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“The best peal in England” …
The last word in every respect
by David Cawley

T

Upwards of thirty years ago I wrote a
somewhat defensive article about these bells;
but despite my close association with the new
ring there were in that article errors of fact. In
the age of the CD Rom we are less inclined to
pick up old bundles of The Ringing World, and
from the number of enquiries I have had about
St Dunstan’s over the last few years, I am led
to believe that a re-worked article with
illustrations (of which the previous effort was
devoid) would not be inappropriate as we
approach the sixtieth anniversary of the
casting of the new ring.

wo quotes separated by two and a half
centuries, about two different rings of
bells in one tower. The first is from The Post
Boy, a newspaper flourishing at the beginning
of the eighteenth century. In the issue of 25th
July 1702, we read, “Whereas Mr Rudhall, of
the city of Gloucefter, bellfounder, was lately
Imploy’d to caft 8 bells for the Parifh Church
of St Dunstan [-in-the-East] in London. This
is to give Notice, that he has performed his
Contract to the Univerfal Satisfaction of the
gentlemen of the faid Parifh, and in the
Opinion of the ableft judges has made them
the beft Peal of Bells in England.” As we
shall see, those bells were much appreciated
by subsequent generations: but on the night
of the last great air-raid on the City, May
10th 1941, they and the church in which they
hung were destroyed. Ten years later, a new
ring of bells was cast of which, in his
celebrated Ringers Guide to the Church Bells
of Britain, the late Ronald Dove wrote, “The
case of St Dunstan’s in the East has several
unique features and must surely be without
parallel in the history of bellfounding. Here a
quite heavy ring of eight, supposedly ‘the last
word in every respect’ had replaced the bells
of similar weight which had been destroyed

A Great Fire – the vestry to the rescue
The Great Fire of 1666, although it started
not far from St Dunstan-in-the-East, was
fanned by a wind which blew it towards St
Paul’s Cathedral; it was only later that the area
about the junction of Eastcheap and Great
Tower Street fell victim to its rage. This
explains why such neighbouring churches as
All Hallows-by-the-Tower, St Olave, Hart
Street and All Hallows Staining survived
intact. The tower of the medieval St Dunstan’s
had a tall lead spire, perhaps not dissimilar to
that erected after the Fire, which still graces
neighbouring St Margaret Pattens. The body
of the church was gutted but reasonably intact
Post card of the tower and spire floodlit c1930
(from the collection of David Cawley)

The bells of St Dunstan’s ‘up’ –
clockwise from bottom right: 1, 2, 4, 7 and 8

by German bombs, but it too had to be taken
out almost unrung … It is of course easy to
be wise after the event but there would
appear to have been a complete lack of
forethought by all concerned, not only in
deciding on such heavy bells but more so for
hanging them so high in what was at the time
almost a freestanding tower. Those few
ringers privileged to ring on them considered
the new St Dunstan’s bells to be the finest in
the City.”

The writer of this article gazes bemusedly on
the bells in May 1966 (2 and 3 in view)
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and was reconstructed, rather like St
Sepulchre, Holborn Viaduct, using the existing
walls and materials. The fire had destroyed the
spire (whose lead, we are told, ran in rivulets
down Idol Lane), and the five bells and the
sanctus which had hung there were destroyed.
A benefactor fortuitously appeared at this
point, Lady Dyonis Williamson, who gave
£4000 towards the reconstruction, of which
£1,000 was to be spent on the provision of a
font, an organ and a new ring of bells. Work
began almost immediately and it is significant
that neither the diaries and accounts of Sir
Christopher Wren nor those of his principal
assistant and collaborator, Robert Hooke,
mention anything about St Dunstan’s at this
point. By the end of 1670 the work of
reconstruction of the damaged church was
complete, undertaken presumably by builders
trading directly with the Rector, Church
Wardens and Vestry. The latter then submitted
an account to the recently appointed
Commissioners for Rebuilding the City of
London. It was then that Wren and Hooke
audited the Vestry accounts, which showed an
expenditure of £4,029.8s.2d and did not
include the cost of the organ and font (which
had been provided) nor the bells (which had
not). Faithful to Lady Dyonis’ gift, the
Commissioners paid over £1,029.8s.2d to the
Vestry which covered the cost of the extra
items provided or hoped for. There is no
indication of bells being hung in the tower,
and it is traditionally stated that the money
was left in trust. A service bell was provided
of which nothing else is known, although it
survived to the middle of the 19th century.
St Dunstan-in-the-East was not alone is
making immediate provision for its
worshippers. There were 86 churches
destroyed in the Great Fire and it was
originally intended that only 39 should be
rebuilt (a figure later advanced to 51). Each
parish may be assumed to have had its ardent
supporters and vested interests; even the most
romantic would have had to accept that not all
were to be rebuilt, and there was a great deal
of consequent acrimony. As the final decision

