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OUR CHURCH BELLS AND THEIR
" HISTORIANS.

The GCentral Council, at their last meeting, decided to ac-
quire for the library, by gift or otherwise, as and when oppor-
tunity occurs, copies of the various county bell histories. In
the following article Mr. H. B. Walters, the well-known anti-
quarian, describes what has been done, up to the present, to
compile details of the ancient bells to be found in the church
towers of England,

Before the middle of the nineteenth century the anti-
quarian interest of our church bells and their founders
was almost entirely ignored. The most that had been
dene was a praiseworthy attempt by some of the early
county historians, such as Lipscombe of Bucks, Hutchins
of Dorset, and Brydges of Northants, to record the in-
scriptions on the more interesting bells they came across
in their investigations. Dr. Prattinton of Bewdley, who
made an exhaustive survey of the Worcestershire churches
at the beginning of the 1gth century, gives in his manu-
script collections a remarkably complete and accurate
record of the contents of their belfries at that time, which
has preserved some interesting notes of bells now recast.
* But it was not until the year 1854, when the Rev. W.
C. Lukis, Rector of Collingbourne Ducis, Wilts, and an
enthusiastic antiquary, read a paper before the local
archzeological society, afterwards published in their Maga-
sine, that the study of the subject was seriously taken
up. Lukis not only attempted to give a complete survey

4ol the inscriptions on Wiltshire bells and the founders
who produced them, but also did much to champion the
cause of the many neglected belfries in the county. There
arc still places where his censures would be justified at
the present day, but fortunately very few. He after-
wards published his paper in the form of a book On
Church Bells (1857), in which he gives the inscriptions on
about half the bells in Wiltshire and many in other coun-
ties. Though the standard of accuracy is not high, he
deserves every credit for 4 very difficult piece of pioneer-
ing work, and the amount of information he collected
about the various foundries is remarkable.

A few years later, Mr. J. R. Daniel Tyssen, of Brigh-
jon, conceived the project of making rubbings of church
bells all over England, and to this end employed a Mr.
Vilson, a well-known ringer of the time, and other com-
petent persons to perform the somewhat ambitious feat.
iThey appear to have explored most of the home counties
And others further afield, and the information they col-
eccted has been invaluable to later investigators. =~ The
besults are now preserved in a number of volumes pre-
fented by his son, Dr. A. D. Tyssen, to the Society of

ntiquaries.

The latter gentleman, when an Oxford undergraduate,
vas also fired by his father’s ambition, and at the early
Foe of twenty produced an admirable book on The Church
Bells of Sussex (1864), a model of accuracy and indefatig-

he research. Dr. Tyssen never lost his enthusiasm for
fhe subject, and was always most ready to place at the

Isposal of other workers the immense amount of material
Pollected by his father and himself. Not only so, but in

914 he actually produced a jubilee edition of his Sussex

ok, bringing it up to date as far as possible, with an
troduction which has probably settled finally many vexed
lucstions about the work of the medizval London bell-
[Punders. He died in 1930, at the age of eighty-six, and
freserved his interest in the subject to the end, his last

appearance in print being a paper in 1925 on the history
of the Whitechapel Foundry.

But the ‘ grand old man ’ of campanology was of course
the Rev. Gasea H. T. Ellacombe, who was born in 1790,
Vicar of Bitton, in Gloucestershire, 1835-1850, and died in
1885, being Vicar of Clyst St. George, near Exeter, for
many years before his death. He was not only an anti-
quary, but a keen bellringer, and as long ago as 1850 pub-
lished an admirable pamphlet On Belfries and Ringers,
which went through several editions. He is also well
known as the inventor of the Ellacombe chiming
apparatus, which has been a godsend to so many village
churches, where ringers have been hard to find. In 1867
he brought out his great work on The Church Bells of
Devonshire, in the preface to which he tells us he visited
every belfry in the county except two where the dis-
courtesy of the authorities was too much for him.

To this he appended a supplement, The Bells of the
Church, a miscellany treating of bells in every conceivable
aspect, both historical and practical. In his later years
he attempted to do for the neighbouring counties of
Somerset and Gloucester what he had done for Devon,
but as old age necessitated his doing all the work by cor-
respondence, these two books show a sad falling-off in
accuracy. Yet as the work of a man of over eighty they are
really a wonderful performance. Ellacombe was indeed
one of the most remarkable men the last century pro-
duced, and in addition to his other gifts, he was a truly
Christian man, always at the service of others.

