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For your Diary: 

15th June—Advanced Minor Practice North Ockendon  

19th June—Navestock Monthly Practice 19:45—21:00 

30th June—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

28th July—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

Possible AGM on line sometime in August 

25th August 25—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

22nd September—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

20th October—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

17th November—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

15th December—District Quiz 19:30 on-line with Zoom 

No 162 

Coronavirus Covid-19 
There still seems to be no indication of when 
we might be able to start ringing again. Keep 
checking the news and emails and take part in 
any locally organised Zoom get togethers, on-
line practices and on-line District Events. 

Keep well everyone. 

Hi Everyone,  

I hope you are all managing to keep safe.  

I'm heartened by all the news of the various 
ways you are finding to keep in contact. We are 
all missing the friendship and teamwork of 
change ringing, both at a tower and district 
level. It's so important that we keep positive 
and keep supporting each other. Focus on your 
strengths and use them to help each other and 
cheer each other up. My wife said we should 
'choose to be optimistic'! I tend to agree! When 
the tower bells can ring again, which they will, 
we'll all be there! Smiling! Keep safe and keep 
reaching out...Trev 

The Ingrave ‘belles’  - The things you do in lockdown  

A social distanced potato and spoon race adapted to 

run round Liz’s garden!!  

http://eacr.org.uk
http://eacr.org.uk
mailto:bethjohnson6710@gmail.com
http://eacr.org.uk
mailto:s-district-education@eacr.org.uk
mailto:s-district-pro@eacr.org.uk
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Ringing in the Southern District—Sue Sullivan 

Earlier in 2019 our two youngest ringers, Theo and Ryan, set themselves the challenge of trying to ring at the rest of the 
towers (where they hadn’t already rung) in the Southern District of the Essex Association of Change Ringers. The 
Southern District stretches roughly between the rivers Thames and Crouch, and from the coast to Navestock in its most 
northwest and South Ockendon the most southwest. This is a total of 27 towers. The boys had rung a quite a few of 
them already by attending District meetings, practice nights, church open days, Essex Young Ringers practice sessions 
and mini-outings. 
As many of these remaining churches are difficult to get to on public transport and I enjoy visiting churches (and need 
all the ringing practice I can get) I volunteered to be driver and take the boys to a few practice nights during the 
summer holidays. 
Our first visit was to Fobbing (a church I had previously visited in 1988 (see proof below) with Ryan’s mum when she 
was seven) where we were welcomed by Cathryn Corns (the tower captain) and met some friends from the Saturday 
Ringing School, Shan and David T. We had a most enjoyable evening. 

 
Our next for Ryan and me (Theo on holiday) was to Great Wakering, which is a 
ground floor ring. Being fairly local, we met a number of ringers we see regularly 
at Prittlewell and Thorpe Bay and spent another enjoyable evening. 
Two days later we were at Downham, with Theo this time, and the boys, 
wearing ear defenders, were allowed to view the bells being rung. This is a 
lovely old church with fine views as it is on a hill. One of the ringers we met 
there was from Prittlewell and her father, Frank Lufkin, had been a well known 
Prittlewell ringer and is mentioned on many of our peal boards in the Prittlewell 
ringing chamber. 
Shenfield and Langdon Hills Ryan and I managed to visit in the same evening. 
Theo was unable to join us but has made up for it by ringing quarter peals at 
both these churches since. Shenfield has an early evening practice session 
where there are quite a few young ringers so Ryan knew some of them and 
enjoyed joining in with the ringing games they play. It is a challenging tower to 
ring at because there is a steepish ladder to climb and then several beams to 
negotiate to reach the bell ropes. 
 