lay with the Bishop, it was important that he
should see the parish doing its best in the
circumstances. Many built temporary
‘tabernacles’ within the shattered walls of the
destroyed churches. St Dunstan’s, although an
important parish and fairly certain of survival,
spent its windfall to advantage. It must have
seemed money well spent; but within twenty
years the tower, and a century later the body
of the church, were giving notice that it was
false economy.
A new tower and new bells
In 1693 the concern of the Vestry was such
that Dr Robert Hooke visited the church on
behalf of Sir Christopher Wren. His diary
records (and the Commissioners approved)
sundry works to the church which included
the building of a new tower. The medieval
west tower was demolished in 1695 and work
began on a new gothic revival tower, which
was finished in 1698, complete with four lofty
corner pinnacles supported on massive
squinches. The work was undertaken under
the supervision of William Dickinson to the
design of Wren, the latter receiving a present
of wine, the former a monetary token of
appreciation, whilst Nicholas Hawksmoor,
Wren’s brilliant junior, was given eight
guineas in 1695 and more in 1696. This
suggests that he had more than a passing
involvement with the design. The completion
of the new spire of St Margaret Pattens nearby
must have evoked strong memories for St
Dunstan’s people; and in 1701 there was
completed the crown and glory of St Dunstanin-the-East.
St Dunstan’s spire, rising to 180 feet, is the
third highest stone spire on a City of London
parish church after St Bride’s and St Mary-leBow; to the medieval predecessor of the latter
it bears a resemblance, the spire proper being
carried on four bows or arches which butt into
the corner pinnacles and rest on the squinches.
The latter are carried well down into the belfry
of the tower, tapering into the walls nearly as
far below the roof as the bows rise above it.
The latter meet to form an elegant traceried
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The old eight on the floor of the tower following bombing, 10th May 1941
(from the collection of David Cawley)
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were recast four years later by Robert Catlin
of Holborn, right at the end of a successful
career, the end of which effectively heralded
the virtual monopoly of Whitechapel in the
City parish churches. Leaving aside the
important 1878 St Paul’s Cathedral installation
(directed by Lord Grimthorpe, and therefore
bound to be carried out by Taylors), the
Whitechapel Foundry was not to be
challenged until Warners of Cripplegate
restored the twelve at St Giles, Cipplegate in
1908. Twenty-five years later and far more
dramatically, Cyril Johnston was to challenge
it at St Mary-le-Bow. A further twenty years
saw the challenge at St Dunstan’s from
Taylors of Loughborough (who had already
installed an 18-bell chime with a two-ton bass
bell at nearby All Hallows). Abraham Rudhall
would recognise this as the good healthy
competition which won him the St Dunstan’s
installation in 1700. But all this is to
anticipate.
The bells and the ringers
This is the ring – four of them surviving
from the original ring of 1700 – which was to
give such pleasure to ringers, which survived
until its destruction in 1941:
St Dunstan in the East at the time when its bells
were removed (from the collection of David Cawley)
and canopied lantern, above which rises the
octagonal spire, topped with a weathercock
9´6″ long. The tower itself is of four stages,
the upper two symmetrical in all four
elevations, with clock dials in the north and
south roundels. The ground floor formed
originally a lobby, elegant and vaulted, to the
church; the first floor was the lofty ringing
chamber; in the second floor was placed the
clock. In the third floor, in a two-tier frame,
was hung Rudhall’s “best peal in all England”.
It is not recorded how much remained, if
anything, of Lady Dyonis Williamson’s money
left in trust after it was paid back by the
Commissioners, and the Vestry reimbursed for
the font and the organ. The tower and spire
together with the other works carried out in
the church 1695-1701 cost £8,286.17s.11½d,
of which £400 was reserved for the spire.
There remains to this day at All Hallows – to
which she was also a benefactor – a tradition
that Lady Dyonis “gave St Dunstan’s bells”.
At the time, the City’s legendary loyalty to the
Whitechapel Foundry was still being forged in
the healthy fields of competition, and it was to
the Rudhalls of Gloucester that the Vestry now
turned. By all accounts their faith was not
misplaced. The ‘finest spire’ was joined by the
‘best peal’.
It must be remembered that the notice of the
bells in The Post Boy, already mentioned, was
typical of Rudhall’s business methods; without
doubt it was placed there by him. Other
founders and bellhangers did the same
nationally and locally. There were many
“compleatest peals” throughout the country.
We can only have an idea of what they
sounded like, for four of them were recast
within fifty years: the treble by Richard Phelps
in 1718, the second in 1746 by Thomas Lester,
both at Whitechapel; the sixth and seventh

