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The Cornhill Judgment

A review by Richard Offen

I

n 1666, the Great Fire of London destroyed
all but the tower of the ancient city church
of St Michael Cornhill. Following the fire, a
new church was built by Sir Christopher Wren
between 1669 and 1672. Some fifty years
later, the old tower was rebuilt to Wren’s
design and completed by his apprentice,
Nicholas Hawksmoor.
In 1728 a ring of twelve bells with a tenor of
around two tons was cast for the church by
Richard Phelps of the Whitechapel Bell
Foundry. Although these bells form the basis of
the ring that remains to this day, successive
recastings have left only three of the original
bells intact. The last major work to be carried
out on the bells was in 1960 when the 6th, 9th,
10th and Tenor were found to be cracked and
were recast, with the remainder being retuned
by Mears & Stainbank of Whitechapel. At this
time the bells were rehung in a new cast-iron
and steel frame lower in the tower.
Like many Wren towers in London, Cornhill
tower has proved to be a rather more flexible
structure than is generally desirable for one
containing a heavy ring of bells and, like the
other heavy ring just up the road in Cheapside
at St Mary-le-Bow, the bells have long had the
reputation of being difficult and unpredictable
when rung in changes.
Opinions differ widely on the musical qualities
of the Cornhill bells; some consider them to be
vastly superior to a modern harmonically tuned
ring, while others think that the best place for
this ring is in the melting pot. I must confess I
have leanings towards the former argument and
have just re-listened to the Saydisc recording of
the ring, which has upheld my long-held
admiration for the bells as a rather grand and
characterful ‘old style’ ring, the like of which is
sadly becoming few and far between.
I recall a conversation I had some forty years
ago with Bill Hughes of the Whitechapel Bell
Foundry during which he told me that, at the
insistence of the London ringers of the time, he
had not been permitted to carry out as much
tuning as he would have liked during the 1960
restoration of the bells because the ring was
‘much admired’ and there was a strong desire to

previous bell. This explains the somewhat
idiosyncratic tuning of the present ring.
Tastes change and in recent times there has
been a great desire amongst some London
ringers to see the bells replaced with a modern
ring, more pleasing in character to contemporary
ears. This ambition came closer to fruition
when prominent College Youth Dill Faulkes
(Dr Martin C. Faulkes) offered to fund the
replacement of the old ring with a twelve some
half a ton lighter than the present bells, which,
it is argued, will help considerably to reduce
tower movement.
This generous offer was accepted by the
Parochial Church Council (more of this
acceptance later) and a Faculty Petition (the
Church of England’s equivalent to planning
permission), dated 18th December 2006, was
lodged by the Rector and Churchwardens:

The Hawksmoor tower of Cornhill viewed
from the small yard at the rear of the church
(all photographs except p.1033 by the Editor)

retain the tonal character of the ring intact. He
also told me that, for the same reason, he had to
make a special moulding gauge for the new
tenor which exactly replicated the shape of the

