doesn't mat
ter a great deal. Newbiggin seems to have no competitors. Vickers also
states that the oldest Methodist octagon still standing, but no longer
Methodist, is at Stroud, BIos., built in 1763, but sold to the Salvation Ar
my about 1880.

This surprised me since Mrs. Maser and I have visited Stroud several
times in search of Christina Rossetti material. We were never aware we
were so near an important Methodist building.

Dr. Vickers also supports Dr. Bowmer's position on Heptonstall.
At any rate this updates the HeptonstallChurch which I revisited

through these delightful letters from my good friends. in England.. .
I have sent the Editor of Methodist History some pictures of Hep

tonstall, but I am afraid the tyranny of space or lack of it will make it
impossible to print them.
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