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THE TALE OF GREAT GRANSDEN TENOR 

by C h r i s P i c k f o r d . 

By way of preface , i t should perhaps be expla ined that 
the f o l l o w i n g a r t i c l e r e s u l t s from a s e r i e s of chance 
d i s c o v e r i e s r a t h e r than from i n t e n t i o n a l research on the 
o r i g i n s of the tenor at Great Gransden. I t thus seems 
appropr ia te to recount the way i n which the evidence came 
to l i g h t a longs ide the f a s c i n a t i n g t a l e which g r adua l l y 
unfolded as the pieces of the j i g - s a w f e l l i n t o p l a c e . 

I t must have been back i n 1979 t ha t I f i r s t looked through the Churchwardens' 

accounts f o r the Bedfordshi re v i l l a g e of B l e t s o e , f o r at the time I was a t tempt ing 

to compile a l i s t o f the b e l l s cast by the T a y l o r f ami ly at S t . N e o t s , Oxford, and 

Buckland Brewer. As i s w e l l known, the o r i g i n a l r i n g of f i v e at B le t soe - now the 

back f i v e of a r i n g of s i x - was cas t on 4 t h A p r i l 1 7 8 6 , and i t was the f i r s t r i n g 

cast by Robert T a y l o r o f S t .Neo t s i n h i s own name. I was cu r ious to see whether 

the accounts provided any f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n on the job . There was l i t t l e o f 

i n t e r e s t i n the accounts f o r 1786-7 beyond a record o f the cost of the new b e l l s 

and a payment f o r beer g iven to the B le t soe and T h u r l e i g h r i n g e r s when the b e l l s 

were f i r s t rung, but before the volume was put away I had a qu ick look through the 

e a r l i e r accounts to see i f there were any other i tems of i n t e r e s t , and my a t t e n t i o n 

was caught by a t r a n s a c t i o n which took place i n 1767• 

The accounts f o r 1767 r e f e r r ed to the r e c a s t i n g of a b e l l by I s l i p Edmunds 

of London, a l i t t l e known founder on whom I had p r e v i o u s l y done a l i t t l e g e n e a l o g i c a l 

research s ince he was born at Me1chbourne, a Bedfordshi re v i l l a g e some s i x m i l e s 

from B l e t s o e . I s l i p Edmunds was born i n 1737 and apparent ly worked fo r Joseph 

Eayre at the S t . K e o t s foundry f o r some years before l e a v i n g to seek h i s for tune as 

an independent founder i n London. His s u r v i v i n g b e l l s are a l l s i m i l a r i n shape and 

t o n a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s to those cast by Joseph Eayre , a l though i t i s c l e a r from t h e i r 

i n s c r i p t i o n s that they were cast i n London. The examples of h i s work known h i t h e r t o 

are as f o l l o w s : 
7 cwt. 2 q r . 15 lbs 

1764 Melchbourne, Beds. Treble o f f o u r . 35& inches diameter , we igh t / 

1764 Wel l ingborough, Nor thants . S i x t h o f e igh t ( o r i g i n a l l y fou r th 

of s i x ) . 4 4 } i n c h diameter , weight 16 cwt. 3 q r s . 17 l b s . 

1765 M i l t o n E r n e s t , Beds. Four th o f s i x ( o r i g i n a l l y t h i r d o f 

f i v e ) . 32 inches diameter , weight 6 cwt. 0 q r . 4 l b s . 

On each o f these b e l l s appears the i n s c r i p t i o n " I " or " I S L I P EDMUNDS LONDON FECIT" , 

and the Ble t soe accounts f o r 1767 a l s o desc r ibe the founder as "o f London", f u l l 

d e t a i l s o f the expendi ture be ing as f o l l o w s : 
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1767 June 26 pd Turner when the New B e l l was hung up 2 s . 

Paid I - ' ir . I s l ip Edmunds h i s B i l l £39 1 3 s . Od. 

S e p t . 3 1 . Pa id fo r Stoppage of the Note gone to 

Mr. I s l i p Edmonds London 2 s . 6 d . 

Oct? 2 0 . Concerning the B e l l 1 s . 7 d . 