Treble 29½″ diameter 5½cwt in D
(5-0-0 as recovered 1951)
Wm: Strengfellow D. D. Rect:
I: Sharp S: King Ch: W:
R: Phelps made me 1718
Second 31″ 6cwt C# (recovered broken)
T: Lester Made Me J746
Third 33½″ 8cwt B (7-2-1 as recovered)
GOD PROSPER THE CHVRCH OF
ENGLAND A : R (2 bells) 1700 (border)
Fourth 36¼″ 8½cwt A (recovered broken)
PEACE & GOOD NEIGHBOVRHOOD
(bell) A : R (2 bells) 1700
Fifth 39½″ 10cwt G (12-1-24 as recovered)
[sic] GOD SAVE THE KING AND
THE CHVRCH A (bell) R 1700
(2 lines of border)
Sixth 41″ 12½cwt F# (recovered broken)
(inscription partly illegible)
Robert Catlin Fecit J750 (six bluebells)
Seventh 45″ 16½cwt E (recovered broken)
The Rev . Edmund Bateman D . D
Rector (bluebell) Iohn Smith .
Iohn Willis Church Wardens
Rt. Catlin Fecit J750 (four bluebells)
Tenor 50½″ 24cwt D (22-0-20 as recovered)
Mr Wm STRONGFELLOW . RECTOR
1700 A R (bell) (border of fleurs-de-lis)
(2nd line) Mr Peter . Delamotte :. Mr
Tho Sherley Chvrchwardens (border)
Note: The inscriptions, weights etc of the
four sound bells are taken directly from the
Loughborough Foundry records; those of the
remainder are the ones recorded by the late
Mr J. R. Jerram. The weights first given are
those estimated as the bells were originally
cast; traditionally, the total weight of the old
ring was 4½ tons, with which these figures
concur. It appears that the 5th was cast
significantly over-weight. The “as received in
1951” weights are the net weights after
deduction for dirt and iron staples. Further,

Editorial
As we were going to press today news
came through of the terrible earthquake
centred around Christchurch, New Zealand.
The quake, which is already known to have
claimed 65 lives, has devastated the famous
tower of Christchurch Cathedral (see back
page). The condition of the bells is not
yet known, but the spire has collapsed
completely and the the bell stage also
appears to be destroyed. Thankfully we
have not heard of any ringers being injured
or killed. We will bring you further news as
soon as we have it – in the meantime our
thoughts and prayers are with all our
friends and family in New Zealand.
Since mid-November last year there have
been a number of developments in the arena
of safeguards relating to the protection of
children and vulnerable adults. This included
the previous Government’s legislation on
vetting and barring schemes being put on
hold pending review. In next week’s Ringing
World Chris Mew of the Central Council’s
Tower Stewardship Committee will give a
comprehensive update on developments
covering the Church of England and the
Church in Wales.
Several readers who are attending our
Centenary celebrations in Central London on
Saturday, 26th March have brought to our
attention that the TUC is now holding a
demonstration on the same day, which involves
a march from Embankment to Hyde Park.
We were already aware of this and have been
in touch with the Metropolitan Police
regarding any possible impact on our events.
The police have advised us not to be unduly
alarmed, as the route of the TUC march is
away from our main centre of activity. They
have promised to keep us informed of
developments and we will relay any further
travel advice relating to the closure of roads or
underground stations as soon as we have it.

