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Where the bells ring no-longer
A visit to London’s Guild Church of St Dunstan-in-the-West
by Dickon Love

W

hen people refer to the bells of Fleet Street in the City of
London, minds immediately turn to the wedding cake spire
of St Bride’s and its lost ring of twelve. These bells have
legendary status, being the venue of some of the very earliest
peals in the land and where the celebrated Benjamin Annable is
said to have been buried. However this was not the only church
which made its presence heard in the street of the newspapers, as
up the road, standing up against the pavement, is the beautiful
church of St Dunstan-in-the-West, whose belfry used to house a
17cwt ring of eight.
The tower is striking. It rises up to a set of large handsome louvres
and rather than a spire or pinnacles standing on top of the 90 foot
tower, there is a vertical octagonal crown of intricate stonework soaring
up to a full height of 130 feet. So fine is the stonework that you could
be forgiven for thinking that it might all break apart should bells start
to cause the tower to sway. The style is unique in the City of London,
indeed, the only other church I know of to exhibit a lantern such as this
is All Saints, Pavement in York.

The church as it appears today on Fleet Street

The old church that made way for the present 1832 church.
This sketch was made in 1829 by Thomas Talbot Bury. You can see
the clock and figures that now hang in front of the new church
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The church and tower are in fact not
original. The first church actually survived the
Great Fire, but only just. We know that there
were four bells in it plus a small bell in 1552
when “an olde bele weighing 6¼cwt [was]
sold to Simon Pounder for £8..16..0.”. By
1714 we know there were six bells in the
tower which must have been augmented to
eight by the time the Ancient Society of
College Youths rang the first peal in 1727.
This was Double Bob Major and was the first
peal ever to be rung in this method. On 29th
December 1761 a fatal accident was reported
in the tower: On “Saturday Evening a young
Lad ringing one of the Bells in St. Dunſtan’s
Church in the Weſt (which weighs 14 Cwt.)
had the Misfortune to have the Rope twiſt
round his Leg, which immediately drew him
up to a very great Height, and by the Fall had
both his Legs broke; he was directly carried to
St. Bartholomew’s Hoſpital, without the leaſt
Hopes of Recovery.”
Seven more peals were to be rung on these
bells (most of them by the College Youths)
before the church was pulled down in 1829.
The foundation stone of a new church was
laid on 27th July 1831, designed by architect
John Shaw, although he died before it was
completed, leaving it to his son to finish.

A second-hand bell was supplied by
Whitechapel hung dead from an RSJ installed
in the tower. It weighs 11-0-14 and had been
cast by this foundry back in 1961. In the
event, the scrap value of the old bells not only
covered the cost of the dismantling work and
installation of this bell, but the church also
received payment of approximately £1,000.
The new bell in itself has a distinguished
history. It was originally cast for Stanmore
but for some reason a different bell went
there, rendering this one redundant. It was
subsequently equipped with fittings for full
circle ringing and loaned to Cambridge
University where Brian Threlfall carried out
a whole range of tests to establish the factors
which cause bells to clapper either on the
wrong side, or the right side, or indeed both.
In a note to me, Alan Hughes of the
Whitechapel Bell Foundry wrote “Brian
Threlfall’s work on the clappering of bells
has been of enormous benefit to the
bellfounders and bellhangers of this country
and has not, in my opinion, been properly
recognised by the exercise as a whole.” After
approximately two years, the bell was
returned to Whitechapel where it was hung in
their yard for swinging as a demonstrator
prior to being sent to St Dunstan’s.

A new church and new bells
A new church required new bells, and
Thomas Mears provided a set of eight bells,
tenor 17-0-41, in a new timber frame. Sixteen
peals were rung on this new ring of eight, but
alas they were destined to ring for fewer than
a hundred years. The last peal was by the
Society of Royal Cumberland Youths in
1879, after which the only remaining record
of ringing is a miscellaneous performance of
muffled ringing on 15th June 1881. Why
ringing stopped is not known. Perhaps they
became too difficult and were poorly
maintained. Perhaps there were complaints
from the new Royal Courts of Justice, built
just a block away, which opened in 1882.
Certainly by the time Albert Hughes visited
in 1935, he found a derelict belfry. The late
Jim Prior is also reported to have said that he
had never met anyone who claimed to have
rung here.