After that, we drove to Langdon Hills arriving in time to munch our sandwiches and then join their practice. This church 
is also on the top of a hill but no views this time, as it is surrounded by woods. Here we met several people we knew, 
including those from Fobbing, as they alternate their practice night with Langdon Hills. 
The following week we were able to tick off Bentley Common, Stanford-le-Hope and Navestock. Bentley Common’s 
bells are very light and I was pulling too hard (sorry, Peter) and my rope nearly brought down one of their peal boards! 
Ryan could not reach the ropes so had to stand on a stack of three interlocking boxes, stabilised at one corner with a 
copy of the EACR Annual Report (they said they knew it would come in handy for something!) We went again one 
Sunday in December as Theo was not able to attend the first time, and although they now have rope guides, I still had 
trouble with the same bell. 
Stanford-le-Hope is attended by the some of the same ringers we’d met at Fobbing and Langdon Hills as these three 
churches are all fairly close to one another, so we had another convivial evening. 
Navestock’s tower had been built after the church and ringing had been suspended there for a while because masonry 
from the wall of the church had been coming loose and falling on/among the ringers. One chunk had weighed over 2 
pounds. Ringing resumed in July after work had been done to remedy this. There were a series of wooden battens 
attached to the wall and then fine mesh netting attached to them, so that any crumbling render would be caught and 
held behind the net. The ringing chamber here is on the ground floor and very large. There was quite a crowd of very 
experienced ringers from across our District and beyond, so it was a chance to hear a variety of methods being rung. 
We then had a bit of a break due to holidays and the boys going back to school. We resumed our evening visits in 
October, first with a visit to Ingrave where we were made most welcome. Ryan went up to see the bells and was 
excited to see a bat flying around in the bell chamber. The boys were also taken up to the roof from where the ringers 
watch fireworks on New Year’s Eve after ringing in the New Year. They can see down to the Thames from their roof and 
get a great view in all directions. 
Our next visit was to South Ockendon which is a twentieth century church with a light ring of eight bells. Here, too, the 
lads were taken up to see the bells and were allowed to watch (wearing ear defenders) whilst the tenor bell (the 
heaviest) was rung up and down. Picture on the next page shows Ryan (on the left) and Theo in South Ockendon ’s 
bright, clean bell chamber. 
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Ryan and I visited Hutton one Sunday 
morning (after we’d rung at Prittlewell) 
to join in their ringing for service. This is 
a ground floor ring with five bells, the 
only five bell tower in the Southern 
district. Theo had rung at Hutton last 
year when we had gone with other 
Prittlewell ringers to the Essex 
Association Carol Service. 
Our visit the following week was to 
Orsett, a lovely, ancient flint church. 
There was a door direct into the base of 
the tower, where all the ringers were 
waiting for us. The ringing room was 
upstairs on the same floor as the clock 
mechanism. The clock dates from 1824 
and we had the chance to see it chime 
before we came home. Originally, the 
ringers had rung from the ground floor 
and since they have gone up in the 
world they are now very close to the 

bells – so close that the sallies (the thick, coloured part of the bell rope that you pull) actually wrap around the wheels on 
some of their bells. Also, being so close meant that the bells were very loud but fortunately the man calling the changes 
(telling bells to change places to vary the “tune”) could shout even louder but he’d given himself a sore throat by the time 
we’d finished. 
In November we managed to visit South Benfleet. These are quite old bells (which I found rather difficult) reached by 
climbing up a very uneven, wooden, spiral staircase. We met some new people and also friends from the Saturday school, 
John W. and Steve. At South Benfleet, there aren’t always enough ringers to hold their regular practices, so it was good to 
be able to have all their bells ringing. 
Our next adventure was to Leigh-on-sea, which although local, we had not managed to visit before – our previous attempt 
had been interrupted by William Shakespeare! When we asked to visit earlier in the year their practice night was cancelled 
because there was an open air production of a play in the Leigh Library Gardens, which are next door to the church. The 
Tower Captain did not think the actors would appreciate having to compete with the bells. Our visit to Leigh this time was 
actually to the Southern District Call Change Competition and all three of us were taking part. Prittlewell won the 
competition (see last month’s magazine) but none of us was in the winning band. The boys took part twice, once each in a 
Prittlewell team and once in a scratch band with other young ringers from across the District. It was a rather nerve-wracking 
experience on lovely bells but afterwards we were rewarded with tea and lots of cake. 
Two days later Ryan and I were at North Ockendon which is a ground floor ring, but hung anti-clockwise (most bells are 
clockwise). Access to the bells here is up a crude ladder with chunky, triangular treads. It looked and felt ancient but still 
sturdy. This church is in a rural location and it seemed as if we were miles from anywhere but outside the noise of traffic on 
the M25 could be heard quite distinctly. Theo had rung at North Ockendon at a District meeting last year when he was  
elected into the Association. 
Brentwood was our next visit which is a grand-looking church in the middle of the town. There were a lot of ringers in quite 
a small space and when not ringing we had to sit out of the way in the window recesses which were jolly cold. It was a well-
attended practice on the day we visited but apparently the following week their practice was cancelled due to a lack of 
ringers. 
We rang at Grays on 2nd December. This had been a bit of a problem to organise initially, due to holidays, someone having a 
baby and then generally a lack of ringers and a Carol Service for the local Cubs. Luckily, Theo was ringing with someone 
from Grays last week at Stanford-le-Hope church and explained our lack of success in organising a visit. Fortunately, Simon 
Ward from Grays got back to Theo, to let him know the Carol Service had been cancelled so we were all set to go. As there 
were only going to be two Grays ringers there, Simon and his son Daniel, we were augmented by Steve and Josh Ashley 
(neither of whom had rung at Grays either and were keen to do so) and Jamie, a Rayleigh and Prittlewell /Leigh ringer. This 
gave us enough people to ring all eight bells but in fact John Harpole from Basildon also turned up and we had a really good 
evening, ringing rounds, call changes, plain hunt, bob doubles and some ringing “games”. The bells are rung from the 
ground floor of the Lady Chapel in a lovely church but apparently it is not often that all eight are rung which is a shame 
because they were very nice bells to ring. Ryan had his first experience of ringing without having to stand on a box as three 
of the bells are rung from the dais on which the altar stands and that gave him enough height to reach the ropes.  
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On 7th December David Sloman arranged for us to ring at Bowers Gifford. This church has only three bells which are very 
old and rarely rung, so David has to inspect them before we could start. Brian from Canewdon had joined us which was 
very helpful as we all had some trouble ringing there. There are wooden beams across the tower and the ropes managed to 
land on top of them, making the ringing difficult. I only tried to ring on one bell and that was quite enough for me!  
Our final tower to complete the Southern District towers for Theo was South Weald, Ryan having rung here nearly two 
years ago when he was first elected into the Association. We rang on 22nd December for their service of Nine Lessons and 
Carols. We arrived whilst the choir were having their final rehearsal and were welcomed by two choir members, one of 
whom is also a ringer, and the other the mum of a young ringer, Sarah from Shenfield, whom the boys know. There were 
enough ringers to ring all their eight bells to rounds, call changes and plain hunting. After the bells were rung down we had 
a demonstration of the bells being chimed to carol tunes using ropes on the wall. When we came down from the ringing 
chamber the church was in darkness, with the choir waiting at the back, whilst a single voice was singing Once in Royal 
David’s City. It was very atmospheric but unfortunately we did not have time to stay for the service, so crept out of the 
west door and headed for home. 
Everywhere we went we were welcomed warmly and have thoroughly enjoyed all our visits. At many of the towers we 
were invited to come back again, either to a Practice night or to join in for Service ringing. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Ray was 80 on 28th May. He was so keen to have some special ringing and wanted to ring a quarter peal of Cambridge 
Minor for his 80th. Unfortunately that couldn’t happen due to current restrictions but we can save that for a later occasion. 

