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The b e l l f r a m e a t Great Gransden church (Diocese of E l y ) 

A r e p o r t by C h r i s t o p h e r P i c k f o r d FSA f o r the H i s t o r i c B e l l f r a m e s 
Rescue Recording P r o j e c t - Oct./Nov. 1994. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The s i x b e l l s a t Great Gransden are r e g u l a r l y rung. However, 
the l o c a l r i n g e r s are concerned t h a t the b e l l s are becoming 
i n c r e a s i n g l y d i f f i c u l t t o r i n g . With the agreement of the PCC 
schemes f o r the r e s t o r a t i o n of the i n s t a l l a t i o n are c u r r e n t l y 
being i n v e s t i g a t e d . The r i n g e r s are aware of the h i s t o r i c a l 
importance of the frame and are anxious to f i n d a way of 
r e s t o r i n g the b e l l s t h a t w i l l put them i n t o s a t i s f a c t o r y 
r i n g i n g order without i n v o l v i n g unnecessary damage t o the 
h i s t o r i c f a b r i c . 

1.2 At the request of Mr. P h i l l i p George, the tower c a p t a i n , I 
v i s i t e d the church on 6 October 1994 t o examine the frame i n 
order t o determine i t s age and assess i t s importance i n 
connection with p r o p o s a l s f o r the r e s t o r a t i o n of the b e l l s . 

1.3 The e x i s t i n g frame i s dated 1658, and i t was i n s t a l l e d a t the 
same time as the new r i n g of s i x b e l l s provided by Bryan 
E l d r i d g e of Chertsey i n t h a t y e a r . T h e - i d e n t i t y of the maker i s 
not known, but v a r i o u s p o s s i b i l i t i e s are d i s c u s s e d below. The 
frame i s w e l l designed and b u i l t , but i t has a l r e a d y been 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y r e p a i r e d and strengthened. I t i s p o s i t i o n e d h i g h 
i n the tower and much of the movement generated by the r i n g i n g 
of the b e l l s i s t r a n s m i t t e d d i r e c t t o the s t r u c t u r e . 

1.4 The accompanying r e p o r t c o n s t i t u t e s a r e c o r d of the 
i n s t a l l a t i o n as i t was a t the time of the survey, with a 
h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and assessment of i t s c o n d i t i o n and 
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l importance. The f i g u r e s i n t h i s r e p o r t are not 
t o s c a l e , and they are o n l y intended t o i l l u s t r a t e f e a t u r e s 
d e s c r i b e d i n the t e x t . 

1.5 T h i s r e c o r d has been made a t the s o l e c o s t of the B e l l f r a m e 
Rescue Recording P r o j e c t which i s supported by a grant from the 
S o c i e t y of A n t i q u a r i e s o f London. 

2 HISTORY OF TOWER AND BELLS 

2.1 The church tower a t Great Gransden dates from the l a t e 
f o u r t e e n t h century. I t i s i n the P e r p e n d i c u l a r s t y l e . I t i s i n 
f o u r stages with p a i r s of l o u v r e d t w o - l i g h t b e l l - o p e n i n g s on 
each f a c e . I t c a r r i e s a s h o r t " s p i k e " or s p i r e . There i s a 
newel s t a i r c a s e i n the south west c o r n e r . A lead p l a t e on the 
parapet records r e p a i r s t o the tower i n 1676. 

2.2 There i s no Edwardian Inventory of 1552 f o r Great Gransden and 
so t h e r e i s no f i r m evidence of the number of b e l l s p r i o r t o 
1658. In t h a t year, however, Bryan E l d r i d g e of Chertsey 
s u p p l i e d a new r i n g of s i x b e l l s - f i v e of which s u r v i v e d u n t i l 
the mid-nineteenth c e n t u r y . T h e i r i n s c r i p t i o n s are r e c o r d e d i n 
a church i n v e n t o r y dated 1841. The b e l l f r a m e , dated 1658, was 
i n s t a l l e d w i th the new b e l l s . G r a f f i t i on the w a l l s of the 
bellchamber i n c l u d e s a mark i n s c r i b e d VI B 1658". 
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2.3 The tenor b e l l became cracked, and the present b e l l was 
s u b s t i t u t e d i n 1786-7. The Churchwardens' accounts r e f e r t o 
" t a k i n g the o l d b e l l t o St.Neots" and r e c o r d a payment of £19 
19s. t o Robert T a y l o r , the b e l l f o u n d e r , f o r "Running the g r e a t 
b e l l " i n 1786-7. Recent r e s e a r c h has i n d i c a t e d , however, t h a t 
T a y l o r d i d not r e c a s t the o l d t e n o r but i n s t e a d s u p p l i e d a 
second-hand b e l l - c a s t i n 1767 by I s l i p Edmunds of London f o r 
B l e t s o e , a B e d f o r d s h i r e church f o r which T a y l o r p r o v i d e d a new 
r i n g o f b e l l s i n 1786. 