Why the p a r i s h f e l t i t necessary t o s top t h e i r payment to the founder remains 

a mystery, but the d i f f i c u l t i e s were e v i d e n t l y r e so lved s ince as we s h a l l see the 

b e l l dated 1767 remained i n t a c t u n t i l the o ld r i n g was taken down i n 1786. The 

man "Turner" who was paid two s h i l l i n g s when the new b e l l was hung was probably not 

Robert Turner , the wel l -known be l lhanger o f the pe r iod , but Turner Adams, the P a r i s h 

C l e r k , whose name appears r e g u l a r l y i n the accounts i n connect ion wi th r i n g i n g and 

other church d u t i e s . 

Rather pleased wi th my ' f i n d 1 , I added d e t a i l s o f t h i s p rev ious ly unknown 

b e l l to my notes on Ble t soe and I a l so made a s u i t a b l y vague a d d i t i o n to my l i s t of 

b e l l s by I s l i p Edmunds. I could do no more, s ince the accounts gave no i n d i c a t i o n 

as to the p o s i t i o n of the b e l l i n the r i n g or of i t s s i z e , and on the a v a i l a b l e 

evidence i t could not be assumed that the date of c a s t i n g was 1767 or even that 

Edmunds was n e c e s s a r i l y the founder. C l a r i f i c a t i o n o f these po in t s seemed u n l i k e l y 

to emerge, and I thought no more o f i t u n t i l another chance d i scovery i n 1981 

re-awakened my i n t e r e s t . 

At the Manuscr ip t s Department of the B r i t i s h L i b r a r y may be seen a number 

of volumes o f notes on Bedfordsh i re h i s t o r y compiled by two clergymen, C l i v e r S t . 

John Cooper and Thomas Or lebar Marsh. These notes were assembled i n the l a t e 

E igh teen th and e a r l y Nineteenth c e n t u r i e s , and they form an i n v a l u a b l e i f d i f f u s e 

source on a wide v a r i e t y o f t o p i c s . I made a s p e c i a l journey to see them i n the 

hope that they might y i e l d some f resh i n f o r m a t i o n on Bedfordsh i re b e l l s , though I 

had no s p e c i f i c ques t ions i n mind. From them I obtained some i n t e r e s t i n g quota t ion . - , 

the names of the r i n g e r s at Ha r ro ld a c t i v e i n 1734 complete wi th a t r a n s c r i p t o f the 

o ld r i n g e r s ' r u l e s formerly pa in ted on the w a l l s o f the tower, and a few notes on 

b e l l i n s c r i p t i o n s . For the most part the b e l l i n s c r i p t i o n s were those o f b e l l s 

s t i l l i n e x i s t e n c e , but to my great s u r p r i s e and d e l i g h t they i nc luded d e t a i l s o f 

the former b e l l s at Souldrop and B l e t s o e . 

The compi lers of the manuscripts noted that Ble t soe church possessed " . . . 5 

B e l l s new cast by Robert T a y l o r of S t .Neo t s 1 7 8 6 , weight o f Tenor 12 Cwt. i n G 

new Conce r t . " On another page, however, they gave the i n s c r i p t i o n s not only of the 

new r i n g but a l s o o f four o ld b e l l s . Unfor tuna te ly there i s no conf i rmatory evidence 

as to the number of b e l l s at B le t soe before 1786, and d e l e t i o n s i n the manuscr ipt 

make i t unc l ea r whether or not an i n s c r i p t i o n o f a f u r t h e r b e l l was omi t t ed . I t seems 

l i k e l y , however, that the f o l l o w i n g i n s c r i p t i o n s r e f e r i n order to the T r e b l e , 

second, t h i r d , and Tenor b e l l s of a r i n g of four . I t i s noted that the i n s c r i p t i o n 

of the f i r s t b e l l was " i n o ld E n g l i s h Charac te rs" ( i . e . Goth ic c a p i t a l s and/or 
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B l a c k - l e t t e r ) and those o f the remainder were i n "Roman c a p s " . P u l l d e t a i l s are 

as f o l l o w s : 

1. S i t nomen domini benedictum 

2 . God save our K i n g 1628 

3. Non clamor sed amor cantat i n aure 

4 . I.Edmunds London f e c i t : T h o s Walker Rec tor 

Job Neale John Makeham Church Wardens 1767 

Thi s i n v a l u a b l e record thus i n d i c a t e s that the o ld t r e b l e was Med iaeva l . 