The ringers from Shenfield ‘card-bombed’ him on the day and passed by a certain bench in St Mary’s churchyard where he 
was in residence for a distanced happy birthday chat. 

 

Ray Jones 80th Birthday 
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At the start of lockdown I am sure there were many of us wondering if there was any computer program that would 

allow ringers to get together and practice. There have been many programs available for a long time which allow you 

and the computer to practice together but none of which I was aware that enlivened the experience by ringing with 

others.  A letter to the Ringing World from Andy Sutherland, whom many will know, prompted a response pointing to 

the existence of the ringingroom.  Further investigation showed this to be what I was looking for and gathering 3 others 

from Thorpe Bay together we successfully managed plain hunt and more on 4 from the comfort of our own homes.  

Since that inaugural meeting we have invited others along and are now practising twice weekly with average numbers 

about 12. I sense a quarter peal is a long, long way off as we still have difficulty maintaining the concentration for a 

course of triples or even plain hunting, ropesight being quite mesmerising. 

Separately we have a small handbell group, again using ringingroom, attempting to build on the basic instruction given 

on the district course at Downham last year.  Progress is slow but we are all learning together and gaining in confidence. 

What of the software itself: available as ringingroom.com or ringingroom.co.uk (requires google chrome access for full 

functionality). It is probably fair to say that the program is still evolving with a number of changes already made in the 

past month. The appearance is not unlike other simulator programs available, with options to select the number of bells 

to be rung, and the ability to place the band. Alternative sound options for both Tower and Handbells would be nice 

added refinement.  

Once signed in and assigned to a bell, ringing is achieved simply by touch on the keyboard or use of a mouse.   The 

program is purely for ringing and a video conferencing program is needed to converse with others present. Zoom was 

selected as the program of choice and the combination of the two work well together, although for better sound it was 

found necessary to mute conversation during ringing. (If only that were possible in the tower, I hear you say.) 

 

 

Missing your ringing? Thorpe Bay and Ringing Room by Steve Halliwell  
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There is nothing fancy or complex about the ringingroom, but simulator ringing will not be to everyone's liking.  Our 

practices are quite sociable occasions, enabling us to stay in contact with others and providing a measure of enjoyment, if 

not advancement. Concentration appears to be one of the issues we need to conquer to successfully complete a course of 

anything. Why? You may well ask.  But ringing in 2-dimensions, surprisingly, requires both a new mind and skillset.   Don’t 

think so?  Try, and experience it for yourself.   

Another issue encountered is the occasional instability of the internet, leaving individuals unable to ring their bell(s). An 

annoyance when it happens but an inconvenience nonetheless, especially in the middle of a good piece of ringing. (Some 

networks seem more prone than others.) Connection problems have also been experienced but these have largely been 

overcome by familiarity with the login procedures. 

On the plus side, the internet allows us reach beyond our borders and, despite the miles between us, we are able to 

include one of our more recent recruits, James Chisnell, in term time a student in Slovakia. But not only James, also a 

friend whom he has introduced to change ringing and who is able to plain hunt and ring tenor behind competently 

without ever having been near a bell rope.  

Nothing could ever quite replace meeting and ringing with others but ringingroom affords a good way to learn with others 

and get help and advice at the point of need. If you enjoy the social side of ringing also, the program, coupled with a 

conferencing video such as Zoom, is definitely a good way to stay in touch whilst sharing our common interest. Together 

they offer the potential to get skilled-up in method ringing, with help, for when normal church-based ringing is again 

possible. 

