NONCONFORMITY
The town’s reputation for dissent may have begun in the late 16th century. At least one Taunton man appears to have been among the religious exiles in Amsterdam c. 1600.
 A Wednesday lectureship paid for by the town provided George Newton with an additional £30 a year until it was suppressed in 1637.
 He was appointed lecturer by Parliament in 1643.
 It was said that a group of Puritans from Taunton led by Elizabeth Poole emigrated to America in 1637 and founded a village called Taunton in Plymouth colony.
 There were groups of dissenters in the 1640s and in 1646 a Baptist minister wrote to ‘the saints in the order and fellowship of the gospel in Taunton’, formed by Thomas Collier, a former army preacher.
 Taunton, formed part of a Presbyterian classis in 1647 although there were only 17 ministers for 130 parishes and in 1648 the attestation of Somerset ministers was signed by George Newton of St Mary’s and Robert Tyrling of St James’s.
 In 1649 Taunton was described as the ‘Western Bastion of Puritanism’
 and in February 1655 a covenant was drawn up for inhabitants of St Mary’s parish to ‘endeavour universall reformacion of ourselves and others’.  It was said to have been for the Congregational church but it is unsigned.
 

Nonconformity received a great impetus with the ejection from St Mary’s of the popular preachers George Newton and Joseph Alleine and the founding of Paul’s Meeting.
 Christopher Trevelyan from Nettlecombe heard Newton preach twice on Sundays and at the Wednesday lecture and took notes.
 Jasper Chaplin a wealthy clothier left Newton £10 in 1655.
 In 1663 some people feared a Presbyterian rising in the county and in 1665 a large conventicle with 11 ministers from the Taunton area was said to have been broken up.
 By 1669 there were said to be 470 hearers at conventicles in Taunton and ejected ministers preached to 400 at West Monkton, most of whom probably came from the town.
 John Glanville, ejected from St James, preached at his own house, which was licenced for worship in 1672.
 In 1671 the bishop had been advised not to stay in Taunton when visiting as ‘that town hates the Church and Churchmen’.
 

That reputation for dissent gathered many supporters around Paul’s Meeting although many were not members. There were clearly links between religious and political dissent reflected in the rowdy celebrations of 11 May, the day the siege was lifted in 1645, and violence surrounding destruction of meeting houses before the Monmouth rebellion.
  It is possible that both were connected to the volatility of the serge industry on which so many people depended. When Thomas Dare, a Taunton goldsmith was fined £500 in 1680 for seditious words in petitioning for a sitting of Parliament, the grand jury that found him guilty asked for proceedings against both recusants and nonconformists, including George Newton.
 In the years before the 1685 rebellion there were said to be many conventicles held around Taunton and private house meetings but also the churches were full and 3,000 men took the oath of allegiance. It seems that many who attended dissenting preaching meetings still attended church services.
 The dissenting and independent spirit continued through the following centuries and several established nonconformist congregations experienced local splits and secessions. The rapid rise of Arianism by 1730 split the old dissenting congregations into new denominations but without lessening the overall hold of nonconformity on Taunton. It has been argued that the increasing tolerance of dissent and the greater respectability of both nonconformist ministers and their congregations in the 18th century reduced the tendency to violence that had marred the 17th century.
 However, there was also a general desire for a  more ‘polite’ society and violent feelings had shifted away from religion towards party politics.
 

Although most licences for dissenting worship issued in 1689 were for Presbyterians there was one for Independents, although the man whose house was licensed was a trustee of Paul’s Meeting.
 Between 1689 and 1726 68 houses were licensed for worship of which 17 were issued in 1700 although many licenses may have been for the same peripatetic congregation and others may not have been in regular use.
 There was said to be a French Protestant church between the 1690s and 1720s.
 St Mary’s parish kept a register of the births of children of dissenters from 1696 although with retrospective entries of births from 1691. Fathers were mainly clothworkers and total births averaged 35 a year until the mid 1700s after which entries were only made occasionally until 1778, presumably as chapels by then kept their own registers.

In c. 1776 it was said half of St James’s parish was nonconformist and in St Mary’s the vicar complained that dissenters ran and benefitted from the almshouse charities.
 Many nonconformists supported congregations other than their own, especially Paul’s Meeting, although few were as generous as Quaker Joseph Gifford who writing his will in 1787 left £10 to the Baptist minister, £20 to the minister at Paul’s Meeting, and £10 to the preacher at the New Meeting for the poor of their congregations, £10 among 20 poor Methodists, and 5s. to each of 300 poor of the Taunton parishes as well as generous gifts to the Quakers.


The changes in patterns of dissenting worship has never reduced the appeal of dissent but arguably increased the variety of congregations. In the mid 19th-century Edward Jeboult complained of several sects coming to Taunton to hold meetings
 including the Princeites from Spaxton
 and in the 1880s revivalist marching groups with bands aroused hostility but gained many supporters. During the later 20th century some long-established congregations experienced a decline while others flourished and new groups were formed using former commercial buildings as places of worship. Many have come together in ecumenical organisations and groupings.

PRESBYTERIANS and INDEPENDENTS

Paul’s Meeting

George Newton and his curate Joseph Alleine after being ejected from St Mary Magdalene formed a Presbyterian congregation, although divided between several houses, in which. Alleine was ordained at a meeting ‘of the brethren’.
 In 1672 1000 inhabitants petitioned for the town hall to be used for Presbyterian worship with George Newton as their preacher but a licence was refused as was that requested for St Mary’s church house.
 Alleine have preached up to 14 times a week and was imprisoned twice, possibly helping to bring about his death in 1668 aged 34. His ‘Sure Guide to Heaven’ was still in print in 1998.
 Rawlin Mallack of Cockington, Devon, gave land for a meeting house in 1672, between an orchard and an inn bowling green in Paul Street, from which it took its popular name, and a communion cup dated 1668.
 The chapel may have been licensed in 1672 although the justices of the peace were ordered to look into the Paul Street meeting in 1677.
 George Newton preached there and at West Monkton well into his 70s. He also suffered imprisonment and appears to have spent his last years at Thornfalcon. He died in 1681 and like Alleine was buried in St Mary’s chancel.
 In 1680 it was said that meetings were being held at the same time as church services, which had not happened before, indicating that most followers of dissenting preachers still adhered to the Church of England.
 Lawrence Musgrove appears to have been the minister when the Presbyterian meeting house galleries were torn down on the orders of mayor Stephen Timewell in 1683 and its contents burnt amid fears that meetings were fermenting rebellion. It was not destroyed despite the mayor’s claim that the ‘eye of all the West of England for Presbyterians and for meetings’ was all gone.
 It was considered as a future parish workhouse but reopened in 1687 when two ministers were appointed.
 It was a T-shaped building with a frontage containing three doors and a front courtyard planted with lime trees.
 It was officially licensed for worship in 1689.


The chapel flourished; ministers were ordained at an assembly there in 1688 and it was noted for its Academy.
 Registers of births and baptisms survive from 1699 and for burials from 1780 and show the distance from which members were drawn and maintained their connection.
 It was probably the chapel described by Defoe as the largest in the county.
 By 1730 there were said to be 1,300 hearers and difficulty getting seats.
 The 1730s saw the first major split when those members of the congregation who accepted minister Thomas Amory’s Arian beliefs left and founded the New Meeting in Tancred Street.
 Possibly as a result the same year the church decided that a minister could only be chosen by a vote of two thirds of the members. Although still nominally Presbyterian the congregation like other orthodox Presbyterian congregations was moving towards Congregationalism.
  Hitherto collections had provided most of the income but from the mid 1730s seat rents became important. There were 97 seats each of four to six sittings and just over half the seats were in four galleries. Seat proprietors often curtained off their sittings, a practice forbidden in 1764, anyone could buy a seat it was not necessary to be a communicant, and a table seat was reserved for strangers.
 Although no Presbyterian chapel was built in St James’ parish, between 1743 and 1748 six houses in that parish were licensed for Presbyterian worship, however two of them were re-licensed for Methodists in 1748.
 