“… the erection of a new ring of twelve bells
in place of the current ring, at the lower level
in the tower (to include a new frame), rehanging of the three original bells of 1728 from
the original historic frame at the upper level in
the tower to be used as chiming bells, disposal
of the 9 remaining bells.”
Objections to the Faculty application
eventually lead to a Consistory Court hearing
taking place, presided over by the Chancellor of
the Diocese of London, Chancellor Seed Q.C.,
whose Judgment has recently been published.
A consistory court is an ecclesiastical court
of law, which was established by a charter of
King William I. Each diocese in the Church
of England has a consistory court, which, in
past centuries, had far-reaching powers.
However, today, the principal business of
these courts is dispensing of faculties dealing
with work to churchyards and church
property, although they also still hear the
trial of clergy (below the rank of bishop)
accused of immoral acts or misconduct.
Because of the significance of this particular
case, I have been asked by the Editor to write
this review of the Cornhill Judgment in order
to bring it to the attention of the ringing
community at large and to try and draw some
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Dill Faulkes (left), principal donor of the
proposed new ring of 12, with David Cawley
lessons from it which might be helpful for
those contemplating potentially contentious
bell projects in the future.
It is clear that the Chancellor found this case
highly technical and difficult to understand as
is evidenced by his comment, “this case has
been fraught with difficulties on every front and
at every stage.”
In many ways, the Judgment, which comes
down in favour of the proposal, poses more
questions than it answers and, coupled with
the recent judgment in the case of the bell
frame at Malvern Priory (see RW April 24th
2009), suggests there are some lessons to be
learnt about the manner in which bell ringers
conduct their cases in Consistory Court and
other hearings.
One of the first things that strikes one about
the case put forward in the Judgment is that the
project “was approved by the Parochial Church
Council by 12 votes in favour, none against out
of a total membership of 24, in April 2006.”
The Chancellor notes ”that this represents only
half of the Council which originally caused me
some concern.”
Having stated that only 50% of the PCC
members voted in favour of the scheme, with
no abstentions or votes against recorded, no
further mention is made of the matter in the
Judgment. Given his stated concern, one might
ask why the Chancellor did not invite the PCC
to ratify its original decision at a meeting where
all voting members of the Council were present
and able to register their opinion?
The Judgment lists the various bodies
consulted during the faculty application process,
noting that neither English Heritage nor the
local planning authority had any objections, but
that the Council for the Care of Churches (a
permanent commission of the Church of
England’s General Synod, set up to support
dioceses and parishes in the use, care and
development of parish churches, their contents
and churchyards) recommended retention of
the present ring. In his statement the Chancellor
reports that “The Ancient Society of College
Youths … also passed a resolution “by a huge
majority” in support of these proposals on 11
July 2006”.
The support of the Society is noted elsewhere
in the Judgment and it is clear that it is given
some weight, particularly when set against the
individual objections of those who also noted
their membership of the Society in their
objections. Chancellor Seed tells us that “these
objectors can only be speaking as individuals
and the majority view of their society, the

principal bell ringing body in the City of
London, is at odds with theirs.”
It is important for our ringing societies, and
their members, to note that resolutions may be
held to represent the majority view and that
sufficient care should be taken to undertake
such resolutions with due process. Would it not
be better for the Chancellor to be able to report
that the resolution was passed, for example, by
94 votes to 22 at a general meeting of 144
members of the Society?
Next are set out the arguments for the
replacement of the present ring, which are
based around the fact that the present bells are
a “mixed lot from seven different casting
periods between 1728 and 1968” resulting in a
poor tonal blend, and that they are too big for
the tower, making them difficult to ring.
The Chancellor reports:
“The case for the proposals was very
technical indeed, as was the case against,
but because of the emotive and nuanced
nature of many of the objections, few of
which concentrated solely on the technical
issues and avoided the emotional or personal,
the case against, whilst it undoubtedly existed
was harder to evaluate. I therefore asked the
Registrar if somebody with appropriate
technical skills, but not directly involved in
the case, could look at all the submissions to
assist in focussing my attention …”
The person who performed this task was
Mr Robert Cooles, Bells Adviser to the
Diocese of Southwark who also consulted his
counterpart in the Diocese of Chelmsford. It
is an unfortunate fact of this case that the
London Diocesan Bells Adviser is the
Inspecting Architect of the church in question.
Mr Cooles produced a helpful and thorough
review of the papers in the case, dated 19
February 2009. He came down in favour of
the proposals, but as I have indicated I have

Robert Cooles – DAC Bells Advisor to
Southwark, now also Company Secretary of
John Taylor & Co., which has the contract to
supply the new ring of 12 at Cornhill
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The tower seen from Cornhill –
it is slightly set back from the road
and hemmed in by tall buildings
not allowed that to influence my decision,
although I have taken it into account …”
Mention is then made of the demise of
Taylors Eayre and Smith, the company
contracted to supply the new ring, which did
not come to the Judge’s attention immediately.
He writes:
“In the event, by the time I found out about
it and queried matters, a bid from a
consortium had been accepted and trading
would continue as John Taylor & Co., Bell
Founders Loughborough. This was in
October of last year when it also emerged
that Mr Cooles was to be the company
secretary of this new company. He
immediately declared this interest but this
was some eight months after he had written
his review for me and having carefully
considered the matter I do not think it
undermines his review – or indeed his
conclusion, which as I have indicated is not
something I have allowed to influence me in
reaching my conclusion.”
While not suggesting that Robert did anything
but a professional and expert review, it is
curious to note that the Chancellor seems to
accept that an individual could become
company secretary in a venture without having
prior interests in that company’s business. As
noted with the Diocesan Bells Adviser, expert
witnesses will often have some level of conflict.
The ringing community may need to consider
how it might be able to provide a truly
‘independent’ expert to assist in such cases?
The Chancellor’s decision was clearly not
helped by the fact that, “Several of the objections
contained intemperate language and made all
sorts of unsubstantiated allegations.”
We, as ringers, must consider how we put
forward our case in similar future hearings. We
must remember that we are dealing with a court
of law whose only interest is in hard facts, not