If you have no experience of simulators give it a try or come along to a practice: you may be encouraged to start up your 

own group. 

Contact Steve for practice details. 

 

 

There was a BBC News item about bellringing during the lock down on the evening News on Saturday 30th May. In case 

you missed it, here is the link to the Central Council website were you can see the excerpt. 

https://cccbr.org.uk/2020/05/31/bbc-news-item-on-bellringing-during-lockdown/ 
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I must admit that when I first read about ringingroom.com I was skeptical and didn’t think it was for me, as I’ve 
never used any ringing simulator programs and couldn’t imagine that it would work well enough. It is designed 
so a band can all sit in their homes and join up to each ring a bell in a virtual tower, and is the brainchild of two 
ringers in the USA. 

However, I was pleased that Steve Halliwell invited me to join one of Thorpe Bay’s early practices using Zoom 
(which I was familiar with due to using it for a yoga session and chats with several friends) and RingingRoom. 
Having joined in with Thorpe Bay I realised it could give a focus to a Shenfield get together. We had already been 
in contact via our WhatsApp group and had one Zoom chat and one quiz. 

It is tricky to get it to work, and during a practice it’s often the case that an individual’s performance will fail due 
to their broadband connection. And that’s before you start to work out when to ‘dong’ your bell. We are now 
getting more familiar with the process and can ring a plain course of Bob Doubles or Grandsire - and that’s our 
experienced ringers so our ringing abilities have definitely gone backwards. We are persevering though, and it’s 
fun to be able to ring more bells than we have in our own tower - we have got as far as rounds on ten. The trick 
is to try to ring at a fairly quick rate, but technology sometimes slows you up. 

We now have three practices a week. On a Wednesday evening we have the equivalent of an evensong ring 
when we are attempting to achieve some touches. This is especially good for two of our juniors who had just 
started calling bobs when the tower closed. We haven’t achieved a 120 yet, but we feel it’s within our grasp. On 
Friday evening we have our ‘normal’ practice where everyone including visitors are welcome. This is when we 
rang rounds on ten, and we are generally able to hunt and ring some call changes. 

Just before lockdown we had taught a new group of learners - two adults and five juniors - and I was concerned 
that they might lose interest if they were disconnected from us. This is where Ringingroom has certainly been 
very helpful. Although none of these learners had even rung rounds on church bells, we regularly ring hunting on 
eight with some helpers. I know the newbies are only using the program like a game, but they are learning to 
count their places and ring by listening which I hope will help them when we get back in the tower. They will 
then have to manage their bells as well of course! 

If anyone would like to join a Shenfield practice to see how RingingRoom works, just contact me 0779 669 1520/ 
bethjohnson6710@gmail.com - it’s lovely to see our ringing friends, if only on screen.    

Beth Johnson, Tower Captain Shenfield 
 
 

Shenfield keeping in touch 

http://ringingroom.com
mailto:bethjohnson6710@gmail.com
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District Quiz 

On June 2nd we held our first virtual district quiz, which was run over Zoom with John Harpole as quiz master. We had 
twenty-six teams with at least 40 people taking part from their sitting rooms and studies, and one person was even 
sitting outside on her patio enjoying the evening sun. It was especially pleasing to see some non-ringing household 
members taking part. Questions varied from identifying district towers through to pop art. Well done to our winners, 
Nigel and Julia Taylor, and to our runners up, the Robbins family. Everyone taking part seemed to enjoy it, and it was 
great to see so many familiar faces. 

The next quiz is planned for Tuesday June 30th and monthly until the end of lockdown. Please look out for further 

details in e-mails from the Secretary. It would be great to see more people taking part. John would like ideas for quiz 

rounds, particularly picture rounds which work well via zoom.  

The Winners—Nigel  and Julia 
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WHAT IS HARMONIC TUNING? By Nigel Taylor 

Ask many ringers when harmonic tuning was introduced, and those with any such knowledge will almost 

certainly say, at the end of the 19th century. Whilst it is true to say harmonic tuning was discovered by 

John Taylor & Co. which sent out its first harmonically tuned ring in 1896 (Norton, Sheffield), it was in 

fact a rediscovery of an art which had been lost in the low countries in the 18th century. The earliest 

example of a harmonically tuned ring in Essex is St. Peter’s, Colchester; a fine ring of eight cast by Taylors 

in 1913. The earliest harmonically tuned bells are numbers 2-5 of the ring of six at Castle Hedingham, 

cast by Taylors in 1897.  

What is a Harmonically Tuned Bell? 

I will use a middle C bell as an example. This is C4 (octave 4) on an 88-note piano. A middle C is typically 

around 5’-0” (1525mm) diameter and weighs approximately 2 tons. There are five principal partial tones. 