In 1744 monthly communion was instigated and 12 men were chosen to manage the chapel by monthly meetings, six communicants for spiritual matters only and six non-communicants. That paved the way for the appointment in 1794 of a committee of five men to transact the business of the church and call church meetings. They met at each other’s houses in rotation. They gained control of the church appointing officers and even choosing ministers despite the agreement of 1732.
 However, members of the congregation continued to give generously to the upkeep of the meeting, its ministers and its poor members.
 Six communion cups were given before 1821, one with two handles by fuller John Cole (d. 1774) who made several generous gifts to the meeting.
 It was not only tradesmen but also professional and gentry families like the Welmans of Poundisford who were members of the congregation.
 The church singers were taught in 1763 and by 1810 the chapel had a bass viol.
 In 1830 it was decided to install an organ and an organist was appointed but the base viol was still used to teach singing in the 1850s.


In 1796 the church formed part of the new Somerset Association of Independent Churches, later known as the Somerset Congregational Union.
 In 1797 the meeting house was demolished and rebuilt under the pastorate of the Revd Isaac Tozer (d. 1820) at a cost of over £2,000.  Services were held at Mary Street while the work took place.
 By the early 19th century the church had become increasingly authoritarian run by the unelected committee, which appointed ministers and allocated seats.
  In 1831 it was decided that the committee should be of nine men despite an objection that church, officers and trustees had not been consulted.
 In 1836 the committee refused to pay for a visiting minister because the request for payment said the minister had preached at the request of the church rather than the committee.
 Matters came to a head in 1842 after a woman was ill-treated by the committee having complained of the conduct of one of the ministers. He and the Revd Thomas Luke, who had tried to intervene on her behalf, both resigned and the committee appointed a new minister without consultation. That led to an open letter to the church signed by c. 50 of the leading members of the congregation, mostly women, asking for the church to be run in line with Congregational principles and not by an unaccountable, self-appointed committee, which was unscriptural. Having failed to secure change, despite favourable legal opinions, the signatories and others left in 1843 to form a separate church.
 

Those who remained appear to have continued for several decades as before leading to another threatened secession in 1868 over pewholders interfering with church members’ choice of minister
 and to the resignation of the Revd Stephen Young in 1871 because the church was not ‘Independent’ and a few ‘self-elected men may overrule the majority’.
  In 1851 the chapel was said to have 1,000 seats, 400 free, and three services attended by 402, 170 and 450 people. Sunday school attendance was 166 in the morning and 150 in the afternoon.
 In 1864 there two Sunday services and two weekday meetings 
 In 1875 plans were drawn up for refronting the chapel and rearranging the interior including building new galleries but the work was not carried out and instead a simpler plan was followed in 1877 replacing the three doors with two side porches with doors in their sides. Inside new pine pews were built giving total accommodation for 800, gas lighting and hot air heating were installed and the organ was restored.
 By the later 19th century most of the congregation appear to have been tradesmen and labourers and in 1879 there were only 193 people on the church roll.
 There were financial difficulties, the endowments brought in only £100 a year and the minister’s stipend was reduced from £350 in the 1860s to £276 in 1909.
 From 1896 there were morning and evening services on Sunday, communion was celebrated twice a month and there was one weekday service. There was also a Band of Hope.
 Minister Thomas Wilkinson conducted Stainer’s Crucifixion in the chapel in 1902. Average communicants in the 1900s were 65.
 In 1913 there were 211 church members and the minister was assisted by six lay preachers.
 By 1924 there were 184 on the roll and monthly communicants averaged 87.
 

In the 1930s financial pressures led to a further reduction in the minister’s stipend to £268 although it was increased after the war and for a while the financial situation improved.
 By the 1960s there was pressure to unite the local Congregational churches because of the cost of ministers’ stipends and declining membership.
 Attendance in November 1967 was 51 in the morning and 30 in the afternoon.
 Paul’s Meeting agreed in 1967 to unite with Rowbarton and Bishops Hull as a united church, later the Taunton United Reformed Church, with a single minister. It had 143 members, 47 children, six teachers and four lay preachers. At the time each church had two Sunday services.
 In 1972 it elected 11 male and female elders to replace the deacons.
 Demolition of the existing chapels to build a new one was discussed but did not happen.
 

Under the Revd Brian Kirk a monthly magazine The Taunton Congregationalist was produced, communion was celebrated monthly and the morning service became the main act of worship with an evening service once a month.
 In 1995 it was said that the congregation comprised the elderly and families, there was a gowned choir and a non-stipendiary minister assisted, mainly serving Bishops Hull. The church was governed by 17 serving elders who met seven times a years, were elected and also served as chapel stewards and there were four general church meetings. Attendance was usually c. 75 in the mornings and 10 in the evening.
 A magazine was continued in the early 21st century but the evening service was given up. Several weekday events were held including for the over 50s and café style worship services.

In 1734 a manse was thatched, possibly the house in Paul Street, opposite the chapel, bought in 1749 by Sarah Pocock who conveyed it in 1750 to the chapel trustees.
 It was often called the vicarage or parsonage and was improved in the 1760s.
 By 1824 it was dilapidated and was rebuilt.
 It was let out from 1909 among others to an insurance agent but in 1925 was occupied by the minister again. It comprised a bow-windowed drawing room, a dining room, a breakfast room and 6 bedrooms.
 By 1964 increased traffic made it very noisy and dangerous for children. It was sold in 1967 and in 1968 5 Parkfield Drive as bought a replacement manse. Later the old manse was demolished for road widening.


The 1797 brick chapel had a five-bay front, originally with parapets, urns and three doorways, the central one having a square porch with balustrade parapets. The yard was walled and railed with three sets of gates the central set hung from tall pillars topped by urns. New vestries were added in 1835 and a schoolroom in 1840.
  The façade was altered in 1877 when two side porches were built to serve as entrances. The church retains its galleries, with 19th century-graffiti, pulpit and several monuments from the later 18th and 19th centuries. There is an attached library, with portraits of the founders, and meeting rooms.
 In the early 21st century the two east windows were re-opened and chairs replaced ground floor pews.

In 1862 the memorial hall for 350 was built south of the chapel of brick with Bath stone dressings to mark 200 years since the ejection of Newton and Alleine and the founding of the congregation at Paul’s Meeting.
  By the late 20th century it was let out as social functions were held in rooms at the chapel. A chapel keeper’s house built at the rear of the hall was also let by that date. The hall has since been put to many uses and in the early 21st century was a play centre and then a creative art centre.

North Street

The Congregationalists who left Paul’s Meeting in 1843 held their first public service at 20 The Crescent on 25 June.
 A church was formally constituted on the 10 August 1843 and the congregation invited the Revd Henry Quick to be their minister. They bought a house and garden in North Street with buildings and land as far back as Whirligig, Lane, formerly a carrier’s yard, where they erected a temporary chapel used for three Sunday services. Five deacons were appointed and a Sunday school established. The new chapel was dedicated and opened on 11 June 1844.
 A Sunday school building with small adjoining burial ground was added in 1845 providing schoolrooms, a lecture room and a vestry, and a library was begun. The new buildings accommodated c. 430.
 The church attracted young people and had a sick visiting society.
 It had a mainly upper working and middle class congregation of tradesmen and professional men, some servants and shop assistants but few labourers.

Galleries were added in 1850, seats were free, and the chapel was supported by voluntary payments. In 1851 average attendance was 550 morning and evening. The Sunday schoolchildren had their own service in the school.
 The Sunday school building was extended in 1859.
 In 1864 there were two Sunday services and two weekday meetings.
 In 1870 an organ was installed and in 1871 an infant schoolroom was added.
 The chapel could accommodate 600 and the large and small halls 300.
 A chapel keeper’s house was erected on Whirligig Lane in 1870.
 In 1884 the house and garden on North Street were replaced by a narrow house and shop on the south to provide an income and a wide entrance drive on the north revealing the chapel to the street.
 

As problems with alcohol had triggered the events leading to the split from Paul Street it is not surprising that the North Street congregation took temperance seriously even showing an interest in the use of unfermented wine for communion. In 1878 they set up a total abstinence society and by 1879 120 adults and 97 children had signed the pledge.
 By 1896 there were a Band of Hope and morning and afternoon Sunday schools.
 However membership declined from 283 in 1881 to 204 in 1903.
  The Revd Edwin Tongue was minister 1899—1909 and his daughter Ruth collected Somerset folk songs, which she published in 1967.

In 1914 there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service.
  A roll of honour records that 56 men of the church died in the First World War  including four from one family and a victory fund was established.
 Continuing decline in attendance led to the abandoning of the monthly communion service in 1935 but a large organ was installed in 1943 as part of the centenary celebrations.
 