contentions. The Judgment sets high regard to
the “technical documents provided by accredited
experts in the relevant fields in support of the
proposals”. Unfortunately we do not appear to
be given full details of these documents and
what defines their authors as ‘accredited’.
Clearly in future cases, opponents must offer
sufficient technical evidence from ‘accredited
experts’, as it is not considered sufficient to be
an ‘engineer and former bell ringer’ to be given
due weight as an individual objector – the fate
assigned to D. Paul Smith’s technically-based
objection. This lack of accredited evidence, I
believe, was a fundamental flaw in the recent
case where the ringers objected to the retention
of the old bell frame at Malvern Priory.
It is perhaps unfortunate that Chancellor
Seed determined that the evidence of Alan
Hughes of the Whitechapel Bell Foundry
should be dismissed due to a ‘commercial
interest’. Having commented that this was the
only objection that “came anywhere near” in
the technical aspects of this case, it would seem
reasonable to consider these elements
independently from any commercial interest.
Having reviewed the evidence submitted by
the objectors, Chancellor Seed finds the
following to be the main points of contention:
zz The loss of the only old style ring in the
City of London.
zz Linked to that objection is: the destruction
of an historic ring.
zz The present bells are not difficult to ring/
the ‘go’ is satisfactory.
zz The movement/oscillation of the tower is
within acceptable parameters.
zz The cost of the proposals cannot be justified
or the money could be better spent
elsewhere.
zz The original bells in the tower were
originally cast by the Whitechapel Bell
Foundry and all subsequent recasting,
tuning and associated works had been
undertaken there.
In making his judgment, the Chancellor
states that he must start from “the premise that
the burden of proof that a faculty should be
granted rests upon the petitioners and they
Concluded on p.1033

Editorial
We are pleased to bring you the promised
review of the Consistory Court Judgement
on Cornhill. Our thanks to Richard Offen
for his hard work in producing this article to
a tight time-scale. You may still read the
Judgement itself in full on The Ringing
World website at: http://www.ringingworld.
co.uk/news-articles/other-articles/445cornhill-judgment.html
Opinion on the judgement is likely to
remain divided, but the decision has been
made and, all other things being equal,
Cornhill is set to have its brand new ring of
twelve. This will, of course, be one of the first
really large commissions for the John Taylor
Bellfoundry at Loughborough since the firm
was resurrected under new management.
We wish the project well and look forward
to seeing the results.
Bad news came to our attention on 7th
October in an official press release from the
Minister of Tourism & Hertitage, John
Penrose MP. The Listed Places of Worship
grant scheme is to be amended “in line with
Government efficiency savings”. Listed
places of worship can claim a grant equal to
the VAT paid on eligible maintenance and
building works. The measures will now
exclude works on clocks, pews, bells, organs
and professional services such as architects’
fees, with effect from 4th January 2011.
The release says: “We asked representatives of the major denominations how they
would prefer the savings to be made, and it
was agreed that reducing the scope was the
least damaging option for making savings,
whilst still allowing claims for all other sorts
of work.” Although a change in the scheme
was expected in March 2011, this much
earlier cut will come as blow to some parishes
and the bell trade. See: http://www.culture.
gov.uk/news/news_stories/7469.aspx