Unlike the strings of a harpsichord, piano, or organ pipe, bells do not follow the natural harmonic series; 

bells are enharmonic. The harmonic structure is determined by both the profile, profile thickness, and 

tuning. We therefore call the harmonics, partial tones. A bell tuned to middle C has three octave notes 

tuned two octaves apart: we have C3 the hum note, C4 the 2nd partial, minor 3rd Eb4, 5th (quint) G4, 

nominal C5. The frequency doubles with each octave. Modern international pitch is generally at A=440 

Herz. To simply the numbers, I have rounded off the hum note from 130.81 to 130Hz.  

Hum: 130Hz. 

2nd partial: 260Hz. (hum X2) 

Minor 3rd: 312Hz. (nominal 6/10) 

5th: 390Hz. (hum X3) 

Nominal: 520Hz. (hum X4) 

There is a series of partial tones above the nominal, some of which are controllable, we will just look at 

the five major tones.  
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During the puritan era, most church organs were destroyed; this is why there are very few surviving 

17th century organs extant in the UK. Singing in church was banned, so the singing aspect was 

transferred to the taverns; this is why so many tavern songs were written during this period. Notable 

composers such as Purcell wrote some very bawdy tavern songs. Bells were left intact as they were no 

longer used for worship and had become secularised. During this period, bellringing as we know it 

today was becoming popular with the gentry. They funded the augmentation of bells and hanging 

them with change-ringing fittings and begun to practise call-changes then simple methods. Bellringing 

was at this period a purely secular hobby. The Ancient Society of College Youths was founded in 

London in 1637, and was practising on the six bells of St. Michael, College Hill.  

 

The introduction of harmonic tuning in the 17th century 

Bells hung for change-ringing were acceptable providing they were tuned in at least something 

approximating to the major scale which is how bellringers expect the bells to be tuned. In the low 

countries, The Netherlands in particular, some Lutheran churches had simple sets of bells to play 

tunes, and naturally, some of the chimes were being extended to increase their range. Musically, these 

were unsatisfactory as the bells were neither in tune with each other nor with themselves. This state 

of affairs would not continue however. In the early 1640’s, two brothers who owned a bellfoundry in 

Zutphen, Holland: Pieter (1619-1680) and Francois Hemony (1609-1667), assisted by the blind but very 

gifted musical composer and musical theorist, Jonkheer Jacob Van Eyck (1590-1657), begun to cast 

bells of different profiles in order to achieve a profile which would produce a bell which was in tune 

with itself. After many attempts, they succeeded. In 1644, they cast, tuned and installed the first 

harmonically tuned carillon at the Wijnhuistoren, Zutphen. The bells were cast close to pitch and the 

final tuning carried out on a vertical borer. Small bells were tuned on a treadle operated lathe; large 

bells on a capstan driven borer, driven by horse, donkey or manpower. Hard work when taking a heavy 

cut! 

 

 

 

Left, a 19th century depiction of van Eyck and the Hemonys’ 

listening to bells of different profiles. Right, Hemony bells at 

the Zuidertoren, Amsterdam. Hemonys tuning is clearly visible. 
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Hemony carillons rarely exceeded three chromatic octaves. The bells were all scale models of the 

prototype, all the same scale of thickness. The Hemonys’ did not know how to alter the internal profile 

to make thick-scale trebles, so their trebles, whilst musical, lacked power. Hemonys’ tuned their 

carillons in the standard tuning system of the time: ¼ comma meantone.  

This system has several six very good sounding keys (C,D,F,G,A,Bb major) which are much more musical 

and three dimensional than modern equal temperament. The notes in meantone are note specific, for 

instance, there is note G# which cannot be used as an Ab as its pitch is too flat. Some carillons were 

provided with additional bells, usually an Ab, so tunes in the key of Eb (which requires an Ab) could be 

played, although these were only operated by automatic tune playing barrels as the Hemonys’ could 

not work out a system of split keys on the clavier. 

 

The Hemony brothers separated in 1657. Pieter set up a foundry in Ghent whilst Francois cast bells in 

Amsterdam. In 1664, Pieter re-joined his brother and they cast bells in Amsterdam until 1667 when 

Francois died.  

After the death of the Hemonys’, each successive generation of bellfounders took a small but significant 

retrograde step, so the tuning regressed until by the late 18th century, the skill was lost. Melchior de 

Haze produced some notable carillons, (Bruges is an example from 1725), but they require some 

retuning to correct them.  

Tuning in England 

In England, some bellfounders produced bells which I would describe as a ‘tuneable profile’, notably the 

earlier Bagleys of Chacombe, Thomas Osborn of Downham Market, Joseph Smith of Edgbaston. Miles 

Graye of Colchester produced a fair number of good bells, of which Lavenham tenor is the most 

famous. The tenor at Navestock was tuned by Whitechapel in 1981 but is a fine bell, with the three 

octave tones in alignment. Although some founders produced some excellent sounding bells, they 

possessed no knowledge, or indeed the equipment with which to pitch and tune bells. Tuning was 

carried out with a chipping hammer or hammer and chisel. Only the strike note was consciously altered: 

chipping the inside surface of the soundbow to flatten the pitch or chipping off the lip to raise the pitch.  