Unusual clock
The church has a clock which stands in a
separate shed on in plinth next to the tower.
It was originally made by Thomas Harries in
1671 for the old church and as part of its
exterior, shows two life-size figures of
savages or wild men carved in wood and
finely painted. Each of the figures has a small
bell on which they alternately strike the
quarters and hours. Even their heads move at
the same time as their arms. The bells are
two small ‘tinklers’ by Robert Catlin, dated
1739 and sound pretty awful. When the old
church was pulled down in 1830, the clock,
figures and bells were bought by Lord
Hertford for £200, and they were moved to
what was then Lord Alderman’s villa in
Regent’s Park. It wasn’t until 1935 that the
whole assembly was restored to the church,
with Mears & Stainbank facilitating
the rehanging.

The end of the bells
In the 1960s, the church was concerned for
the belfry. The bells were almost buried in
bird droppings and clearly something needed
to be done, although there was no enthusiasm
for restoring the bells for ringing. Given that
it wasn’t clear whether any of them were
cracked or not, the initial proposal given by
the Whitechapel Bell Foundry was to remove
the bells one by one, test for cracks, and if
they proved to be sound, return each to the
tower to be hung dead. In the event the
church elected instead to scrap the lot,
together with the old bellframe of 1832.
Work started on 14th April 1969 and was
completed on 20th August. Whitechapel has
no record of the individual scrapping
weights, and given that there was a huge
clock case in the tower under the bells, it is
possible that one or more were broken up in
situ and the pieces taken away.

Discovering what was left
I had heard that the old ringing room was
still intact, just like the one at St Magnus had
been, and I had to visit to check this out for
myself. Escorted by Matthew, the church’s
“Scavenger & Clerk of Works” I went to have
a look. The main entrance to the church is via
the south door under the tower, on Fleet
Street. In the porch ceiling a circular trap door
could be seen together with a bit of plastic
rope that was clearly today’s means of ringing
the single bell. We went through into the
church narthex and turned left through a door
into a room with a staircase curling round all
four sides. At the platform at the top we
passed through another small door into the
first stage of the tower. There we were faced
with organ blowers, but the series of trapdoors
was still visible, as was a (redundant) weights
shaft in the south west corner. Up another set
of timber steps which cut a right angle half
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Editorial
One needs to be brave to start fund-raising
for a brand new ring of bells in the current
economic climate – even within the City of
London. We wish the project to restore bells
to St Dunstan-in-the-West, Fleet Street well
and look forward to reporting on its progress.
In fact the tower will be open, by special
arrangement, on Ringing World Centenary
Day - Saturday, 26th March. You may wish to
combine a visit to St Dunstan with a walking
tour of other City churches (see article by
Chris Mew on back page).
We have received many enquiries during
the past week or two about when readers can
expect to receive the Centenary tickets that
they have ordered. Finishing touches are
being made to the brochure this week and
we intend to post tickets out with the
brochure early in February. Thereafter we
will keep you up to date with any further
developments in plans for the day via our
website at www.ringingworld.co.uk
Our thanks to Ruth Hutchinson for her
update on the situation in Zimbabwe (back
page). It is sad that the Harare bells remain
silent and inaccessible – we can only hope
that they survive this difficult period and
that one day they will be heard again if the
Cathedral is re-opened for worship. In the
meantime it is comforting to know that the
ringers are safe and doing their best to keep
spirits up in circumstances that most of us
would find unimaginable.