First Peal Congratulations
Deborah J. L. Stokoe, Timothy J. Roberts,
James E. Howell, Andrew D. Howell,
Janet Stallard, Dave Cropp
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should satisfy me of their case for these
proposals on the balance of probabilities. The
Petitioners themselves, on behalf of their PCC
and their bell ringers wish to have “new ring”
of twelve bells which will be more harmonic
and which they consider will sound better and
be easier to ring, have less effect on the tower
and they have the means to pay for it and they
wish the work to be done by another foundry
than that which has hitherto provided the bells
for this tower. Have they established that I
should allow them to do this?”
On the matter of old style rings of bells, Mr
Seed concludes, “The petitioners and their bell
ringers are entitled to have their views taken
into account. I accept that opinions are sharply
divided and that “old style” rings have been
progressively replaced by new style. I must take
into account, in my judgment, that this is
because there is a preponderance of opinion,
including some devotees of the old style, that
the new style is musically superior. I do not
express a view about that, but in light of the
significant technical evidence, in particular Mr
Hibbert’s analysis of the tuning, in support of
the petitioners’ proposals and the “enthusiastic
support” therefor from the Ancient Society of
College Youths, I consider that the weight of
the available evidence is in favour of the
proposal. I then examined the objectors’
evidence to see if there was anything there that
would defeat the petitioners’ evidence on the
balance of probabilities.”
The chancellor then dismisses most of the
objector’s evidence on tuning either in terms of
lack of cogency or because of commercial
interest. He also rules out the argument that the
destruction of the ring will bereave the city of its
only ‘old style’ ring of twelve, saying that,
“There is evidence before me that St Sepulchre
without Newgate has an old style ring of 12 bells
with more of the original bells left in the ring
than there are at St Michael’s. St Paul’s Cathedral
although its ring is one of nineteenth century
bells, is in fact an “old style” ring, as is the 1735
ring in Southwark Cathedral, which of course is
not in the City of London but is within the
vicinity and so it cannot be said that St Michael’s
bells are the only surviving example in that
locality.” He also rules out the argument that
recasting St Michael’s bells would cause the
destruction on an historic ring on the ground that
it is intended to retain the oldest bells as
additional chiming bells and that the majority of
the rest were cast in the twentieth century.
To suggest that the Cornhill ring can be
destroyed because there are other examples of
‘old style’ rings close by actually runs contrary
to current internationally accepted heritage
listing practice. The convention being that the
number of examples of a particular heritage
feature still in existence must not influence
whether one particular example is listed for
preservation or not. The philosophy behind this
argues that the loss of any one example, in this
case an ‘old style’ ring of twelve in central
London’, drastically reduces the chances of
that feature surviving into the future. The
smaller the number examples still in existence,
the more important this philosophy becomes.

The late Harry Windsor MBE – his report on
tower movement also swayed the Chancellor

Bill Hibbert – much weight was given to his
tuning analysis
With respect to the difficulty of ringing the
bells and the problems of tower sway, the
Chancellor was swayed by a report prepared by
the late Harry Windsor from the Towers &
Belfries Committee of the Central Council,
which gave a detailed analysis of the tower sway
and pronouncements about the ‘go’ of the bells.
On the matter of justifying the cost of the
proposal and suggestions that the money could
be better spent, the Chancellor rightly concludes
that he has no power or jurisdiction to compel
the private donor to spend his money in a way
he considered more appropriate. Whilst some
may disagree, the Cornhill PCC which voted in
favour of the project does not and as no funds
from the public purse are involved, objections
on these grounds bear little weight.
In addressing the argument that the original
bells in the tower were cast at the Whitechapel

Bell Foundry and all subsequent work to them
had been undertaken by the same firm, the
Chancellor admitted that the assertion caused
him great difficulty. However, he came to the
conclusion that, in the absence of some
contractual agreement to the contrary, it would
not be lawful for the Consistory Court to direct
by whom works should be carried out.
Weighing up the evidence before him, the
Chancellor ruled in favour of the petitioners
and approved the granting of a faculty for the
work and, because of the time it had taken him
to make his judgement, he allowed two years
for the completion of the work rather than the
usual one.
It now seems certain that St Michael’s
Cornhill will soon have a new ring of bells, but
questions about the manner in which the
Judgment was reached will no doubt rumble on
for many months to come.
I sincerely hope the new bells are as good
and easy to ring as their advocates maintain
they will be.
Richard Offen
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