 12 

Simpson Tuning 

In the 19th century, profiles were being altered to simplify bellhanging, with trebles being cast much 

taller than the larger bells. This exacerbated the defects to be found in thick trebles, resulting in the flat 

2nd partials being flatter still. Large, flared soundbows and narrow waists resulted in bells cast with very 

sharp hum notes, sometimes as much as 1.5 tones sharp of an octave. By the late 19th century, there 

was growing pressure on the English founders to improve the sound of their bells. Science had provided 

the calibrated tuning fork and technology had provided the electrically driven, vertical boring machine.  

Lord Rayleigh and Canon Arthur Simpson were writing to The Times newspaper, expressing 

dissatisfaction with the tone of modern bells and propounding their theories on how to improve the 

sound. 

By 1895, Canon Arthur Simpson had published his pamphlet, ‘Why Bells Sound Out Of Tune’. He 

correctly stated the five most important partial tones, and published a diagram showing the various 

zones on the inside profile to adjust the partials. Unfortunately, he made a serious, if understandable 

error: he showed the zone for flattening the 2nd partial in the waist, and the hum zone in the shoulder 

and crown; these are in fact the other way round. There is no doubt this was one of the reasons several 

founders failed to master the science of tuning. 

 

Simpson visited the Whitechapel Bellfoundry but failed to convince them of the advantages of adopting 

the system. Whitechapel did not send out a harmonically tuned six until 1923 (Petham) and all but the 

tenor have flat 2nd partials. The first properly tuned ring was installed at The Good Shepherd, Brighton 

in 1927. By then, Whitechapel had lost a considerable portion of its market share.  

Simpson visited Loughborough, where he discovered Taylors were already experimenting and had 

ordered two new vertical boring machines to enable them to machine a bell from lip to crown. Simpson 

encouraged Taylors with their endeavours. In 1896, Taylors begun to despatch bells which were tuned 

on the ‘harmonic principle’. Already a company with an increasing market share, its output grew 

rapidly. It offered not only harmonically tuned bells but the very latest designs in bell fittings: cast-iron 

headstocks and bellframes, flat-headed bells and Hasting stays.  
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Gillett & Johnston 

In 1907, 22 year old Cyril Johnston had joined his father’s company. Gillett & Johnston was founded in 

1844 by William Gillett. Originally a clockmaker in Hadlow, Kent, the company moved to Croydon and 

was joined by Charles Bland. Arthur Johnston joined the company in 1877. Gillett & Johnston had sent a 

clock-chime to Elstree school in 1907. The clock-chime was pronounced as unsatisfactory. Within 

weeks, Cyril wrote to the school stating, ‘I have solved the problem’. The replacement bells are not 

accurately in tune but were a dramatic improvement on the previous set. In a period of a few weeks, 

Cyril had learnt what the other founders had taken months, or even years to discover. Like Taylors, 

Johnston could see a commercial advantage. He introduced modern style cast-iron bellframes – all the 

early examples are of the ‘H’ type – cast-iron headstocks and pedestal plain bearings with self-

lubricators. In 1907, he sent out a new ring of six for Launton, Oxfordshire. These are harmonically 

tuned and hang in a modern style frame, with modern fittings. By 1911, the company had become a 

serious rival to Taylors, who had enjoyed a monopoly on harmonically tuned bells until 1907.  

‘Major’ Thirds 

Cyril Johnston begun to develop his own, distinctive profiles. At some stage, he discovered the minor 

third could be considerably sharpened by modifying the profile just above the soundbow. He never 

achieved a pure major third (+386/100 above the strike note) but several bells are over +350. 

The tenor at St. Peter’s, Croydon is +370, the sharpest third I have encountered. By the early 1920’s, 

Johnston was producing a more standardised set of profiles with more consistent minor thirds; Taylors 

were also manufacturing Mk. II’s around the same time, and mainly for the same reason. 

Other Bellfounders Vicissitudes  

With the exception of Whitechapel, the other major foundries: Llewellyn & James, Bristol, Charles Carr 

of Smethwick, John Warner & Sons, Spitalfields, London, all tried to master the art and science of 

harmonic tuning but with very limited success. Carr was despatching so called, harmonically tuned bells 

from 1907, but the tuning is highly erratic. Both Llewellyn & James and Warners seemed to grasp the 

principles of achieving an octave hum note, but were mystified by the 2nd partial. Whilst Simpson’s 

diagram must have been a factor, they were clearly confused by what we now call ‘the missing 

fundamental’. 

 For many years, bellfounders understood the perceived strike note (the main note one hears both 

inside and outside a tower) to be half the nominal frequency. For instance, if a bell has a nominal of 800 

Herz or cycles per second, the strike-note is 400. This is regardless of the 2nd partial frequency. In a 

modern, harmonically tuned bell, the 2nd would be 400hz, but whilst this can be measured with tuning 

forks or electronic measuring devices, the strike-note cannot, hence ‘missing fundamental’. At 

Whitechapel, for many years, bell tuners would record the nominal frequency and write down half its 

value under the heading, ‘strike note’.  
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In the absence of surviving data from founders such as Warners, I can only surmise they were confused 

by the 2nd partial; perhaps they thought it was the strike-note and therefore self-correcting? Both 

Llewellyn & James, and Warners were sending out bells with very sharp 2nd partials. These bells are 

often cut in the soundbow and waist but without any cutting in the shoulder and crown, the area for 

flattening the 2nd partial. This more than anything strengthens my theory these founders thought the 

2nd partial was self-correcting as half the nominal frequency. Unfortunately, bells with sharp 2nd 

partials sound very acidic and harsh. The sharper the 2nd partial, the more dissonant the bell sounds. 