First Peal Congratulations
Giles Langston, Katherine P. M. Butler,
Nicholas P. W. Butler,
Frederick R. W. M. Manners
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there was a piece missing from the crown of
the treble; and the weights of the back six
were reduced in 1904 by the removal of their
canons. Allowing for the latter, we may
assume that the tenor as supplied in 1700 was
close to 24cwt.
St Dunstan’s now joined what was still an
exclusive company of City churches with
more than six bells – at this time St Sepulchre,
Holborn had only recently been augmented to
ten, whilst St Mary-le-Bow, St Giles,
Cripplegate and St Stephen, Coleman Street
each possessed eights of varying vintage and
provenance. It can be imagined that this
complete new Gloucester ring in its beautiful
new tower was an immediate attraction to
London ringers. Things of course were to
change very rapidly; the St Dunstan’s ring
must have made its mark from the very first,
and it is highly likely that the authorities at St
Bride’s, Fleet Street came to hear St Dunstan’s
when ordering their ten in 1710; likewise the
College Youths saw no reason to change the
founder when presenting St Bride’s trebles in
1719, whilst down the road at St Martin-inthe-Fields the ‘knock-on’ effect resulted in
their Rudhall twelve by 1726. It is ironic that
none of the thirty-two bells survives in this
country, and all the more sad that two of the
towers contain no ring of bells.
It is suggested that in 1713, the Union
Scholars of London formed themselves out of
the regular St Dunstan-in-the-East company of
ringers. The evidence for this is circumstantial,
but the Scholars maintained a high level of
interest in this church. The first four known
peals in the tower were rung by the Union
Scholars. The first of these (Hick Triples – i.e.
Grandsire Triples with 5th place bobs) was on
12th September 1718, significant because it
was barely a month since a similar peal – the
first ever of Grandsire Triples – had been rung
at St Peter Mancroft in Norwich. It would be
interesting to know how exactly the conductor
got hold of John Garthon’s composition so
quickly: he is not identified, but probably was
Robert Baldwin, who rang the 7th. He rang the
same bell the same year, with William Balding
on the tenor for an even more noteworthy
performance, the first peal ever of Oxford
Treble Bob Major. The ringers called it Union,
but it is known from its composition, first given
in the Clavis Campanalogia of 1788. The
composition is itself noteworthy at so early a
period in the development of change-ringing, as
the tenors are kept together throughout. It will
be noted that both these peals were rung in the
year that the treble was recast; one hopes it was
not because of them. Later, the Scholars moved
towards St Bride’s and St Martin’s as well as
distinguishing themselves in other London
towers. They returned to St Dunstan’s for peals
in 1733 and 1734, after which The London
Evening Post stated that “It’s said the
Parishioners intend to add some Bells, to make
a peal of Ten in the Church”, though such
exaggerated reports were not onfined to St
Dunstan’s. The only work recorded in the
period was ten years earlier when the sanctus
bell was rehung so that “it might ring out over
all the Parish”. The Cumberlands and the
College Youths respectively claimed the last
two of the six peals of the eighteenth century.
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The massive “bows” –
the arches supporting the crown spire
A new church
By 1810, St Dunstan’s was to receive its
second notice of false economy. David Laing,
architect of the nearby Custom House, was
called in after iron ties, inserted across the
church to keep the building together, were
seen to be failing. He discovered that the
walls showed an unpleasant deviation from
the perpendicular, close to eighteen inches.
The suggestion has been made that here was
a case where Wren had miscalculated. It is
not so; as we have seen, both Wren and
Hooke merely audited the accounts after the
1667-70 reconstruction by the Vestry’s own
tradesmen. Now its successors were faced
with the need to do what should have been
done a century and a half before. The
reconstructed medieval church was taken and
a fine gothic revival building, clearly
influenced by the free style of the surviving
tower, was erected largely on the footprint of
it predecessor. The architect was David Laing
and his brilliant assistant William (later Sir
William) Tite. No bottles of wine, nor
pecuniary gifts, are recorded this time;
indeed, the Vestry could hardly afford to do
so as it had mortgaged itself to the hilt.
The church, rebuilt at a cost of £36,000,
was consecrated by Dr Manners-Sutton,
Archbishop of Canterbury, on January
14th, 1821.
The tower and spire were by no means
neglected by the Vestry, Architect or ringers;
indeed a peal was rung on May 6th, 1817 by
the Junior Cumberland Youths presumably
in anticipation of St Dunstan’s Day (May
19th), after which the church would be
closed for rebuilding. Two years later the
Cumberlands came again to ring Oxford, for
which the tower was so famous; and a
fortnight after the consecration the Juniors
rang a peal of Plain Bob.