In November 1967 attendance was 51 in the morning and 31 in the evening and most of the Sunday school was let.
 The congregation refused to join with other Congregational churches or become part of the United Reformed Church and remained an Independent Congregational church.
 In 1980—3 the chapel was served by the Revd Elsie Chamberlain, former religious broadcaster and the first woman to become an army chaplain and to head the Congregational church.
 The church was refurbished for the 150th anniversary in 1993 to suit modern forms of worship. In 2019 there was a Sunday morning service and a monthly Thursday afternoon service.

At first there was no manse and ministers found their own accommodation. The Revd Edwin Tongue, 1899—1909, lived in Park Street, Richmond Road and Castle House.
 In the 20th century there was a manse in Eastwick Road.

The 1843 church was designed by Samuel Pollard in Gothic style of red sandstone with Ham stone dressing.
 The west front has three short lancets surmounted by three tall ones flanked by slim turrets. The building is entered by buttressed porches at the west end of each side aisle. The original building was four bays deep with side aisles and clerestory windows, the whole heavily buttressed in a simple gothic style. The interior has arcades with galleries on three sides under a plastered, hammer beam roof originally seating 700 but the pews have been replaced by chairs. The large former Sunday school building behind the chapel extends as far as the back lane.

Rowbarton Congregational Church

A house at Rowbarton was licensed for dissenting worship in 1699
 but it was not until the 19th century that Congregationalists were recorded there. A former malthouse was fitted out by developer Thomas Penny in 1868 but it was too small so in 1869 the Independents and the Baptists collaborated to build a chapel in 1869 on the lower part of Kingston Road. After a few years the Baptists withdrew and Paul Street and North Street chapels took over the running of the Rowbarton chapel.
 Music was introduced in 1870 although some of the congregation disapproved.
 At first the chapel was served by lay pastors and visiting ministers but the Revd H. Barker served in the 1890s, cleared the chapel from debt and installed an organ.
 Thereafter the chapel had its own minister and exercised a particular ministry to railway workers.
 Morning and evening services were held on Sundays with an additional midweek service in 1896 when there were both Band of Hope and Temperance Societies.
 A schoolroom was added before 1898.
 


In 1904 a marble font was donated and by 1908 there was a choir and paid organist but financial support was still needed from the other Congregational churches.
 From 1873 money had been raised for a new chapel
 and by the 1900s the increasing congregation meant people were turned away.
 A new chapel for 450 was built across the road on land bought in 1909. Built by Henry Spiller to designs by F. W. Roberts, it had low side walls, a steep tiled roof and a short spire over the front gable. A large entrance porch was surmounted by a simple triple Venetian window.
 It was registered for worship in 1910 and for marriages in 1911.
 The old chapel became a Sunday school and hall, used for technical education classes in the 1920s.


The minister also provided a monthly service at Lydeard St Lawrence in the 1920s.
 In 1925 35 Leslie Avenue was bought as a manse.
 From the 1940s the chapel had a monthly newsletter.
 A church social society met from 1954, known as the Rowbarton Monday Society by 1969 it was a society for all Taunton Congregationalists but continued to meet at Rowbarton until 1977.
 In 1954 an elaborately carved lectern was made by retired engineer Charles Inggs who made other pieces for the chapel.
 In November 1967 attendance was only 34 in the morning and 27 in the evening
 and the last minister left in 1968 leading to the sale of the manse and a union of Rowbarton with Paul’s Meeting and Bishop’s Hull as the Taunton United Congregational Church.
 Some evening services continued at Rowbarton but the county council, which had been using the hall, terminated the tenancy and the church site was required for road widening. The organ was sold, the furnishings were given to other chapels, the building was sold to the borough council and the last church meeting was held on 15 December 1971.
 In 1972 the chapel was demolished and the area not thrown into the road became a small public garden with a stone marking the chapel site.
 The old church hall and schoolroom were sold in 1979 to the Taunton Operatic Society for a rehearsal room.

BAPTISTS and UNITARIANS

Mary Street Chapel

Baptists met in Taunton in 1646 and despite the imprisonment of their pastor Thomas Burgess and the threat of fines for ‘conventicles’ were said to have built a meeting house in 1670.
  It was presumably the Baptist meeting house whose galleries, seats and pulpits were ripped out on the orders of the mayor in 1683. Baptists met in private houses
 until a new brick house and malthouse east of a large burgage on the corner of Mary Street, then called Paul Street, and Mount Street, was converted to a Baptist meeting c. 1690.
 David Jeffries (d. 1691), merchant, asked to be buried in the Baptist burying ground and several children were buried there in the 1690s.
 Thomas Whinnell, minister from 1688 to 1720, attended the Calvinistic Baptist Assembly in London in 1689.
 In 1690 Jane Prowse of Old Cleeve gave £250 to support Baptist ministers of which £50 for the Taunton minister was invested in land in Bampton.
 In 1717 land in Bristol was left in trust by Robert Bodenham of Bristol to support and educate poor Baptist ministers. Whinnell was a trustee together with Taunton tradesmen.


Whinnell was succeeded by his assistant Joseph, son of David Jeffries, who rebuilt the chapel on the same site in 1721, the core of the present building.
 Most of the chapel trustees were in the cloth trade.
   In 1730 Hannah Merreweather gave £300 to benefit the ministers, which was invested in six neighbouring houses that were sold in 1803.
  However, despite acting as moderator when the Western Baptist Association met in Taunton in 1730, Jeffries and his congregation were already adopting Arian beliefs and he doubted Calvinist doctrine. Mary Street chapel was never again represented at Association meetings and by 1733 appears to have become openly Unitarian. Some who did not accept Arianism helped found the Wellington Baptist church.
 Under minister Richard Harrison, 1746—64, the church was described as Unitarian Baptist but lay people still referred to the church as Baptist until the 1820s.


The best known minister was Joshua Toulmin, 1764—1803, who wrote a history of Taunton. Originally a Presbyterian minister, he became opposed to infant baptism. After marrying a Taunton woman he became minister at Mary Street. The reduced membership required him to earn his living by teaching while his wife ran a bookshop. He wrote a large number of histories, biographies and sermons and earned two American degrees. He was a founder member of the Western Unitarian Society in 1792, persuaded more than 200 local people to sign a petition for legal rights for Unitarians and was partly responsible for the recognition of Unitarianism as a distinct denomination. However, during the wars with France, which he opposed, his house was attacked and his wife had to give up her shop. His association with Samuel Taylor Coleridge probably reinforced the belief that he supported the French. The poet preached several times at Mary Street in the late 1790s walking over the Quantocks from Nether Stowey and the pulpit and bible he used are still in the chapel. Toulmin moved to Birmingham in 1804
  and his successor Job David was the last to be called a ‘Baptist’ minister.
 In 1828 the Somerset and Dorset Unitarian Association met at Mary Street and investments were sold to repair the building.

In 1805 Elizabeth Moore gave £700 to Baptist ministers and poor members and left many of her books to Toulmin but only the bequest to the poor was used in Taunton. Other gifts included £300 by Dr Malachi Blake to support the minister.
 In 1852 some legacies were used to support the schools and in 1857 others were sold for chapel repair.

In 1851 it was estimated that 150 adults attended each of the two services and a total of 150 Sunday schoolchildren attended in the morning and afternoon. There was no manse and the minister lived at Stepswater in Bishops Hull.
 In 1859 there was a paid choir.
 For the remainder of the century and into the early 20th century there were two Sunday services and in 1896 a monthly children’s service.
 When the interior was restored in 1894 services were held in the school.
 From the 1890s there were difficulties paying the minister’s stipend as the endowment fund, an amalgamation of the many gifts for the purpose, only provided £100 a year.
 The benefit society was disbanded in 1894
 and in 1912 money given out by the minister and the lady visitors was withheld. However, a new organ was acquired c. 1912 with help from Andrew Carnegie and extended in 1924.
 The church had 17 members and 98 subscribers in 1920 when most of the income went on paying the minister.
 The salaries of the minster and organist were reduced in 1929.
 The Revd G. S. Woods stood unsuccessfully as a Labour candidate for the Taunton constituency in 1918 and 1924.
 In 1934 the church decided to have a Christmas day service, something they had hitherto refused to do, and to decorate the church and in 1943 services were taken by a woman minister but the church was in decline and the youth groups were given up in 1947.