First Peal Congratulations
Gina Melville, Richard J. Verrall, Ray Pannell

The clock from the old church standing outside the new church, complete with its figures
and two small Catlin bells
way up, we passed through the roof of this
middle room and into the ringing room!
This ringing room wasn’t quite as
untouched as the one originally discovered at
St Magnus, but nonetheless there were signs
of ringing everywhere. There were two peal
boards on the walls, one of them rung by the
“City of London Society” – likely to be a
society of peal ringing ‘convenience’ since
there are no other records concerning such a
society. Bare joists could be seen in the ceiling
with 8 rope bosses arranged in a circle. Light
was provided by 3 very narrow slit windows,
all of which were broken, and one of which
had the church flag pole sticking out of it. On
the floor of the room was a very unusual glass
hatch. The glass was very dirty and barely
translucent, and one of the panes had been
badly cracked, but I had never seen anything
like it before. However dominating the centre
of the room was a set of timber steps
stretching from the middle of the room up to a
door on the north side. These had been put in
place after ringing had stopped as apparently
this door is used as a fire escape for the
neighbouring buildings. It was a simple matter
to climb the steps and walk out onto the roof
of the church at the level of the clerestory. Of

particular interest however was the
timberwork built into the south side of the
room which formed a 2 foot platform against
the wall. This acted as one long tenor box
upon which the ringers of the 7th and 8th
would stand when ringing their bells. The
room was not especially big and so anyone
ringing those bells must have towered above
everyone else at such close proximity.
To get to the next level we had to climb a
timber ladder, pass through a trap door and
into the empty 3rd stage. This room used to
contain an earlier clock mechanism, although
this has now gone, replaced by electrically
operated hands in circular openings on three
of the sides (one of which is actually a
dummy clock face). Then another ladder took
us to the 4th stage, which was the old belfry.
There was nothing left. The floor was
modern, the walls were clean, the louvres
were huge, and the place had a nice resonant
acoustic. Clearly these bells were not quiet in
the neighbourhood! And hanging in the
middle of this room on its RSJ was the 1961
Whitechapel bell.
The next bit of the climb was a bit more
hairy. An iron ladder passed diagonally across
the middle of the tower, from the middle of

BBC Radio 4’s Bells on Sunday is broadcast
every Sunday at 05:43 and repeated
the following Monday at 00:45.
The February towers are:
6th: Dunham Massey, Cheshire,
Bristol Surprise Royal
13th: South Brent, Devon,
Call changes on 6 Devon style
20th: St Mary Redcliffe, Bristol,
Little Bob Maximus
27th: St Bartholomew, Smithfield,
City of London, Grandsire Doubles
You can listen again at:
www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/bellsonsunday
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Two peal boards still hang from the ringing
room walls

The ringing room ceiling. Rope holes for bells
4, 5 and 6 can be seen

the south side to the middle of the north side,
and so was not for the feint hearted. However
at the top was a beautiful view of the
stonework that forms the crown, and a view
over Fleet Street and up Ludgate Hill to St
Paul’s Cathedral. There was another iron
ladder stretching again from the south side of
the tower to the north side of the top of the
crown, however I admitted defeat at this point
and passed on the opportunity of seeing what
was likely to be the most stunning view of the
lot. Maybe I’ll tackle that one another day – or
maybe not!

A new ring of ten
Well yes they can! On 1st July 2010, the St
Dunstan-in-the-West Bells Fund was formed
by five trustees, with the support of the Guild
Church, with the aim of raising £200,000 to
fund the installation of a new ring of ten,
with a tenor of approximately 11 cwt. The
Trust is chaired by Paul Mounsey, and
includes Alan Regin, David Powell (Church
Warden and Parish Clerk of St Dunstan’s,
and Treasurer of the Trust) and Matthew
Burroughs (who gave me the first tour of the
tower). I am the Trustee Secretary and am
otherwise managing the project. In addition
to the Trustees, a fundraising committee has
also been formed, including ringers David
Dearnley, Mark Herbert, Michael RoyaltonKisch and Philip Vracas.
The City of London does not have a ring of
ten bells. The last ten was “lost” in 1986 when
St Sepulchre-without-Newgate was augmented
to twelve. Prior to that were St Magnus the
Martyr (removed 1940) and All Hallows
Lombard Street (1938), so the new ring will
be a handy addition to the City. It is a Guild
Church rather than a Parish Church, and there
are no Sunday services to call upon the
already stretched resources of Sunday morning
ringers. Like many churches in the City, their
main activities take place during the week.
The bells will be hung in the old belfry, which
will be equipped with variable sound control to
allow a separation between special ringing and
practice. The existing service bell will be
removed and will not form part of the ring. The
former ringing room will be brought back into
use and restored to form a modern environment
for ringers to perform their art. Finally, the fine