In the interim, the Architect had surveyed
the tower, and it may have been at this time
that iron ties were built in behind the parapet
string-course, after which everyone forgot
about them. A new clock was installed by
Moore, of Clerkenwell, showing the time on
two 5-foot dials, as it does to-day. The bells
were found to be very much in need of
reparation; Mr Mears was sent for and he,
finding the peal to be of bold and pleasing
tone, set about rehanging them in the existing
two-tier frame. Strangely, it was to be over
sixty years before another peal was rung
on them.
Many and graphic are the compliments
written or heard about the old St Dunstan’s
bells, but in 1836 The Times newspaper
reported in very different terms: “St Dunstan,
Tower- Street. – A very iron-toned peal of
eight, a disgrace to the piece of architecture
they occupy, tenor 24cwt., in E [sic].
Sextoness the steeple-keeper, appoints a
deputy, who for some time was a female, a
Mrs Spranger, and she had a deputy. The
appendages of these bells have often been
damaged.” The matter remains a mystery, as
does the disappearance of the sanctus bell,
which was still there in 1850. A very
different story was published in the press
towards the end of the century, describing the
activities of the then steeple-keeper (or Bell
Warden as he was by then called), Mr Henry
Dix. Amongst other things, this gentleman is
credited with being able to “ring” all eight
bells at once by judicious placement of the
ropes. The resultant writhing and wriggling
described give an adverse impression of bell
ringing; and although peals were rung in
1884, 1886 and 1897 (including the first of
Stedman and of Kent TB on the bells), it
suggests that all was not all well with them.
A ring restored
Matters came to a head in 1904. Following
an inspection by Mr Arthur Hughes of the
Whitechapel Foundry, the two-tier frame was
condemned, and the fittings described as
thoroughly worn out, after 80 years’ continual
use. Furthermore the frame was battering the
tower walls and could endanger the spire. It
was essential that the bells be turned to offer
fresh surfaces to the blow of the clappers, and
the most up-to-date fittings supplied.
The bells should then be rehung on one
level in a cast-iron frame on oak sills
supported by steel girders. The work was at
once put in Mears & Stainbank’s hands, and
carried out to the satisfaction of the parish.

The frame foundation now shares the
otherwise empty belfry with a water-tank
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The Church (from SE) between the Wars
The canons of all except the second bell were
removed, all the bells were turned and rehung
in the long-desired iron frame. Mr Albert
Hughes, writing of the work forty years later
said, “We had considerable difficulty in
getting them all in on one level. I took part in
a good deal of ringing them myself. There was
a good deal of tower movement, and I
remember thinking they were too big for the
tower.” He was probably correct. I have a
sketch of the layout of the Mears frame done
by Ron Dove in the 1930s. Unusually, and
assuming he got his directions right, by far the
heaviest loading is in the north/south direction
where the tower received comparatively little
support. No wonder the tower gained a
reputation for its rock, though apparently by
no means as bad as “The Slaughterhouse” (St
Mary Matfelon, Whitechapel).
In 1913, the stewardship of St Dunstan’s
was taken over by Thomas H. Taffender,
recently Master of the Ancient Society of
College Youths and for fifty years Master of
the London County Association of Ringers. It
was “Taff” who brought the tower back into
the peal-ringing circuit. It was he who saw to