The second dated 1628 was probably cast by James Keene o f Woodstock, "GOD SAVE OVR 

KING" being an i n s c r i p t i o n which occurs on many of h i s Bedfordsh i re b e l l s of the 

p e r i o d . S i m i l a r l y , the i n s c r i p t i o n o f the old t h i r d b e l l was one p a r t i c u l a r l y 

favoured by the N o r r i s f ami ly of Stamford, a c t i v e as be11founders from 1607 to 

1698, but un fo r tuna te ly the v e r s i o n g iven above i s incomplete and the date of the 

b e l l was omi t ted . D e t a i l s o f the o ld t enor , of course , are of p a r t i c u l a r re levance 

to t h i s a r t i c l e , and I was d e l i g h t e d to f i n d c o n f i r m a t i o n of i t s date and p roof 

that the b e l l had been cas t by I s l i p Edmunds. 

A l i t t l e background resea rch q u i c k l y confirmed xhe accuracy of the i n s c r i p t i o n 

as recorded and provided fu r the r proof tha t the b e l l was cast s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r 

B le t soe , s ince i t i s fo r tuna te tha t three l o c a l men were named i n the i n s c r i p t i o n . 

Thomas Walker was Rec tor o f the p a r i s h from 1729 u n t i l h i s death, aged 7 4 , on 2 5 t h 

September 1770, and the two Churchwardens who signed the B i s h o p ' s T r a n s c r i p t s f o r 

1767 were none o ther than Job Meale and John Makeham. Thus a l l these names, and 

a l so that of the b e l l founder, were c o r r e c t l y g iven i n the i n s c r i p t i o n of the 1767 

b e l l . 

To f ind a record of a b e l l by a ra re founder and to d i s c o v e r i t s i n s c r i p t i o n 

was luck enough, but i n time ye t more i n f o r m a t i o n was to come my way q u i t e by chance. 

Before t u r n i n g to the next stage of the s t o r y , however, we ought perhaps to pause 

f o r a whi le to examine the career o f I s l i p Edmunds, the b e l l f o u n d e r , s ince t h i s has 

some bear ing on the events which I am about to recount . 

Edmunds has proved to be an e l u s i v e f i g u r e , and to date I have been unable 

to prove to my s a t i s f a c t i o n many of the b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s recorded i n p r i n t . I t 

i s known that he was born at Melchbourne i n 1737. He was the e leven th and youngest 

c h i l d o f W i l l i a m and A l i c e (nee I s l i p ) Edmunds, and ho was bapt ised on 2 7 t h November 

1737. The Edmunds fami ly had been s e t t l e d at Melchbourne s ince the e a r l y Seventeenth 

century , and W i l l i a m Edmunds held a farm i n the p a r i s h , dy ing there i n 1761. At 

l e a s t three o f I s l i p ' s b ro thers and s i s t e r s ( i n c l u d i n g another c h i l d named I s l i p 

born i n 1734 and bur ied on 2nd January 1734/5) died i n i n f a n c y , but h i s e l d e r 

brothers W i l l i a m ( 1 7 2 1 - 1 7 6 8 ) , Timothy ( 1 7 2 5 - 1 7 9 7 ) and Thomas ( 1 7 2 7 - 1 7 7 1 ) grew up to 

be yeoman farmers at Melchbourne. A l l served pa r i sh o f f i c e i n t u r n , and i t was when 

W i l l i a m and Thomas were Churchwardens i n 1764 that I s l i p Edmunds r eca s t the t r e b l e 