A forgotten peal board
This was clearly a forgotten centre of
ringing history. I could just imagine the
ringers climbing into that small ringing room,
putting their jackets and top hats on the pegs
provided, and then getting to grips with what
were likely to be fairly demanding bells by
modern day standards. The similarities with
my first visit to St Magnus were plain to see.
However the final similarity surprised me
even more when I was informed that there was
a peal board stored in the crypt. Exactly the
same thing was revealed on my first visit to St
Magnus! So we headed back down the tower,
and continued down the steps to the ground
floor, and then to the floor below. The crypt is
very expansive and we walked from room to
room until we got to one which had pieces of
timber stacked up on one wall. Matthew
moved one some of the junk to reveal a
beautiful peal board commemorating a
Cumberland peal of Grandsire Triples rung on
11th January, 1879. Subsequent research
showed this to be the last peal on the bells and
I heard that the board, in black, gold and red,
used to hang in the entrance porch of the
church, although its former position on the
wall of the ringing room can also still be seen.
Fleet Street is an important street in
London as it is on the ‘processional route’
the Monarch takes to St Paul’s Cathedral
from Westminster. Surely the old bells in
both the current and earlier churches will
have been heard by kings and queens gone
by as they entered the City of London. Alas,
Queen Victoria must have been the last to
pass before silence fell on this venerable
tower. Our current Monarch, Queen
Elizabeth II, will be passing the church
during the weekend of 2nd June 2012 when
celebrating her Diamond Jubilee. Could the
bells of St Dunstan ever ring for a Queen
once again?

Another peal board, marking a Cumberland
peal, is preserved in the crypt

The modern 11cwt bell that currently hangs in
the tower

The current bells:
Bell

Weight

Diameter

Note

Cast

Founder

Service

11-0-14

387/16″

G sharp

1961

Mears & Stainbank

Clock 1

¾cwt approx.

14½″

1739

Robert Catlin

Clock 2

1cwt approx.

16″

1739

Robert Catlin

The service bell only bears the MEARS
name and date.
The clock bells are inscribed as follows:
1. WILLIAMS GIBBON UICAR IOHN
COLES WALTER CARTER CH WS J739
2. WILLIAM GIBBON • VICAR • IOHN
COLES WALTER CARTER CHWS J739

1. The tenor has been quoted to be variously
18cwt and19 cwt, but 17-0-4 comes from a note in
the Whitechapel Index Book which says that an “old
London Newspaper dated 1833” quoted the tenor as
1908lb.
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Ding Dong Merrily on High –
Kington Magna Bells ringing again