it that as far as possible the war-damaged bells
were rescued. It was also he who strongly
influenced the size of the new peal and the
choice of founder. It was most certainly not he
who insisted that the bells should be hung as
near as possible to their former level. Taff
never heard the new octave, and died in 1961.
He was spared the ignominious fate that
attended his bells.
Ron Dove was active, on behalf of John
Taylor & Co., in securing several contracts in
London for the Loughborough firm in the
1930s. In 1933 he was invited by Taff to take a
look at St Dunstan’s bells, which had enjoyed a
fair bit of ringing since the 1904 rehang. This
had included sixteen peals including Bristol,
Superlative and London, as well as being on the
circuit of those towers where the College
Youths were “engaged” for service ringing. An
appreciative Rector, the Revd Arthur G. B.
West, encouraged this activity and formed a
lifelong association with Taff. The report from
Taylors indicated that the bells formed “A
remarkably good peal for tone and tune”
(RHD’s own comment), but that certain works
were necessary “to ameliorate their heavy
going order”. As a result, the two tenors were
lifted and their bearings levelled, the clapper
joints were relined, a complete new set of
ball-bearing pulleys replaced the old plain type,
and all the ironwork in fittings and frame was
painted, all for £33; and a new set of ropes
provided at the additional cost of £9.8/=. It
would cost a little more than that to-day. The
work did nothing, of course, to reduce the tower
rock; in a letter to me, the late Phil Corby
compared St Dunstan’s with St Nicholas,
Deptford (another lost tower), in both of which
he conducted the last peals. “Both of them were
too high in the tower and the movement in both
cases affected the ‘go’. Deptford had about a
ton tenor and were on two levels; St Dunstan’s
were said to be 24cwt. The difference was that
Deptford was a miserable ring, but St Dunstan’s
were majestic bells, well worth the effort.
Things were not made any easier by an organ
blower right behind the tenor.” The last peal,
Double Norwich Major, for the Kent County
Association, was rung on 25th February 1939.
Next time … The second Great Fire
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CHURCH BELL ROPE MANUFACTURERS
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QUALITY AND RELIABLE BELL ROPES
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www.ellisandpritchards.co.uk

ASSOCIATION
& GUILD NEWS
Yorkshire Association
As Snoopy of Peanuts fame would have
written “It was a dark and stormy night …
before the YACR’s four-monthly General
Meeting on 5th February”.
Well, indeed it was, with gale force winds
and driving rain across much of Yorkshire
making us wonder if we would get to
Ecclesfied, just north of Sheffield, the
following day. In the event the wind had
abated a little by daylight and the rain had
reduced in intensity from stair rods to cats and
dogs. Some 65 of us made it.
After ringing on the fine six at Darton
near Barnsley, restored a decade or so ago
after coal mining subsidence had
endangered the church, and ringing at
Ecclesfield, the Service there was led by the
Vicar, Revd Daniel Hartley, who had once
been a Prison Chaplain. An extract was read
from The Bell, its Origin, History and Uses,
written by a previous Vicar, Revd Philip
Hirst during his long incumbency lasting
from 1839 to 1903. It told of Contest
Ringing going on all day and his delight
turning somewhat thundery as it tediously
and mind-numbingly went on hour after
hour after hour.
Lunch provided by the local company was a
never-ending supply of a Yorkshire delicacy,
home-made meat and potato pie with mushy
peas and gravy, made even more piquant by
lashings of mint sauce. Cakes in all possible
varieties followed.
After the darkness and storminess of the
night and the sumptuousness of the feast, the
meeting itself appeared to be over in a flash,
without any sequential rumbling. Barrie
Dove, our President, led tributes to recently
departed members, Betty Jackson
(Addingham), Ian McDonald (Ripon), R.
Fraser Mack (late of Leeds), David Nichols
(Sprotborough, previously Rotherham), John
Shrigley (New Mill) and Revd Peter
Scholfield (Wakefield).
Barrie was proposed as our President for a
second three-year term and Simon Reading as
our Peal Secretary, to be voted on at our AGM
in May if further candidates are nominated
before the end of the month. The rest of the
business was mild and pleasant, with an
Agenda familiar to anyone who attends
Association or Guild meetings anywhere. One
particularly bright announcement was an Open
Day in the Sheffield Branch for Bank Holiday
Monday, 2nd May, to raise funds for the
augmentation of the eight to ten at the CCrecognised Ringing Centre at Ecclesfield.
At Whiston (8) and Rotherham Minster
(12) later there were plenty of people there
so that the ringing was certainly not in the
doldrums. Afterwards it was a drive home
through calmer weather, but still requiring
use of the wipers and a steady grip on the
steering wheel.
Robert Cater