Ministers had found their own accommodation but in 1954—6 a house was built on the former school playground, known as 1 Mount Street.
 By then the minister served both Taunton and Bridgwater. A split in the 1980s saw alternative services in a private house with a greater attendance, 32 for a Christmas service in 1988 compared with 20 at Mary Street. From 1992 services were held on alternate Sundays at Mary Street and attendance was only 12.
 In the early 21st century services were held at 11 a.m. on the 1st and 3rd Sundays of the month with guest preachers including from other faiths continuing a tradition since the 1940s or earlier.

The interior of the chapel with its galleries dates from 1721 with alterations. A large chandelier inscribed Nathaniel Webb 1728
 was donated by attorney Samuel Noble in 1745 with communion plate
 and hangs in the centre. Two large Corinthian pillars of Flemish oak support the ceiling and smaller ones carry the gallery around three sides. The west gallery originally housed the organ,  on the ground floor since c. 1912, and the clock, which survives. In 1881 much wood had to be replaced and an iron column was inserted to support the front gallery.
 The 18th-century front had entrances at each end surmounted by elaborate broken pediments and two round headed windows in the centre and three oval bulls eye windows above to light the galleries. A lower cross-wing at the west end housed the school.
 In 1880—1 a new front was built to the designs of J. Houghton Spencer in the Corinthian style with a central door surmounted by a plain triangular pediment, removed in 1952 as unsafe, and flanked by two pairs of tall round-headed windows. Three smaller windows in the same style light the galleries at first-floor level flanked by blank window recesses. Memorials include that of Dr Malachi Blake, founder of the Taunton and Somerset Hospital.
 In the later 1880s the school wing with vestry was demolished and replaced by the new memorial school part of the ground floor of which was used as a vestry. The forecourt was cut back to allow for road widening.
 The burial ground remains behind the chapel although disused since the mid 19th century.

New Meeting, Tancred Street 

The Revd Thomas Amory, a Taunton-educated Presbyterian minister at Paul’s Meeting and tutor at the Academy there, seceded in 1732
 with those of the congregation who accepted his Arian beliefs and built the New Meeting in Tancred Street.
 He ministered there until c. 1752 as well as serving as principal of the Academy and training ministers. In 1759 he returned to Calvinistic and evangelical doctrine and moved to London.
 His successor at the New Meeting was the Revd John Ward (d. 1797) who retired in 1792.
  Joshua Toulmin described the meeting as ‘not yet a harmonious and respectable society’.
 John Westcott, a sergemaker, gave £100 in 1781 to support the minister but gave an equal legacy to Paul’s Meeting.
 Despite further legacies from Henry Taylor in 1808 and the Folaquier family before 1812, the meeting declined.
 In 1815 under the last minister, the Revd John Ludd Fenner, the congregation united with Mary Street Unitarian church.
 Before his death Fenner (d. 1833) returned to the Congregational church in which he had been baptised.
 The legacies totalling over £600 and proceeds of property sales were transferred to Mary Street.

The meeting house on the south-west of Tancred Street was 33 ft by 50 ft behind an area planted with lime trees. Two adjoining houses on the north-east were acquired and turned into three dwellings whose rents paid for repairs to the meeting house.
 As numbers declined the building had became ruinous.
 The chapel was demolished c. 1815 and the site retained as a burial ground although only six people were said to have been buried there between 1797 and 1813. The houses were demolished before 1827 when their site was sold although the burial yard and vestry were retained.
 The burial ground was sold in 1854, became a coalyard and was lost to road widening in the later 20th century.

Silver Street Particular Baptist

Some Baptists at Mary Street who did not accept Unitarianism had formed a church at Wellington but travelling was difficult and they also met in Taunton houses. In 1814 they rented a room in 54 East Street
 large enough for 300 people, and on 21 August held the first services there, three on Sundays and one on Tuesdays led by deacon Richard Horsey. In October that year they were permitted to separate from Wellington to form their own church, which they did formally on 30 October 1814. In March 1815 the foundations were laid for a new chapel in Silver Street, which opened in September 1815 with Horsey as their minister. A house and burial ground were also provided. In 1817 the Western Baptist Association, which Taunton had rejoined in 1815, met in Taunton for the first time since 1730, although they used the Independent chapel as the Baptist chapel was not finished.
 

By 1822 when Mr Horsey resigned the church had 36 members and had established a cause at Bathpool in West Monkton. 
In 1824 there were 64 members, three galleries and a schoolroom.
 The square chapel was three bays wide and three deep with plain round headed windows except on the west entrance front where a tall round-headed window was flanked by two doors with elaborate door cases topped by triangular pediments. The building was set back from the road behind a court bounded with walls and railings divided by stone pillars and a pair of double entrance gates.
 



In 1847 the chapel became an open communion church but some members could not accept the change and left.
 A group of c. 40 strict Baptists held services in the then Temperance Hall, built c. 1840 for 150. On Census Sunday 1851 there were 45 at morning service and 55 in the evening. There was no Sunday school. They raised money for a new chapel
 but instead took on the Octagon between 1852 and 1859. They had vacated it by 1861 and presumably had ceased to exist as a separate group.


Meanwhile membership at Silver Street in 1849 was over 150, three quarters female, and the Sunday school had to be enlarged.
 In 1851 the chapel had seats for 525, 225 free and on Census Sunday there were 210 people and 120 Sunday scholars in the morning and 280 and 30 scholars in the evening.
 In 1864 there two Sunday services with a monthly children’s service and two weekday meetings.
 In c. 1872 the chapel was enlarged and refronted and the pews and pulpit were replaced with deal seating and an ‘ornamental rostrum..
 The church flourished in the 1880s and in 1889 there were 440 children and young adults in the Sunday school.
 In 1896 and 1914 there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service.
 The minister lived in the adjoining five-bedroom house.


Membership remained high in the early 20th century and there were over 300 members in the 1930s although numbers attending Sunday school declined, especially during the war. From 1940 the chapel was used as a shelter and had a canteen. In 1951 the midweek service was replaced with bible study but was reinstated later. In 1955 a new manse was acquired as the minister found the old house near the chapel too noisy. That year there were 239 members and midweek services were attended by 50 people.
 In 1984 morning communion was held on alternate Sundays and baptisms were held at the evening service when required.
 A playgroup was established by 1994 but was given up before 2004.

In 2012 the church was altered internally including the replacement of pews by chairs, except in the galleries, which were provided with a safety barrier, and removal of the raised pulpit.
 The church remained open in 2019 with morning and evening services every Sunday and monthly communion. Officers included six deacons.

Although the chapel dates from 1814 the stuccoed Lombard style front was built in 1870 by J. H. Smith the borough surveyor. A new entrance front was built with wrought iron foliated finial. The ground floor was altered in the late 20th century when an extension was added on the north side.
 

Davies’s Public Hall

The large hall for 600 north of the Baptist Church in Silver Street was presumably built and was apparently run by the Davies family and named after Henry Davies, Baptist minister before 1882. 
  It was described as a nonconformist hall and was used for meetings, services and lectures by various groups including the United Free Mission, the Plymouth Brethren, and the Gospel Union, being licensed for worship, as well as for election meetings and polling. The Gospel Union met at Davies’s Hall, Silver Street under various ministers between 1889 and 1894. There were morning, afternoon and evening services. The hall appears to have been given up after the 1890s and was used as a private school and warehouse in 1903.
 It was used as a Sunday school later but was demolished and the site used to extend the Baptist chapel in the late 20th century.  

Albemarle Calvinistic Baptist

Another secession between general and particular Baptists at Silver Street in 1874 led a group of 13 Calvinistic Baptist to leave and meet at the Assembly Rooms on the Parade. They built Albemarle Calvinistic Baptist chapel for 500 in 1875 in Albemarle Road off Station Road and opened it in April 1876.
 Its most prominent minister was the Revd Levi Palmer who took a keen interest in education and established both day and Sunday schools.
 He also acquired the former St James’s chapel of ease in Rowbarton in 1884, which was renovated and opened as a mission room named Albemarle Hall. The Baptists shared it with the Taunton Free Mission who had services there three times a week, the remaining evenings services were led by the Albemarle Christian band.
 From 1885 the hall was used for a Baptist Sunday school and the Albemarle Temperance Society before being give up to the Methodists.
  However, it was used by the Albemarle scout troop in 1963 before being converted to offices for car sales.