Mi 



b e l l o f the ring- o f four at Melchbourne and renting the o thers . He a l s o provided new 

head s tocks f o r two of the b e l l s and cleaned the c l o c k , the t o t a l cost of the work 

amounting to over £35* 

I t seems reasonable to suppose that the fami ly farm was unable to support 

such a la rge fami ly as the c h i l d r e n grew to m a t u r i t y , and i t i s g e n e r a l l y he ld that 

young I s l i p Edmunds was apprent iced to Joseph Eayre of S t . N e o t s . No proof of t h i s 

has as yet come to l i g h t , but the c i r c u m s t a n t i a l evidence i s s t r o n g . Eayre was no 

s t r ange r e i t h e r to the v i l l a g e or to the Edmunds f a m i l y . An advert isement i n the 

Northampton Mercury o f 2 4 t h November 1755 concern ing a l o s t watch r e v e a l s t ha t 

W i l l i a m Edmunds had t h i t h e r t o owned a s i l v e r watch made by Joseph Eayre , and i t was 

d u r i n g one of Edmunds' terms o f o f f i c e as Churchwarden that Eayre r epa i r ed the church 

c l o c k at Melchbourne i n 1733* Other work by Eayre mentioned i n the Churchwardens' 

accounts i n c l u d e s making a new c lapper f o r the tenor b e l l i n 1733 v c l e a n i n g the 

c l o c k i n 1746 ( f o r which he was even tua l ly paid i n 1751 •) and r e p a i n t i n g the c l o c k 

d i a l i n 175& when W i l l i a m Edmunds the younger was Churchwarden. I t thus seems l i k e . , , 

tha t I s l i p ' s f a t he r was s u f f i c i e n t l y w e l l acquainted w i th Joseph Eayre f o r the 

b e l l f o u n d e r to have w i l l i n g l y taken the f a rmer ' s youngest son as an app ren t i ce . 

Fur ther i n f o r m a t i o n on Edmunds' l i f e i s scan ty . As we have seen, h i s s u r v i v i n g 

b e l l s i n d i c a t e that he worked i n ^ondon as an independent founder between 1764 and 

1767, and Dr.Raven suggested i n h i s Church B e l l s o f Cam b r idgesh i r e ( 2 n d . e d . , 1882) 

that Edmunds l a t e r returned to S t .Neots as foreman to Edward A r n o l d . The l a t t e r took 

over the foundry i n 1772 on the death o f Joseph Eayre and ran i t u n t i l he moved to 

L e i c e s t e r i n 1784, e v e n t u a l l y handing over the S t .Neo t s foundry to Robert T a y l o r i n 

1786. Raven s t a t es that Arnold knew l i t t l e about b e l l f o u n d i n g and that he depended 

on the s k i l l o f h i s foremen, Thomas Osborn be ing succeeded i n tha t capac i ty by I s l i p 

Edmunds, and i t i s a l s o suggested by the same author that Edmunds subsequently 

worked at Her t fo rd as foreman to John B r i a n t . 

Research to date has f a i l e d to produce evidence e i t h e r to conf i rm or to 

re fu te Raven's a s s e r t i o n s , al though a c lause i n the w i l l o f I s l i p ' s e l d e r b ro the r 

shows tha t he was s t i l l l i v i n g away from home i n 1771. Thomas Edmunds o f 

Melchbourne, yeoman, made h i s w i l l on ^Isi Mai' 1771, dy ing j u s t three days l a t e r at 

the e a r l y age of 4 3 . I n the w i l l , Thomas made a bequest o f £50 to h i s bro ther I s l i p 

" . . . p r o v i d e d he leaves h i s present h a b i t a t i o n and goes and r e s i d e s at S t .Neots . . . 

w i t h i n Twelve Months next a f t e r my decease". I n t h i s we may perhaps see an attempt 

at r e c o n c i l i a . t i o n between Edmunds and Eayre , f o r a disagreement between the two men 

might have been the cause o f Edmunds' departure f o r London i n the e a r l y 1 7 6 0 ' s , but 

Joseph Eayre d ied i n J u l y 1772 and there i s n o t h i n g to i n d i c a t e that by t h i s date 

I s l i p Edmunds had re turned to S t .Neots i n order to c l a i m h i s l egacy . 