The founders must have been aware of bells tonally deteriorating during the tuning process, as the 2nd 

partials were left further behind the other partials, becoming proportionately sharper From 1913, 

Warners begun to despatch some truly awful bells. Complete rings survive at Pocklington (back six), St. 

Mellons, Felsted, Christ church, Erith, Chelmsford Cathedral and Broad Blunsdon (back six). St. Mellons 

and broad Blunsdon have been successfully retuned by Whitechapel. The 1913 Warner eight at Dalton-

in-Furness only survived until 1927 when Taylors recast them and augmented them to ten. 

  

   

 
(Left) 1913 Warner bell on a tuning machine. Nearly all corrective tuning is in the 

shoulder/crown to flatten the 2nd partial which was 1.25 tones sharp. Note Warners 

tuning visible in waist and soundbow, but there was no machining to the shoulder prior to 

retuning. (Right) The bell mounted on a tuning machine. The clamps had been removed at 

this stage. This machine was first acquired by Gillett & Johnston of Croydon in 1907. It is 

now in its third home: Nicholson Engineering, Bridport. 
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Alfred Bowell 

The notable absence of Alfred Bowell of Ipswich is simply because he never really tried. Having 

observed modern, harmonically tuned bells were often ‘cut all the way up’, he begun to do just that, 

with no reference to the partial tones. He applied this to new and old bells, often making them sound 

much worse in the process, flattening partials which were already flat. Bowell did not possess a set of 

calibrated tuning forks so even his strike notes are often awry. The 1922 octave at All Saints, Maldon, 

Essex were such an example. The 2nd bell was approximately 21/100 of a semitone flat, but the treble 

was 37/100 sharp. The intervals between 3-2 and 2-1 were almost identical 172/100, but there should 

be a whole tone (195/100) between 3-2 and a semitone (112/100) between 2-1! The 2nd was left uncut, 

with no attempt to sharpen its strike note, whilst the remainder were machined from soundbow to 

crown. Bowell’s tuning was wild and chaotic! In 2016, I retuned the bells, correcting the octaves and 

aligning the strike notes. Thomas Bond of Burford, Oxon also never attempted harmonic tuning, but I 

have observed some of his bells which have, like Bowell’s, been machined from soundbow to crown. 

Unfortunately, the bells are neither in tune with themselves, nor indeed with the remaining bells! 

 

Post WW1 Foundry Closures 

Carrs ceased bellfounding around 1925 without ever sending out a ring with at least the three octave 

tones in tune. Nor did Llewellyn & James. Warners continued to send out some truly dreadful rings. 

Only post WW1 did they finally grasp the secret of how to control the 2nd partial. Some of their last 

ringing bells are at Millom, Cumbria with the octaves reasonably well aligned. Warners final fling was 

the 22-bell chime for Stavanger Cathedral in 1922. I am planning a visit to inspect the bells but have 

heard the bass bell which is hung for swinging. It is a fine sounding bell. By 1923, Warners had ceased 

bellfounding, and a branch of the family emigrated to the USA.  

Of the eight remaining bellfoundries, only three had really mastered harmonic tuning, not including 

Warners’ who were in sharp decline when they finally learned how to tune bells. Llewellyn & James, 

Warners’, and Carrs’ had all ceased bellfounding by 1925. Bowell and Bond continued until the 

outbreak of WW2 when they too ceased. Some of Bowell’s last bells are the three trebles at Great 

Bentley, Essex, dated 1938. Even at this late stage, he failed to align the strike notes accurately, the 2nd 

bell being horribly sharp so the semitone interval between 2nd and treble is a mere 70/100, 42 cents 

narrower than a major semitone. 

As foundries adopted harmonic tuning, it was natural they would apply their new found discovery to 

the tuning of old bells. The vast majority of old bells have sharp hums and flat 2nd partials. Tuners 

begun to ruthlessly attack old bells, flattening the hums, sometimes with excellent results, but there 

were disasters. Bells rarely failed from flattening hums (Settle 4th which disintegrated during ringing 

prior to the dedication service was an unusual example), but the tone could be completely ruined. 