In 1896 and 1914 there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service at the Albemarle chapel.
 The chapel owned several houses in the street in the 1920s.
 The last marriage was held in 1978 and in 1979 it closed but reopened in 1983 as a community centre.
 The three-bay street front is topped by a pediment enclosing the datestone. A smaller matching pediment crowns the twin pilaster doorcase. The rendered wall is broken by string courses at windowsill level and bordered by prominent quoin stones. The boundary wall and gates have been removed.
Halcon

The growth of the Halcon estate in the early 20th century led the Silver Street and Albemarle congregations to build a church in 1939. They supported it until it became independent in 1949. It was used as a clinic and provisional first aid centre during the war.
 In 1951 a fundraising appeal was launched to provide extra Sunday school accommodation and pay a minister as they had only an unpaid lay pastor.
 The plain brick chapel remained open in 2019 with morning and evening services every Sunday, a Sunday school and many weekday activities.

SOCIETY OF FRIENDS

A group of women heavily fined in 1657 may have been Quakers and a Quaker was in prison in Taunton in 1658.
 Quakers met at the house of Hugh Batton in Taunton in 1662 when eight men were taken prisoner for refusing to take the oath of allegiance. Later the same year Hugh Batton and another were arrested.
  In 1668 there were five members at Taunton including trader John Alloway, who built a meeting room and was imprisoned for refusing the oath in 1670, and Alice Shackerley but Taunton Friends also met at Ilchester. A burial ground was acquired about this date at Halcon Corner in West Monkton parish.
 A few Quakers refused to take the oath of allegiance in 1683.
 After the Monmouth Rebellion in 1685 meetings were not held as the town was full of soldiers and some Taunton members left for Pennsylvania.
 By 1693 a large meeting house had been built in Hunts Court, now Bath Place, and given to the Friends by grocer Robert Button who was buried at the Halcon burying ground.
 In 1696 there were meetings for worship on alternate Sundays and also during the week.
 Robert Button the younger (d. 1726) gave extra land in 1721.
 Wealthy retired draper Joseph Gifford (d. 1801) directed the building of a brick grave at the burying ground and gave £5 a year to maintain the ground, £25 to repair the meeting house recommending a new floor for the great room, £200 to the Somerset men’s meeting, £100 to the women’s meeting to invest, £25 to each for distribution to poor Quakers, £100 to the hospital if it should ever receive patients and money to the poor of other denominations. The burial ground was disused by the 19th century and was destroyed in the 1920s during road widening when a brick vault was discovered probably that built for Gifford.

In 1796 the meeting house had galleries and a women’s room but in 1815—16 having been given two adjoining plots of land the Friends built a larger meeting house of plain brick with hipped roofs to seat 440, leaving a small area for burials. Originally it had a veranda on pillars on at least two sides, three entrance doors and five semi-circular headed windows above. A caretaker’s cottage was added in 1831. 
 On Census Sunday 1851 only scholars’ meetings were held with 20 attending in the morning and ten in the afternoon. The house was provided free for lectures by anti-slavery and peace societies.
 Between 1864 and 1902 there were meetings every Sunday morning and Wednesday evening
 but in 1914 there were morning and evening meetings.
 Numbers fell in the 1930s and in 1947 the meeting room was let for storage with the women’s meeting room being used for worship meetings. The building was improved in 1970
 and was extended and remodelled c. 2015. There were morning and evening meetings on Sundays in 2019, a Thursday lunchtime meeting and a monthly children’s meeting.

WESLEYAN METHODISTS

John Wesley visited Taunton on several occasions, including August 1743 when he preached at the Cross and in September in the inn yard of the Three Cups, but was forced to go inside when the Riot Act was read.
 He made an impression as well as incurring mob hatred and in 1748 three houses were licenced for Methodism, two of which had formerly hosted Presbyterian worship, including the house of weaver David Burford
 and a house in Paul Street where fortnightly midweek preaching meetings were still held in the 1750s by eight Methodists.
 In 1774 a house in Radfords, later Black Boy, Lane was licensed, probably for Methodists
 and Methodist preachers visited the town regularly.  At first there were only 21 members in Taunton compared with 50 or more in the east Devon towns but John Wesley was invited to preach in Mary Street chapel in 1775.
  Many of Wesley’s hearers would have regarded themselves as Anglicans who simply liked to hear Methodist preaching. There were sufficient supporters to build a preaching house and for Taunton to head the new Somerset Circuit, although official membership was only 28 in 1780.

Octagon

Until its formal break with the Church of England Methodism consisted of preaching only and the Octagon in Middle Street was built as a preaching house and not a place of worship. It was built by Mr Perrett a London builder who settled in Taunton. Wesley opened it on 6 March 1776 and it was licensed in July.
 The first local minister was appointed in 1777.
 Wesley continued to visit and preach until 1789.
 There were a few attacks on the congregation but by 1796 so many attended that galleries were built and there was a ‘curious timepiece’, sadly lost.
 Baptisms recorded from 1785 show members were drawn from the county and beyond.
 As preachers still covered large distances the circuit bought a horse in 1798 for their use, maintaining it and a stable at the Octagon
 and furnished the house by the gate as a manse before 1807. By 1809 the society had 117 members and 146 by 1812 when they moved to the Temple.
 In 1827 the Wesleyans took back the Octagon from their tenants the Baringites for a Sunday school and also held a Sunday evening service before selling it in 1832 for £360 to help clear the debt on the Temple.

New Connexion
Bookseller James Lackington having settled in Taunton built a chapel c. 1806
 in Upper High Street, named the Temple after his London bookshop, the source of his wealth, reputedly at a cost of £3,000. He was a supporter of the Methodists at the Octagon and probably intended to offer the Temple to them but instead his first tenants in July 1809 were the Kilhamites or Methodist New Connexion under the Revd James Wood. The New Connexion was a Wesleyan secession more usually associated with the industrial cities of Yorkshire. The chapel bore a long inscription indicating that the seats were free
 and that the “Temple is erected as a Monument of God’s Mercy in convincing an Infidel of the important Truths of Christianity”, a clock and a sign asking women to remove their pattens. In 1811 Lackington fell out with the preachers respecting government of the chapel and was said to have locked them out. It was decided that Mr Steel of Stockport, Ches., should buy it on behalf of the New Connexion but instead Lackington sold it to the Wesleyans for £1,050. There is no further record of the New Connexion congregation, possibly they remained at the Temple as Wesleyans.
 

Temple Wesleyan chapel

Having bought the Temple from James Lackington the Wesleyans acquired a large chapel with three galleries, spacious vaults and burial ground, although the first recorded burial was in 1824.
  Thereafter it was heavily used, there were 201 burials between 1837 and 1854 when it was closed.


In 1817 the Temple had morning, afternoon and evening services and afternoon Sunday school and by 1827 a quarterly communion service later increased to once every two months.
 That remained the pattern of services for most of the 19th century.
 Despite Lackington’s wishes in 1851 only 100 of the 850 seats were free. In addition to 100 Sunday schoolchildren 370 people attended morning service, 85 in the afternoon and 450 in the evening.
 The minister lived at 15 The Crescent bought in 1849 and the manse remained there until 1938 when it was sold.
  In the 1850s in addition to the two ministers c. 15 lay preachers served both Temple and Victoria congregations.
 Preachers still travelled widely and one mid 19th-century preacher was said to have walked to Hemyock in Devon to preach then ridden to Churchstanton and finally walked home to Taunton.


The original Temple was five bays deep the windows separated by buttresses. The front was rebuilt in 1846 by J. Wilson of Bath with a three-bay front. The larger central bay had a simple gothic entrance door with a large three light window, crocketed gable and twin pinnacles. The front was flanked by stair turrets with their own entrances. On the east set back from the road a four-bay Sunday school was erected. The windows throughout the building may have been remodelled to match the new front. The whole site was enclosed along the street by iron railings.