Thus s e v e r a l important ques t ions remain unanswered. When d id I s l i p Edmunds 

r e t u r n to S t . Neots? Did he move to L e i c e s t e r w i th Edward Arnold i n 1784, or d id he 

remain at S t .Neo t s i n the employ of Robert T a y l o r ? Did he l a t e r work f o r John B r i a n t , 
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and i f so, when d id he move to Her t fo rd? and when and where did he d i e ? For the 

purposes of t h i s a r t i c l e i t would be i n t e r e s t i n g to know whether Edmunds was s t i l l 

working at the S t .Neots foundry i n 1 7 8 6 - 7 , but the only evidence i s / statement i n 

the V . C . H . that Edmunds was " o f S t .Neo t s 1 7 8 3 - 1 7 8 7 " f o r which no sources are c i t e d . 

These problems and many others concern ing the f ami ly and bus iness r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

between Joseph Eayre, Edward A r n o l d , Thomas Osborn and Robert T a y l o r need to be 

solved before the h i s t o r y o f the S t . Neots, L e i c e s t e r and Downhajn Market foundr ies 

i n the per iod 1770 to 1790 can be w r i t t e n w i th accuracy. Such c o n s i d e r a t i o n s are f a r 

beyond the scope of t h i s a r t i c l e , but my researches have led me to b e l i e v e tha t much 

o f what has been w r i t t e n by Dr.Raven and others does not stand up to c lo se s c r u t i n y . 

But to r e t u r n to the s to ry of 31etsoe tenor . I t was whi le I was l o o k i n g at 

the Hunt ingdonshire V i c t o r i a County H i s t o r y i n December l a s t year i n search of 

i n f o r m a t i o n on Ever ton church that a footnote i n the a r t i c l e on Great Gransden caught 

my a t t e n t i o n . Great Gransden b e l l s are descr ibed i n the Rev.T.M.N.Owen 1 s Church 

B e l l s of Hunt ingdonshire ( 1 8 9 9 ) • and they were a l s o the subjec t of a f ron t cover 

a r t i c l e i n the R i n g i n g World o f 28th J u l y 1978. I had been puzzled by the a v a i l a b l e 

i n f o r m a t i o n on the tenor there when c o m p i l i n g my T a y l o r l i s t back i n 1979, s i n c e an 

old i n s c r i p t i o n had been erased and the words "R.TAYLOR.FECIT" were i n c i s e d i n the 

i n s c r i p t i o n band. Owen gave i t s date as 1787. but he a l s o recorded a t r a d i t i o n that 

the b e l l was sa id " to have come i n 1791 , and to have been cast f o r another church" , 

adding that t h i s statement d id not accord wi th the other i n f o r m a t i o n which he had 

unearthed. The R i n g i n g World a r t i c l e recorded part o f the o ld i n s c r i p t i o n as be ing 

"Thomas W 1 7 6 7 " , and the footnote i n the V . C . H . reminded me of the unsolved 

mystery r ega rd ing the date and o r i g i n s of the b e l l . 

The V . C . H . quoted the church t e r r i e r of 1841 i n which the i n s c r i p t i o n s o f the 

s i x b e l l s at Great Gransden were g iven , t h i s be ing o f i n t e r e s t s ince three of them 

had been subsequently r e c a s t . The t e r r i e r descr ibed the tenor as " . . . e v i d e n t l y 

broached down one s ide and mended, and an i n s c r i p t i o n has been defaced, i t was 

apparent ly - John Makeham and John W a l l e , Churchwardens, 1767. John Edmonds f e c i t , 

amd R . T a y l o r f e c i t has been put on a f r e sh" . From t h i s the compi lers o f the V . C . H . 

drew the r a t h e r strange in fe rence tha t "the date i s 1787 and the founder e v i d e n t l y 

I s l i p Edmunds, who was o f S t .Neots 1 7 8 3 - 1 7 8 7 " . I had other i d e a s , and a qu ick check 

i n my notes confirmed my s u s p i c i o n s that the i n s c r i p t i o n g iven i n the t e r r i e r looked 

l i k e an inaccura te v e r s i o n of that which had been on the o ld tenor at B l e t s o e . 