Cumberland Peal Board will be restored to its
rightful place in the ringing room.
The bells are being offered to individuals,
groups and companies for sponsorship, as
memorials or celebrations, at costs ranging
from £5k to £30k. We hope for support from
the legal community, in whose territory the
church stands, but also from other institutions
in the City and even from ringers.
The plan is to have the bells ringing in time
for the Diamond Jubilee of HM The Queen,
and permission has been sought to place the
Royal Arms upon each of them. So not only
will the heritage of ringing at this church be
restored, so will the sound of bells along Her
Majesty’s Processional Route as Queen
Elizabeth becomes the first monarch to hear it
since Queen Victoria!
My thanks go to Chris Pickford, Revd David
Cawley and Alan Hughes for supplying
historical details contained in this article.
Further details may be found on the
Appeal Website: http://www.dunstanbells.
com or from Dickon Love, 10 Wharton
Road, Bromley, Kent BR1 3LF (07983
352279). Contributions would be very
welcome (cheques payable to “St Dunstanin-the-West Bells Fund”) and a gift aid
form is available on the website.
Details of the old ring of eight cast by
Thomas Mears II in 1832
Bell
Weight
Diameter
Note
Treble 4¾cwt approx.
29″
E
2
5¼cwt approx.
30½″
D
sharp
3
6¼cwt approx.
32½″
C
sharp
4
7½cwt approx.
34″
B
5
8¾cwt approx.
37½″
A
6
10cwt approx.
40″
G
sharp
7
13cwt approx.
42¾″
F
sharp
Tenor
17-0-4
47¼″
E
1-7 were inscribed: T. Mears of London
Fecit 1832
The tenor was inscribed:
This Peal of Eight Bells were Recast
Anno Domini 1832
T. Mears of London 1832
revd richard lloyd rector
henry burnell
john hopkins vestry clerk
edward williams

}
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O

n the evening of Friday, 17th December,
2010, the bells of All Saints’ Church,
Kington Magna, rang out again over the
snowy fields of the Blackmore Vale in Dorset.
Friends and Villagers came from far and wide
to join in the celebration.
The restoration work to these bells and the
strengthening of the medieval frame on
which they hang, has taken three months.
Although fundraising has been going on for
the past ten years, on St George’s Day, 23rd
April 2010, the final push of fundraising was
launched. With the help of generous grants,
donations and fundraising events that took
place throughout the summer, the remaining
£28,000 was raised to allow the project to
go ahead.
The five bells, the earliest dating back to
between 1380 and 1400, have been renovated
during the past three months. The bells were
removed from the tower of All Saints’
Church and taken to the John Taylor Bell
Foundry in Loughborough, where they were
refurbished. They were given new, modern
fittings to make them move more easily and
feel less heavy to ring. They were also turned
so that the clappers hit a different part of the
bell to avoid wearing the metal away. While
they were out of the tower, the old wooden
medieval frame was treated and strengthened
with steel supports.
Local men assisted the bellhanger in
sub-zero temperatures to get the job finished
in time for Christmas. The steels to
strengthen the frame were delivered late one
evening just as the first snow and frost
brought the country to a halt. A working
party went with the bellhanger to unload the
steels in the freezing cold and didn’t finish
until 22:00. Spanners were wielded as the

giant steel structure was bolted into place to
support the wooden frame.
The bells arrived back at 08:00 on Friday,
10th December. A local farmer unloaded
them from the lorry and transported them
down the lane to the lych gate. They were
then loaded onto a trolley, pulled by a minitractor down the church path and to the door,
where they were man-handled into the
church. The new wheels on which they were
hung were then put in position before the
renovated bells were hoisted into the tower
once again and re-hung. Locals provided hot
lunches and cakes to keep the workers’
strength up. Passers-by dropped into the
church to see how the work was getting on;
villagers got to meet and talk to each other
and new friendships were forged.
On Friday, 17th December as the finishing
touches were being made to the church, the
preparation for the musical accompaniment for
the evening service was being rehearsed and
the food for the celebration afterwards was
being prepared, the snow fell. With over 160
villagers and guests expected, it was decided to
go ahead with the service and hope that some
people would turn up. The bells pealed out their
call to worship and told the village that the
service was on. The Archdeacon made his way
from Poole. Guests arrived from far flung
places and the villagers of Kington Magna
made their way across the snowy fields with
torches in their hands, just as their ancestors
would have done, and enjoyed a wonderful
evening of singing carols, readings and
handbell ringing. This was followed by light
refreshments and mulled wine.
Catherine Barrow
Project Manager,
on behalf of Kington Magna PCC