In 1864 there two Sunday services and two weekday services. 
 The Temple was inadequate by that date when the membership was 157 and rather than build a new chapel in Taunton it was decided to rebuild extending over the closed burial ground virtually to the site boundaries, which later created problems of light and access. In 1867—9 it was demolished and rebuilt, apart from the 1843 frontage, by Samuel Shewbrooks in late Gothic style to accommodate 1,100 people. A schoolroom had classrooms above and below and a spire was added to the east turret, since demolished.
 The 1842 pulpit was purchased from Taunton St Mary and a three manual organ installed in 1878 with a hydraulic action, later converted to gas.
 In 1877 the choir area was extended west to the boundary and membership reached 295 including 43 members from Queen’s College.
 The 1887 golden jubilee was marked by the installation of a new choir floor incorporating the Royal arms. Between 1896 and the 1960s there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one or two weekday services.

In 1940 so many soldiers attended that 50 additional hymn and prayer books were bought for their use. In 1943 the church lost its railings, gate and pillars, using a rope once a year to establish its front boundary. Pew rents were abolished in 1949.
 In 1956, when the membership was 317, the Sunday morning service was preceded by a bible class, and tea and social events were held before and after the evening service for military personnel. There were several weekday prayer services.
  In the early 1970s each Methodist church had its own minister as did Queens College, which had occasional public Sunday evening services into the early 21st century.
 When major alterations were made to the Temple in 2003 all services were held in Queens College chapel.
 In 2003—4 an average of 150 attended morning service and 15—20 adults came in the evening. There was a Wednesday lunchtime service.
 The congregation sometimes had the services of a deaconess and a student minister. Easter services were held in Vivary Park and monthly services at Calway House residential home in 2003.
 In 2004 the Taunton and Bridgwater circuits were amalgamated as Taunton Deane and South Sedgemoor. At the first ordination service in the Temple in 2005 13 ministers were ordained.
 In 2019 services were held each Sunday morning with fortnightly communion and occasional evening circuit services.

The street front of the Temple incorporates the central gable of James Wilsons’s 1846 building but the rest dates from 1868—9. The interior retains its galleries and tall cast iron columns with naturalistic foliage capitals.

Victoria Chapel

 In 1834 Wesleyan services were held at a house in String Lane, now Leycroft Road, and a Sunday school was formed. The new congregation was known as East Reach and in 1837 moved to a house in Union Place opposite the hospital.
 There were Sunday and Friday evening services.
  In 1840 the foundation stone of Victoria chapel was laid in Victoria Street by fellmonger William French who later helped found the Wesleyan school that became Queens College and some of whose grandsons became Methodist ministers. The church opened on 18 September with 20 members.
. A gallery was added in 1842 and the forecourt and burial ground were gravelled and planted in 1844. There were 47 burials between 1841 and 1858 when the burial ground closed.
 In 1844 the church became independent of the Temple with 50 members, mostly tradesmen and labourers.
 In 1851 there were 178 seats, 102 free, and the total attendance at two services was 123 adults and 110 Sunday school scholars.
 Many local preachers took services.
 In 1864 there two Sunday services and two weekday services. 


In 1859—63 the church was virtually rebuilt and a new two-storeyed Sunday school was added over the closed burial ground. In 1866 4 Victoria Street was bought for the minister but was sold in 1896.
 The Sunday school was extended after 1884 and further alterations were made to the chapel.
 In 1909 the west gallery was enlarged and north and south galleries were added.
 The chapel façade was terminated by buttressed turrets and had a central west porch only a few feet from the pavement flanked by pairs of lancets and surmounted by a triple lancet window.
 In the late 19th and early 20th century there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service and c. 90 members.
 By 1956 there were 95 members far fewer than the Temple or Rowbarton probably due partly to slum clearance although two Sunday services were still held in 1963.
 The school building was considered partly unsafe in the 1960s and the pillars in front of the church needed repair by 1977. Wrought iron gates were given in 1969 by an anonymous donor.
 By 1972 services had been reduced to morning and afternoon on Sundays.
 The chapel closed c. 1979 and was demolished.

Rowbarton Methodist Church

In 1839 a house was licensed for Wesleyan worship at Rowbarton, a growing neighbourhood some distance from the Temple.
  From 1885 Wesleyan services were held in the Albemarle Hall in Kingston Road, previously St James’s chapel of ease, which they leased.
 By 1892 there were 43 members and congregations of 80 to 100, the maximum capacity of the chapel. Land was bought on the corner of Greenway Road where an influx of middle class and ‘better class’ artisan families were potential church members.


The new chapel, designed by Alexander Lauder, opened on 26 May 1893 for 280 but the old chapel was retained for social meetings, shared with an adult school, until the church hall was built in 1909, originally of iron.
 The new church was intended as a future Sunday school chapel when constructed in 1892—3 but a larger building scheme was never carried out.
 In 1896 and 1914 there were morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service.
 A railed communion area was installed in 1935.
 Deaconesses were appointed from the 1930s to 1957 when lack of funds meant the post was given up although church membership rose from 40 to 130 in that period.
 American soldiers used the church during the war bringing their own minister.

In 1939 a manse was bought in Holway Road but it was sold in 1963 and replaced by a house in Whitmore Road.
 In the 1960s the church had a choir of 24
 and a young people’s bible class of 21 members.
 The single-storey Sunday school and church hall built in 1965 was partly rebuilt in 1985 due to road widening. The church also had to be altered and services were held in St Andrew’s hall.
 By 1969 monthly evening services were also held in the Anglican church of St Peter at Lyngford but they were given up before 1988.

Girls and boys brigades, guides and brownies and a junior church were active in the 1990s when there were 175 adult members.
 In 2003—4 the congregation was ageing with an average of 50 adults and up to seven children at morning service and eight adults at evening service.
 In 2019 there were Sunday morning services and occasional evening circuit services served from the Temple.


The brick building with stone dressings is buttressed in Gothic style with patterned stained glass windows and memorial stones of subscribers.
 Due to road widening the old entrance was converted into a window and a new entrance made between the church and the hall.
 The opportunity was taken to alter the interior and provide new seating for 165, pulpit and communion furniture.

Lisieux Way
Outreach by several nonconformist churches to the newly developing Holway and Blackbrook areas led to plans for a joint free church, which failed to materialise. A monthly Methodist service was held at the Holway community centre from 1988 to 1989 when it was demolished. The Cross Fellowship, a secession from the Church of the Nazarene at Bathpool in West Monkton, had been meeting at Blackbrook school but they did not wish to participate in a joint church. However, Methodists began meeting at the school and started a Sunday school c. 1991. The congregation averaged c. 45 people and they began plans for a church. In 1995 the Lisieux Way Methodist church opened and a service was held every Sunday morning.
 A manse was bought in 1996 and by 1997 an evening service had been added.
  In 2003—4 average attendance was 30 in the morning and six in the evening.
 The church remained open in 2019 with services morning and evening and was served from Bridgwater.

BIBLE CHRISTIANS and UNITED METHODISTS 

The Bible Christians are said to have arrived in Taunton in 1823 and to have used the Octagon after the Wesleyans sold it in 1832 and may have remained there until 1840 when but could not afford the rent and it was sold to the Brethren.
 The Kings Brompton and Taunton Mission circuit was established in 1834 with 194 members of whom c. 35 may have been at Taunton.
 In 1843 they bought a house opposite the southern end of Canon Street, which they converted into a meeting room. It opened in 1844 with a manse, a schoolroom and a burying ground.
 The meeting named Ebenezer had 128 seats, a third of which were free. On Census Sunday 1851 there were 130 adult attendances at three Sunday services and up to 70 Sunday schoolchildren.
 William Conibeer minister lived in Chapel House, Canon Street in 1851 as did his successor John Teague in 1861.
 The chapel was not formally licensed for worship until 1855 or for marriages until 1880.


In 1864 a new chapel was built in brick with Ham stone dressings to designs by Thomas Penny on the site of the old chapel and burial ground. During rebuilding the schoolroom was used for services. The new chapel was a simple building 30ft by 40 ft for 300 with a pedimented gable surmounted by a wheeled cross. There were two entrance doors flanking a central arched window.
 The congregation was mainly drawn from the poorer areas of the town and in 1863 the words of hymns had to be read out to the congregation as many could not read.
 In 1864 there were two Sunday services and three weekday meetings
 and although the chapel never paid its way it often had two ministers as in 1871 when Richard Vaughan lived at the adjoining manse and Thomas Brook in Trinity Street.
 