Once I had r e a l i s e d that the Great Gransden b e l l might w e l l be the Edmunds 

b e l l from B l e t s o e , I was eager to complete my resea rch . F i r s t I went to the County 

Record O f f i c e at Huntingdon to check the wording o f the 1841 t e r r i e r and to make a 

search i n the p a r i s h r eco rds , and then I v i s i t e d the church to examine the b e l l 

i t s e l f . I reasoned that i f the remains of the i n s c r i p t i o n was l e g i b l e i n 1841 then 

i t should s t i l l be so today, and that the Churchwardens' accounts ( i f any ex i s t ed ) 

should r e v e a l the date when the b e l l was i n s t a l l e d at Great Gransden. 
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At Huntingdon I found the t r a n s c r i p t i o n o f the 1341 t e r r i e r entry to be 

accura t e , and d iscovered that there e x i s t e d an unbroken s e r i e s o f Churchwardens' 

accounts beg inn ing i n 1664. Th i s s t a r t i n g date , i n c i d e n t a l l y , i s s i x years too 

l a t e to give d e t a i l s o f the i n s t a l l a t i o n o f the complete r i n g cas t by Bryan E l d r i d g e 

of Chertsey i n 1 6 5 3 , but o ther e n t r i e s i n the accounts i n d i c a t e tha t these b e l l s 

were i n s t a l l e d as a r i n g o f s i x (complete w i th the v/ooden frame which i s almost 

c e r t a i n l y contemporary wi th the b e l l s ) and not as a minor f i v e as has been suggested. 

A hasty check through the e a r l i e r accounts y i e l d e d s e v e r a l i tems of i n t e r e s t about 

the b e l l s , c l o c k , and chimes. I found tha t the churchwardens i n 1767 were James 

Elwood and D a n i e l G l o v e r , the accounts f o r t ha t year making no mention o f the c a s t i n g 

or hanging of a new b e l l , and e v e n t u a l l y I came to the t r a n s a c t i o n f o r which I was 

l o o k i n g , duly recorded i n the accounts f o r 1786-7. The r e l e v a n t e n t r i e s are as 

f o l l o w s : 

1786 Pd . Tho:Wright fo r c a r r y i n g the G$ B e l l t o S t .Neots to 

have her new Run, & b r i n g i n g her back 16s . 

Ap} 2 7 t h 8 6 . pd T a y l o r pt f o r Runing the Great B e l l £8 

1787 1 r--ay 8 7 . pd T a y l o r the res idue fo r Running Gt . B e l l £11 1 9 s . 

To these should be added the entry i n the Overseers ' accounts at Michaelmas 1787 

(quoted by Owen) which r e f e r s to a payment o f two guineas " i n par t f o r runn ing the 

great b e l l " a l though i t i s not s p e c i f i e d whether the r e c i p i e n t was the b e l l f o u n d e r 

or the Churchwarden. The accounts thus confirmed the date , apparent ly i n d i c a t i n g 

tha t the " recas t " b e l l was re turned to the p a r i s h i n A p r i l 1786. Th i s i s probably 

s i g n i f i c a n t , s ince the new b e l l s f o r B le t soe were cas t at S t .Neo t s i n the same 

month, and the o ld tenor might w e l l have been t r ans f e r r ed to Great Gransden at t h i s 

time s i n c e i t seems that the b e l l s from both par i shes were be ing d e a l t wi th at the 

foundry s imul t aneous ly . 

But the accounts a l s o i n t r o d u c e a minor c o m p l i c a t i o n by r e f e r r i n g c o n s i s t e n t l y 

to " running" ( i . e . c a s t i n g ) the b e l l , i m p l y i n g that when the work was c a r r i e d out 

the p a r i s h i o n e r s o f Great Gransden were under the impres s ion tha t t h e i r tenor had 

been r eca s t and not exchanged e i t h e r f o r a new one or f o r a s u i t a b l e o ld b e l l which 

happened to be i n the foundry at the t ime. I t i s i m p o s s i b l e to g ive an e n t i r e l y 

s a t i s f a c t o r y e x p l a n a t i o n fo r t h i s d i s c r epancy , but there are some i n d i c a t i o n s that 