Where sharp 2nd partials were encountered, cutting in the shoulder would occasionally result in the bell 

failing on the tuning machine, although several bells have subsequently suffered catastrophic failures 

during ringing. This has occasionally applied to modern bells where the shoulder thickness has been 

insufficient. A notable example occurred at Oakham, Rutland in 1923 when the 1910 Gillett & Johnston 

tenor disintegrated whilst being rung up. 
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External Tuning 

The benefits of external cutting have been understood for many years. Taylors externally tuned the 

treble at St. Chad’s, Shrewsbury in 1914. Warners externally tuned one of the former bells at York 

Minster when they tuned the old 12 in 1913, although they may have been without really knowing the 

benefits. The American founder, Meeks – Watson adopted the system for tuning bells cast by Meneely 

of Troy, NY. Meneely bells have excessively sharp hums and flat 2nd partials. External cutting raises the 

2nd partial and flattens the hum. My first external machining was to the former Whitechapel 

Bellfoundry tea bell, a hideous sounding bell dated 1845. This was followed by a small chime of four for 

a church in Wales. After that, it was commonly used on old bells which benefitted from this system. It is 

possible to dramatically improve the partial tone structure of bells with sharp hums and flat 2nd partials 

(it does not work with flat hums and sharp 2nd partials). The pitch standard can often be left unaltered 

or even raised. In 2019, I tuned a conspicuously old-style 1890 Warner eight from Tanfield. The pitch 

standard was lowered around 25/100. The bells were a 12cwt eight in G. In order to align the octave 

tones by conventional, internal cutting, I would have had to flatten the key around 2.5 tones, leaving 

the tenor at 8 3/4cwts in D! In fact, all the bells would have smashed on the tuning machine, long 

before this pitch was achieved. In Essex, examples are at All saints, Maldon and Old Harlow. One of my 

most recent works is retuning the ten bells of St. Michael’s, Braintree. This included correcting the two, 

1971 old-style trebles which I have never liked and ‘Simpsonising’ them was a most satisfying 

operation! When the restrictions on accessing church buildings are lifted, the bells will be returned and 

rehung. It may even be as soon as July. 

Braintree 7th before and after external tuning. Unusually, no 

internal tuning was necessary to correct the partials in tune. 
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Braintree 2nd bell. 

Sharp hum note 

corrected in tune, 

with 2nd partial and 

nominal virtually 

unaltered. 

Firsts and Notable Events 

Ringing Room 

Thorrington, Wickford & Great Hockham 

Tuesday, 2 June 2020 

1320 Cambridge Surprise Minor  

1–2 David L Sparling  

3–4 Paul A Cammiade  

5–6 Simon A Rudd (C) 

First on-line “performance” 1-2 and 3-4 
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Stewardship & Management Workgroup Update – May 2020 

The Stewardship & Management Workgroup remit includes a large range of topics. Below is just a summary of 
some of the work underway and where they need your comments / suggestions: 

What is going on 

• Westley Award 2020 for tower maintenance announced on CCCBR website – applications by noon 31st May 
2020. 

• Continued preparation of a steady stream of articles for The Ringing World, most headed “When did you last 
do it”, on various topics that are addressed within the Workgroup. 

• Updating out of date advice and guidance notes, progressively being added to CCCBR website. 

• Recruitment of new members to the Workgroup – new members and specialists now getting involved. Thank 
you to all those who volunteered! 
Unsurprisingly, specific enquiries from ringers have almost dried up since we stopped ringing. However, we will 
reply as usual if people wish to contact us. We would welcome ringers thinking ahead if they have questions / 
concerns, rather than waiting until ringing is underway again. 
What is not going on 

• Plans to deliver face to face seminars, undertake tower inspections etc are on hold. 

• Meetings scheduled with CBC/Church Care and the DAC Bells Advisers conference have been cancelled, but 
the annual meeting with EIG was held virtually. 
Planning activities for September 2020 CCCBR Conference has stopped and will restart for 2021. (The formal 
CCCBR Council meeting will be a virtual event.) 
Engaging with the ringing Community 

• We are intending to establish “networks” for people with common interests in topics covered by SMWG. We 
are looking for a suitable secure technical “tool” to facilitate this. The hope is that ringers will be able to 
communicate together using the tool. The opportunity to set these up in the current circumstances is ideal! The 
“networks” should enable ringers who have responsibility for or knowledge of specific topics (eg safeguarding, 
insurance, personal data management, restoration projects) for ringing societies or individual towers, to share 
ideas, ways of working and issues arising between themselves, rather than working alone. While we are limited 
to working remotely, we have an opportunity to update and prepare as much as we can outside the tower.  
• We would like to hear what additional guidance / advice ringers or anyone else involved in towers and 
bells (eg PCC members, church wardens, clergy, DAC Bells Advisers) would like to be made available through 
the CCCBR website and in what format. (Our ability at present to add pictures and videos may be limited but 
they can be added later.) 

• We are preparing advice for ringers for the key checks that should be undertaken in towers prior to ringing 
restarting. This will be made available as soon as we hear indications of when we may be able to return to ring in 
our towers. 
If you have any questions, comments or suggestions, or can offer help in any of these areas, please do get in 
touch. 

Alison Hodge 
Stewardship & Management Workgroup Lead 
smlead@cccbr.org.uk 

mailto:smlead@cccbr.org.uk