In the late 19th century the façade was remodelled to provide a central door flanked by small high windows presumably to light a gallery.
 In 1896 there were two preaching services and one of morning prayer on Sundays and a prayer meeting and preaching service during the week as well as Band of Hope and other meetings.
 A new manse was acquired in Staplegrove Road in 1896 and the following year a vestry and schoolroom were added to the chapel.
 Financial difficulties meant reduced salaries for minsters, which prevented them from marrying, and their chapel was not attractive to better-off people. In the 1900s the congregation consisted largely of young people who had been brought up in the Sunday school, which could not afford the treats that other chapels gave their Sunday scholars. In the 1910s and 1920s furniture was sold to pay debts.
 

The Methodist union of 1907 created the United Methodist Church but brought no change at Ebenezer and the congregation still referred to themselves as Bible Christians and celebrated the centenary of the movement in 1915.
 In 1914 under the Revd Arundell Ralph there were still morning and evening services on Sunday and one weekday service.
 The church could not afford new hymn books and by the 1930s the bank was pressing for a reduction in the overdraft.
 Union of all the Methodist churches in England in 1932 made Ebenezer’s position very insecure although they engaged in outreach work at Holway
 and continued to have two Sunday services and weekday meetings.
 The minister had moved to Cheddon Road by 1929, in 1934 the manse was sold and in 1935 the town council bought the chapel to extend the adjoining fire station. The purchase money enabled Ebenezer to clear its debts.

Primitive Methodists

They had a meeting place in Taunton between 1861 and 1875. The whereabouts are unknown but the minister boarded in East Reach in 1861.

TRINITARIAN AND PARTICULAR BAPTISTS 

The Revd George Baring like most of his siblings, children of the banker Sir Francis, their spouses and friends seceded from the Church of England after 1810 and founded a new sect described as the Trinitarian and Particular Baptists, popularly known as Baringites. The clergy called themselves Enlightened Evangelicals. Those titles aroused the wrath of the Baptists and evangelical Anglicans. George was stipendiary curate of Durston when he seceded and bought Walford House in West Monkton. With other dissident clergy he established a meeting at 54 East Reach in Taunton before renting the Octagon in 1816. Among their beliefs were adult baptism by total immersion and extreme antinomianism, the assertion that the elect cannot sin. Splits between the clergy led some to leave but George urged his sister’s servant James Mason, a former Baptist, to join them as preacher in Taunton while he left to found another church in Exeter. George’s extravagant lifestyle and extreme views led his family, concerned for their bank, to send him abroad. The Revd Mason had therefore to leave Taunton to look after the Exeter church and from c. 1822 the Octagon was left without a minister although baptisms appear to have continued until 1826 when the building was given up to the Wesleyans.
 It is not clear what happened to the members of the congregation.

PLYMOUTH BRETHREN

Open or Christian Brethren

In 1840 a congregation of the Plymouth Brethren became established in Taunton at the Octagon in Middle Street. In 1843 Colonel Wellesley, nephew of the duke of Wellington and a convert, preached in Taunton. Following the 1848 split in the Brethren the Octagon appears to have remained Open.
 In 1851 30 brethren attended evening service at the Octagon and there was a morning Sunday school with 40 pupils.
 The following year the annual conference of the Brethren was held in Taunton.
 However, they let the Octagon in the 1850s. Under the Revd Thomas Newberry they met near Westgate Street in 1859 where a group of houses had been converted into a place of worship c. 1854.
 By 1861 Thomas, best known as the author of the Englishman’s Bible (1881 and 1883), had moved to Crewkerne and the Open Brethren were back at the Octagon where in 1864 there were two Sunday services and three weekday meetings.
 On one occasion in 1870 11 members were baptised by immersion.
 The Westgate chapel, part of which was converted to a house c. 1863, passed to the Mormons.
 

In 1892 Robert Hatcher, a leading Taunton store owner and heir to the Newberrys, took over the leadership and the Hatcher family remained prominent members of the Octagon in the early 20th century. Robert revived the Sunday school, five classrooms were built and four more were added in 1904. The whole school was destroyed by fire in 1905 but was rebuilt. There were said to be 1,000 Sunday school children in 50 classes.
 In 1896 and 1914 under various ministers there were morning and evening services on Sunday and a weekday bible reading.
 In 1915 they received a bequest of a house in Canon street but decided to sell it in 1922.


By 1963 the buildings needed expensive repairs and there was no parking space so the Brethren decided to move out. In 1964 the new Octagon chapel opened behind 114—17 East Reach, which were demolished. It was designed by architects Steel, Coleman and Davis in yellow brick.
 Two Sunday services were held there. It closed in 2012 and became an auction room.
 The original registers from 1840 survived in 1914 but the whereabouts of the church records are unknown.

The original Octagon and its school became an occupation centre and after 1967 a nightclub.
 It was restored in 1990 as a free standing building in a new residential development following the demolition of the Sunday school but the 18th-century gate piers have been lost. The open interior has a gallery around five sides supported on wooden columns.

Wellsprings    The Open Brethren Evangelical Hall or Wellsprings Octagon in Quantock Road was built c. 1955.
 It suffered a bad fire in 1983
 but was restored. In the late 20th century like many other brethren halls it became an independent evangelical community church and was extended in 2019.  Services were held every Sunday with monthly communion. Many social events and a community café were provided.

Exclusive Brethren
A Gospel Hall opened in 1871 in East Reach and was in use in 1872
 but by 1883 the brethren met at Davies’s Hall in Silver Street with services morning and evening.
 By 1885 they had moved to the Mountway Room in Mary Street, a former aerated water factory, and in 1902 there were morning and evening services every Sunday and two weekday meetings.


Between the 1930s and 1960s the Exclusive Brethren had a room in Mill Lane in Bishops Hull parish and later a meeting room was registered for worship in Corkscrew Lane, retained but disused by 2019.
 In 2017 a site on Killams Lane was proposed for a new Gospel Hall, but it was not built.


There was an iron Gospel Hall at Shoreditch, which was moved to Minehead in 1949. It was run by two blacksmiths, uncle and nephew, and between 1909 and 1940 the congregation collected funds for Taunton hospital.

TOWN MISSION

It began as a Christian charity in 1840 to help people with domestic and religious troubles and defendants in the magistrates’ court.
  Up to three town missionaries were appointed including women and in 1896 there was a separate female mission.
 In 1853 the mission held prayers in the hospital wards until asked to desist.
 In 1892 the British Workman coffee tavern and the Temperance Hall, off the east side of High Street were given to the mission. The coffee tavern provided a shop, coffee room, clubrooms and bedrooms, but they decided to sell it in 1927.
 The best known missioner was Mr Minett, a Baptist and probation officer, who served from 1885 to 1933. As well as charitable work and helping defendants at court, he held services on the Parade, in hospital wards and in lodging houses attended by c. 40 people, aiming to carry the gospel to people otherwise ignored. In 1931 he held 145 services and made 2,736 home visits. His successor was a member of the Church Army and for a while in 1940 there were again two missioners as they were known. In 1944 116 services were held in the hospital and services continued to be held in lodging houses. By the 1960s there was no missionary and the mission house in Greenway Road was sold but the charity supported services at Holway community centre and gave vouchers for churches to distribute to the needy. From 1980 the trustees ran the Taunton Benevolent Society but in 2004 merged with the Open Door charity for the homeless and transferred all assets to it.
 

SALVATION ARMY

The Salvation Army is said to have first arrived in Taunton in 1880 but appears to have run their mission from Wellington and in the early years suffered much violent abuse.
 By 1882 they were raising funds for a hall..
  They may have occupied Salvation Hall, Haydon Road in 1887 but moved into Foundry Hall in Duke Street before 1888.
 In 1902 there were four Sunday services beginning with a prayer meeting at 7 a.m. and an evening service every weekday.
 The officers occupied a house in Albemarle Road.
 General Booth preached in the Temple Methodist church and conducted a service there in 1904.
  


The Duke Street hall, consisting of a large hall with a room over in poor condition, was threatened with demolition as part of the 1930s slum clearances
 and a new Salvation Army Hall was planned behind cottages, later demolished, in South Street, which opened in 1956.
 The hall was later remodelled but was still in use in 2019. The cause suffered a decline and in 1975, when it had only four members, was put in the care of Wellington army officers. Three services were held every month and an interdenominational gathering was hosted once a month. However, from 1978 there was a revival and an additional hall was built on the site.
  A service was held every Sunday morning in 2019.