Robert T a y l o r managed to s u b s t i t u t e an o ld b e l l wi thout the knowledge o f the 

p a r i s h i o n e r s and that he charged them i n f u l l f o r r e c a s t i n g . The cost o f r e c a s t i n g 

a b e l l o f 14~h cwt. at the p r e v a i l i n g r a t e o f 28 s h i l l i n g s per- Cwt. would have been 

£20 6 s . , p lus or minus the amount charged or al lowed f o r weight d i f f e r e n c e between 

the o ld b e l l and the new, and as we have seen the a c t u a l cos t to the p a r i s h was £19 

1 9 s . o r £22 1s . i f the sum paid by the Overseers i s i nc luded i n the t o t a l . Contemp­

orary examples suggest that an exchange agreed i n advance between a l l p a r t i e s might 

have been cons ide rab ly l e s s expens ive , and perhaps at as l i t t l e as h a l f the cost o f 

r e c a s t i n g . I f T a y l o r d id charge i n f u l l then the misconcep t ion i n the p a r i s h can be 

e a s i l y understood. 1 
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I n my usua l d i so rgan i sed way, I l e f t making any arrangements to see the b e l l s 

u n t i l the l a s t p o s s i b l e moment, but f i n d i n g mysel f free on New Y e a r ' s day I contacted 

P h i l l i p George, the tower c a p t a i n , who k i n d l y agreed to meet me at the church an hour 

l a t e r . H i s own i n t e r e s t i n the h i s t o r y of the b e l l s helped to make my v i s i t an 

enjoyable one, and we d iscussed a v a r i e t y o f t o p i c s as I examined the c l o c k and 

chimes, the f i ne Seventeenth century b e l l frame set d i a g o n a l l y i n the tower, and 

each of the i n d i v i d u a l b e l l s i n t u r n u n t i l at l eng th I came to the tenor . 

Examinat ion of the b e l l revealed that the mended cracks mentioned i n the 1841 

t e r r i e r were no more than s u p e r f i c i a l c a s t i n g f l a w s , but i t became c l e a r that a 

f a i r l y thorough job had been done i n e r a s i n g the o ld i n s c r i p t i o n . Us ing a t o r c h 

shone from d i f f e r e n t angles , however, i t was p o s s i b l e to make out some of the words 

and f i g u r e s which had been removed. I q u i c k l y abandoned my attempt to read the 

I n s c r i p t i o n unaided s ince my r e a d i n g was bound to be i n f l uenced by what I wanted to 

see, but wi th a copy of the B le t soe i n s c r i p t i o n i n hand I was able to check i t word 

f o r word against the remain ing t r a c e s on the b e l l . I should f e e l happier about t h i s 

i f a more s c i e n t i f i c examinat ion could be made, but my r a t h e r s u p e r f i c i a l i n s p e c t i o n 

l e f t me i n l i t t l e doubt that the 3 ie t soe i n s c r i p t i o n (a l ready v e r i f i e d as regards 

names, s p e l l i n g s and date) had been erased from the i n s c r i p t i o n band. For the r e co r d , 

my attempted r ende r ing of the i n c i s e d and erased i n s c r i p t i o n s on Great Gransden tenor 

i s as f o l l o w s : 

I EDMUNDS LONDON FECIT : THO S W . . . ( i n c i s e d i n s c r i p t i o n R.TAYLOR. 

FECIT obscur ing former wording . . . A L K E R RECTOR JOB NE . . . ) . . . A L E 

JOHN MAKEHAM CHURCH WARDENS 1767 

The major d i s c r epanc i e s between t h i s and the v e r s i o n i n the 1841 t e r r i e r are 

f i r s t that the founder ' s name c l e a r l y appears as "I EDJXUNDS " and not as "John 

Edmonds", and secondly that the name of the churchwarden, g iven i n 1841 as John 

Walle r a t h e r than Job Neale , was i m p e r f e c t l y read s ince i t was p a r t l y obscured by 

the i n c i s e d i n s c r i p t i o n . The complete omiss ion o f the R e c t o r ' s name may be accounted 

f o r i n the same way, al though i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o understand why the names o f the 

tv/o churchwardens were g iven i n reverse order . 