Another remarkable combination of priest of the Church
and antiquary was Canon J. J. Raven, who did for East
Anglia what Ellacombe did for Western England. In his
undergraduate days at Cambridge (about the early fifties)
he took up ‘ bell hunting,’ aided by his friend, L. B. (after-
wards Mr. Justice) Clarence, with great vigour, and as he
says, ‘ perhaps with excessive zeal.” His excuse was that"
¢ the very discomforts, hardships, and dangers of the work
proved its strong attraction; once taken up, a man could
not drop it.” Certainly, before even the bicycle had been :
invented, the exploration of a county, mostly on foot,
must have been a great undertaking. Raven brought out
The Church Bells of Cambridgeshire in 1869, and a new
and improved edition in 1881, and subsequently in 18go
The Church Bells of Suffolk, which, as he tells us, had
taken forty years to complete. Two achievements of his
latter years were The Bells of England (1906), a delight-
fully-written though rather stperficial production, and
The Church Bells of Dorset (issued in parts, 1go2-1906).
Raven was a charming personality, and his letters were
always a joy to the present writer, but though a man of
wide reading and many interests, his work is marred by
frequent inaccuracies. He was an excellent judge of the
tone of a bell, but so far as I am aware did not do much
in the way of ringing.

A fourth notable writer of the latter half of the 1gth cen-
tury was Thomas North, of Leicester, a man of indefatig-
able industry, much interfered with by ill-health. Though
incapable of personally visiting belfries, he produced a
series of volumes on the counties of Leicester, Northants,
Lincoln, Rutland, and Bedford between 1876 and 1882,
with the aid of competent and energetic explorers; a re-
markable record when one considers, for instance, the
size of Lincolnshire. Each book is a model of its kind,
and surprisingly accurate. He also wrote a useful little
monograph on English Bells and Bell-Lore, and at his
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death in 1884 left much material for Hertfordshire and
other counties for his successors to work on.

I must now mention a group of men who were perhaps
not primarily campanologists, but who nevertheless did
much to advance the study of the subject. In 1874 Mr.
L’Estrange, of Hunstanton, produced an excellent and
accurate book on The Church Bells of Norfolk, and he
was followed by Mr. E. H. W. Dunkin, a well-known
antiquary in his day, who in 1878 did the same for Corn-
wall.  Another well-known antiquary and engraver,
Llewellyn Jewitt, of Derby, published in the Reliquary an
almost complete description of Derbyshire church bells in
the ’eightics. The Rev. H. Whitehead published some
valuable articles on Cumberland bells between 1883 and
1892, unfortunately brought to a close by his death in the
latter year; and Mr. Robert Blair performed a similar ser-
vice for Northumberland and Durham in the pages of
the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquavies of New-
castle (1883-1890). It is a pity that none of these under-
takings have ever been completed.

J. C. L. Stahlschmidt, a member of the London
-Founders’ Company, in 1884 inherited North’s collec-
tions, and completed his work on Hertfordshire.
At the same time he brought out independently
a. most important work on Surrey Bells, which
included a valuable record of the ecarly London
~ bell-founders and thegir work. In 1887 he pro-
"duced The Church Bells of Kent, but his ambition of
following up that with a book on Essex was frustrated
by a break-down in health, resulting in his death in 188g.
A man of cxceptional gifts and great charm, he was an
irreparable loss to friends and fellow-workers.  After
various vicissitudes the Essex book was finally brought
out in 1909 by the Rev. Cecil Deedes and the present
- writer.

Since Stahlschmidt’s day the study of the .subject has
somewhat hung fire, but a notable exception was A. H.
Cocks’ Church Bells of Buckinghamshive, produced in
. 1897, and certainly the best book of the kind that has
ever appeared. Cocks (who died in 1928) was not only
a most painstaking and accurate writer on the history of
" bells, but was also an enthusiastic ringer at his parish
‘church of Great Marlow, and had a thorough knowledge
. of the technical side of the subject. Nor must we omit
to mention Lynam’s Staffordshire (1889g), a book ren-
“"dered somewhat unwieldy by the size which the elaborate
- reproduction of the inscriptions necessitated, and the Rev.
T. M. N. Owen’s excellent monograph on Huntingdon-
. shive (1899).