TAUNTON or UNITED FREE MISSION

Missions with bands and open air preaching were a feature of the later 19th century. In 1878 they held meetings in St James’s parish at Coal Orchard, Savery’s Buildings and St James’s Hall.
 The United Free Mission came to Taunton in the 1880s and members were sometimes described as Salvationists although they denied any connection with the Salvation Army.
 Their open air preaching, led chiefly by their bandmaster Alfred King, initially attracted violence. In 1884 they held weekday evening services at Albemarle Hall in Rowbarton.
 They also used Foundry Hall in Duke Street, later home to the Salvation Army, the Davies’s Hall in Silver Street and the Victoria Rooms on the Parade.
 In 1884—5 the hospital objected to their holding services in front of the building.
 Their preachers were known by their Christian names prefaced by the title ‘Happy’.


A second group known as the Gospel or Baxter’s Mission united with them in 1885 and together they built the Gloucester Street Mission Hall, north of East Reach in 1890.
 The mission had a Sunday school and a male voice choir. A second hall, known as the Advent Hall, was built to the north and used for the Sunday and adult schools.
 Both were single storey accessed by gates at the end of Gloucester Street and the main hall had a large star painted on the gable and a glass roof lantern.
 In 1897—9 there was a single Sunday evening service with various ministers but by 1906 there were three Sunday services.
 Under the Revd Edwin Howard, an undenominational minister, there were morning and evening services on Sunday in 1902 and an additional weekday service before 1914.
 The Mission declined and was in financial difficulty in 1911 when the entire site including undeveloped land was offered for sale but the halls remained unsold. St James’ church considered purchasing them as a mission but gave up the idea in 1920 because of the expense.
 The mission was last recorded in 1923 and the halls were converted into a laundry that year.
 

CHRISTADELPHIANS

The Christadelphians, an Arian church denying the divinity of Christ and sharing many of the strict social rules of the Exclusive Brethren, conducted missions in Taunton holding several public lectures in 1900. They had a temporary mission room in Winchester Street in 1922 and when the Oddfellows Hall was built on the site in 1934 they shared it. The building later became known as the Christadelphian Hall.
  In 2019 the service of breaking of bread was held on Sunday afternoons with a Wednesday evening bible talk.

CHRISTIAN SCIENTISTS

A branch of the Christian Science Society was established in Taunton before 1941 when their reading room in Bath Place provided a rest centre for military personnel on weekday evenings. Services and Sunday school were held every Sunday until 1959.
 In 1964 the group moved to upper rooms in 12 Middle Street where they remained in the 1970s but had left before the end of the century and the Taunton society was disbanded c. 2004.

PENTECOSTAL CHURCH

In 1931 the Bible School Evangelistic Society, affiliated to the Assemblies of God, had its headquarters at the Glad Tidings Hall, a converted garage at Union Gate off East Reach. They practised baptism by total immersion in the Tone.
 By the 1940s the congregation was known as the Pentecostal Church and had a Sunday school of 100 children meeting at Priory School but had to give up their hall. They acquired a former coachbuilder’s property in Canon St and church members built a new church themselves supervised by a Methodist builder. The new church was opened in October 1950, although for a while the Sunday school was held at Priorswood. Ernest Grigg, minister c. 1946—58, was also the Town Missionary and a hospital chaplain.
 The Sunday school was rebuilt behind the chapel in 1963.
 In 2019 there were services every Sunday morning with communion once or twice a month and weekday prayer meetings.

SPIRITUALISTS

The National Spiritualist Church opened in Spiritualist Hall, The Mount, probably part of a former collar factory, in 1931. There were morning and afternoon services as well as lectures by visiting speakers and social events in the 1930s.
 In the 1940s they hosted meetings by the Communist Party and the National Federation of the Unemployed but appear to have declined and moved from Mount Street after 1945.
 The building was known as the Theophysical or Theosophical Hall in 1947.
 A Universal Church of Truth and Freedom had a meeting in the Saracen’s Head Yard, north-west of High Street in 1957 and was possibly the Spiritualist Church, which met there in 1959 and 1961.
 By the early 21st century the Taunton Spiritualist church was meeting in Staplegrove village hall.

JEHOVAHS WITNESSES

There was a Taunton congregation meeting at a Kingdom Hall in 22 East Reach by the 1940s when several members were Conscientious Objectors.
  The Annual Assembly of Witnesses was held in Taunton at the Empire Hall in 1949.
 Baptisms were held at the public swimming pool in the 1950s. In 1959 they acquired a large garage in Upper High St which they converted and later rebuilt as  a Kingdom Hall, although they faced hostility from other churches. The presiding minister claimed to have 70 preachers working in Taunton.
 The congregation became known as the Vivary when a Priorswood congregation was established.
 Both congregations used the hall in Upper High Street where a service was held every Sunday with bible study meetings during the week in 2019.

SEVENTH DAY ADVENTISTS

The Advent Hall was created from former brewery stables in Mary Street in the early 1950s.
 In the early 21st century a Saturday morning service was preceded by a Sabbath school meeting.

EVANGELICAL CHURCHES

Most of these churches were started in the late 20th or early 21st century and most have survived.
 Many work in partnership with other churches including evangelical Anglicans to support ventures such as the Taunton Town Chaplaincy, Street Pastors and Awaken, started in 2020 for young adults with a prayer room in Lower Middle Street.


Riverside Church resulted from the merger in 1992 of the Fountainhead Christian Fellowship and a fellowship from Bishops Lydeard. Known as Thomas Street Christian Fellowship from its then meeting place, it was renamed Riverside when in 1997 it moved to Marshalsea’s off Wellington Road, since demolished. In 2001 the congregation bought an old telephone exchange in Hamilton Road and converted part to a skateboard park. In 2010 the park was altered to house the church meeting hall but the rest of the building, known as the Exchange, was renovated as a community facility including meeting space for other churches. In 2018 the church had a single Sunday morning service.


Oakwood began in 1993 as a part of the Apostolic Church of Great Britain with Sunday morning services at the former Albemarle Baptist chapel.
 In 2013 the church moved into the former County Record Office in Obridge Road where the main hall seats c. 400. In 2018 they held one Sunday morning service and home bible groups.


The Taunton Vineyard Church was started in 2000 by Taunton worshippers at the Exeter Vineyard Church and is affiliated to the Vineyard movement of charismatic, evangelical churches. Sunday morning services were held at Richard Huish College and later at Castle School in Wellington Road. Their offices were in the former Sunday school at North Street but in 2017 they created a church centre in Church Square.


The Taunton Family Church formed part of the Newfrontiers group of churches and began Sunday morning services in February 2011 at the college in Wellington Road before moving in 2013 to the former Albemarle Baptist chapel when Oakwood church moved out.


The Living Light Christian Church was founded in Taunton in 2003 but c. 2012 moved into the former Bishops Hull Board School in Gipsy Lane.


The Kingdom Faith South West church began in 2001 in a former office block in The Mount. In 2019 a morning service was held on Sundays with separate meetings for children and teenagers although a family service was held once a month. There were also weekday prayer meetings.

CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER DAY SAINTS

The Mormons were active in Taunton from 1854 and met in a converted outhouse in Princes Street led by a Brother Cox. It was said that his teaching of polygamy and baptising women naked in the canal aroused anger and in 1855 a mob attacked their meeting room.
 There were said to be 36 members but the following year many migrated to Utah, America.
 A few remained in 1863 and took over the Brethren’s Westgate chapel, which they occupied in 1864 when the church was last recorded.
  In 1961 missionaries settled in Taunton and meetings were held in a succession of rented premises. In 2010 the Taunton Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints was built in Deane Gate Avenue by the Taunton Ward and had its own Bishop.

OTHER FAITH COMMUNITIES

A few Members of the Russian Orthodox church were meeting in Taunton in 1994 as part of the Elias parish, Exeter but there is currently no place of worship.


The first Mayor of the new borough in 1877 was the Jewish cabinet maker Myer Jacobs who lived at Mansfield House until his death in 1901.
 There was a small Jewish community in Taunton in the mid 20th century. In 1942 a rabbi preached at Mary Street chapel and 25 Jews attended. Local Jews were said to attend the chapel into the later 20th century.
 Although there is no local synagogue there is a Taunton Jewish social group.


In addition to the mosque in Tower Lane, originally founded in Taunton in 1993,
 the Somerset Turkish Community had a mosque and community centre in Yarde Place in the early 21st century.
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