Two f u r t h e r d e t a i l s o f the b e l l are necessary to complete the s t o r y . The b e l l 

i s 43"4 inches i n d iameter , complete wi th canons, and i t s weight i s thus about 14-£ 

cwt. Perhaps r a t h e r more i n t e r e s t i n g i s the f a c t that the b e l l does not seem to 

have been tuned e i t h e r by s k i r t i n g a,t the l i p or by c h i p tun ing i n s i d e the soundbow, 

and t h i s suggests that the B le t soe b e l l f i t t e d i n the r i n g at Great Gransden without 

be ing re tuned. 

I s the case proven? W e l l , tha t i s f o r the reader to judge. I c e r t a i n l y f e e l 

that a l l the f a c t s f i t toge ther and show that the tenor at Great Gransden came from 

B l e t s o e , but i n c o n c l u s i o n I ought perhaps to add a. t e n t a t i v e e x p l a n a t i o n of how the 

t r a n s a c t i o n came to take p l a c e . 



The tenor of the r i n g of four at B le t soe was r eca s t by I s l i p Edmunds o f 

London i n 17671 n e w b e l l be ing AJ>t i nches i n diameter and weighing about 144 

Cwt. Nineteen years l a t e r , the p a r i s h i o n e r s decided to scrap t h e i r o ld b e l l s and 

they engaged Robert T a y l o r o f S t . Neots to provide a s l i g h t l y l i g h t e r r i n g of f i v e . 

The new b e l l s were cast i n A p r i l 1786 and the t enor was 4 l J inches i n d iameter , 

weighing about 12 Cwt. The o ld b e l l s , i n c l u d i n g the tenor dated 1767, were removed 

to the foundry, and at about the same time the tenor o f the r i n g of s i x at Great 

Gransden was a l s o brought i n to be r e c a s t . I f Edmunds was working f o r T a y l o r at 

the t ime, he might w e l l have had a hand i n s a v i n g h i s handiwork from the furnace , 

but by a great s t roke of good for tune f o r the founders i t t r a n s p i r e d that the 

Ble t soe b e l l was of the r i g h t s i z e and note to be s u b s t i t u t e d f o r the tenor at 

Great Gransden. I t d id not even need to be re tuned. T a y l o r had presumably quoted 

f o r r e c a s t i n g the b e l l and assured o f h i s money he saw no need to vary the c o n t r a c t . 

See ing an oppor tun i ty to make an easy p r o f i t , he had the i n s c r i p t i o n and date of the 

Ble t soe b e l l c a r e f u l l y removed, and a f t e r adding h i s own name as maker by i n c i s i n g 

the words " R . T a y l o r f e c i t " i n the i n s c r i p t i o n band, he sent i t out as new and charged 

the p a r i s h f o r i t a c c o r d i n g l y . The p a r i s h i o n e r s took d e l i v e r y o f the b e l l at the end 

of A p r i l 1786, paying the balance of T a y l o r ' s b i l l twelve months l a t e r . W e l l 

s a t i s f i e d w i th i t s tone, they had no reason to suppose that t h e i r b e l l had not been 

r e c a s t , but some time af terwards the b e l l became an object o f c u r i o s i t y when i t was 

r e a l i s e d tha t i t had been cast f o r another p a r i s h . I n 1841 an attempt was made to 

dec ipher i t s i n s c r i p t i o n , and v a r i o u s exp lana t ions o f i t s o r i g i n s became cur ren t i n 

the p a r i s h , but the t r u t h remained a mystery . 

So , almost two hundred years a f t e r i t was f i r s t hung i n i t s present home, 

the b e l l has y i e l d e d the sec re t o f i t s o r i g i n s . That t h i s i n t e r e s t i n g t a l e could 

have been d iscovered by pa t i en t research i s unden iab le , ye t i r o n i c a l l y the i n f o r m a t i o n 

has surfaced almost of i t s own accord . Research, though of ten tough and p a i n s t a k i r 

does o c c a s i o n a l l y produce unexpected rewards. 

C. J . P . 

(12 January 1985) 
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