Two indefatigable workers of this period, though
they have left little or no printed record of their activities,
were the Rev. T. A. Turner, of Ickford, Bucks, a some-
what eccentric personality, who claimed to have ascended
more towers than any man of his day, and the Rev. H. T.
. Tilley, of Birmingham. The latter’s work in Warwick-
shire was completed (after his death in 1gos) by the pre-
sent writer in 1910, but Turner’s achicvements were prac-
tically limited to forming a vast collection of bell-rub-
bings, now at the Society of Antiquaries. ~He had a

curious dislike of sharing his results with others; but he.

was a most industrious and careful bell-hunter, and would
. often spend a whole day in a belfry, noting down every
possible matter of interest both in the bells and in the
church itself. It is fortunate that his work has been
rescued from oblivion; it covers the period from 1870 to
his death in 19o5.

I now come to the work that has been done during the
present century, which in bulk, if not in quality, contrasts
sadly with that of the previous fifty years. But it must
be remembered that the completing of each county meant
so much less for futurc cxplorers to accomplish. Mr. J. E,
Poppleton, in the early years of the century, explored
the vast area of the West Riding of Yorkshire; his work]
was continued in the North Riding by Dr. Pauli, of Mid-
dleham, but was cut short by the premature death of the
latter. Mr. F. C. Ecles broke new ground in Scotland,
and produced excellent monographs on the counties of
Kincardine and Linlithgow.

The Rev. W. E. Colchester, of Winchester, a kecn
ringer, brought out a preliminary account of Hampshirey
Bells in 1920, but his death in 1924 put a stop to a really
complete publication of this important county. The only
other county to be achieved up to r1gzg was Lancashire,
a somewhat heroic performance by Mr. F. H. Cheetham,
considering the lack of interest in its bells from an anti-
quarian point of view. Shropshire, Wiltshire and Wor-
cestershire have now been completed by the present writer,
and the Rev. R. F. Wilkinson is occupied with the ex-
ploration and publication of Notts. I may also add that
Mr. Arthur Wright has investigated nearly the whole of
Monmouth and Glamorgan; that well-known ringer, M,
Ernest Morris, of Leicester, whose great book on Change
Ringing one cannot praise too highly, has collecte
material for a new edition of Leicestershire Bells, if cir
cumstances ever admit of its publication; and anothe
enthusiastic ringer, Mr. F. Sharpe, of Launton, has pro
duced an excellent little monograph on the Deanery of
Bicester in Oxfordshire.

The writer would like to add to those already mentionc
one name which has been in the past very familiar in the
ringing world. J. R. Jerram, who died at his home i
Salisbury in 1932 at an advanced age, was at all events
exempt from any criticism that bell-ringing and archzo
logy_have been too much dissociated. He was one of the
best known ringers of his day, and had an intimate know
ledge of technical detail; in fact for a time he was asso
ciated with the working of a bell foundry in
Salisbury. But his knowledge of the antiquaria
side of the subject was also very wide, and he
had collected almost enough information about
Wiltshire bells to write their history himself. Hg
was a skilful draughtsman, and never tired of makin
beautiful drawings of lettering and ornaments on bells
In his old age, with his flowing white beard, he was 3
striking personality, who must have been much missed
in Salisbury since the regrettable accident which eventu
ally brought about his lamented death. '

This is for the most part a dry record of facts and datcs
but it seemed to the present writer worthy of committing
to paper, if for no other reason, because it has neve
been attempted before in any detail. It brings to light
one rather curious fact, at which I have already hintud
that very few of the writers mentioned seem to have beef
practical ringers; but after all, church bells have an i
portance, not osly as musical instruments, but also a: 4
field for antiquarian study. It must, therefore,

a matter for some satisfaction that published records nov
exist for nearly three-quarters of the English counties
and that if either the clergy or the ringing fraternity hav§
any desire to acquaint themselves with the history of 1h4

hells with which they are concerned, the information 4
(Continued in next column.)




easily available. If, however, there is not’ the same
enthusiasm among the younger gencration for ‘ bell-hunt
ing ’ which obtained in the last century, it is perhaps due
to this very cause, that the pursuit of the unknown, with
the chance of discovering an exceptional prize, has become
a morce or less remote possibility.

H. B. WALTERS.
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