2.4 In the second h a l f of the n i n e t e e n t h century t h r e e more b e l l s 
were r e c a s t , the second by C. & G. Mears of Whitechapel i n 
1854, the t r e b l e by John T a y l o r & Co. of Loughborough i n 1883, 
and the f o u r t h by the same f i r m i n 1895. The b e l l s were rehung 
with new f i t t i n g s i n 1895 by George Day of Eye. s B e l l s 1,2 and 
6 rehung on b a l l b e a r i n g s by John T a y l o r & Co. of Loughborough 
i n 1953. 

3 THE BELLS 

3.1 The diameters, weights (exact where known) and other d e t a i l s of 
the b e l l s are as f o l l o w s : 

B e l l Founder and date Diameter 
(inches) 

Weight 
( c u t s . g r s . l b s . ) 

1 John T a y l o r & Co. 188 3 28^ 4-3-10 
2 C. & G. Mears 1854 30^ 5-1-0 
3 Bryan E l d r i d g e 1658 22\ 6\. 
4 John T a y l o r & Co. 1895 35h 8-2-0 
5 Bryan E l d r i d g e 1658 38 10 cwt 
6 I s l i p Edmunds 1767 43^ 14-3-10 

The canons of the t h i r d b e l l have been removed, but the others 
r e t a i n t h e i r canons and are hung from them by t r a d i t i o n a l 
s u p p o r t i n g ironwork. The canons of the two T a y l o r b e l l s are of 
angular type, an unusual f e a t u r e on a b e l l c a s t as l a t e as 
1895. B e l l s 3, 5 and 6 have been q u a r t e r turned. The tenor 
weight has been g i v e n as 15 cwt i n p a s t e d i t i o n s of Dove's 
Bellringer's Guide to the Church Bells of Britain but the 
l a t e s t v e r s i o n (8th ed., 1994) g i v e s i t as 14-3-10 - a weight 
recorded i n an o l d notebook among the Loughborough foundry 
a r c h i v e s . 

3.2 The b e l l s are tuned i n the key of F n a t u r a l . The note of the 
f i f t h b e l l has been r a i s e d by edging or " s k i r t i n g " a t the l i p . 
The t h i r d b e l l has been " f l u t e d " or "gouge tuned" - almost 
c e r t a i n l y i n 1658 when t h i s method of t u n i n g was commonly used 
- t o lower i t s note. The t e n o r i s a maiden b e l l , but i t has 
steam creases and t h e r e i s a l a r g e c a s t i n g flaw or scab i n s i d e 
the crown. 

3.3 A l l the b e l l s are sound and of f a i r tone with the e x c e p t i o n of 
the t h i r d b e l l (by E l d r i d g e 1658) which l a c k s resonance and 
sounds n o t i c e a b l y weak among the o t h e r s . 
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4 THE BELL FITTINGS 

4.1 The f i t t i n g s of the b e l l s date l a r g e l y from 1895 when the b e l l s 
were rehung by George Day and Son of Eye, S u f f o l k . They c o n s i s t 
of elm headstocks, p l a t e gudgeons, p l a i n b e a r i n g s i n i r o n 
housings ( l a t e r b a l l b e a r i n g s on b e l l s 1, 2 and 6), t r a d i t i o n a l 
type wheels, i r o n wheel s t a y s , and t r a d i t i o n a l type s t a y s and 
s l i d e r s . Apart from the t h i r d b e l l which has l o s t i t s canons 
and i s hung by b o l t s through the crown, the b e l l s are secured 
t o t h e i r headstocks by t r a d i t i o n a l s u p p o r t i n g ironwork. The 
c l a p p e r of the second b e l l i s suspended from the o r i g i n a l c a s t -
i n crown s t a p l e , but the o t h e r b e l l s have independent s t a p l e s . 

5 THE CLOCK AND CHIMES 

5.1 The c l o c k and chimes are l o c a t e d i n the chamber immediately 
below the b e l l s . There was a c l o c k i n the tower by 1667 when a 
payment f o r r e p a i r s occurs i n the Churchwardens' accounts. In 
1683 the p a r i s h c o n t r a c t e d w i t h a Wellingborough clockmaker, 
Thomas Powers, f o r the p r o v i s i o n of a new c l o c k and chimes. 
Powers was p a i d i n i n s t a l m e n t s between 1683 and 1688, the t o t a l 
c o s t amounting t o some £39 19s. 4d. The accounts a l s o r e c o r d 
expenditure on m a i n t a i n i n g the c l o c k and chimes by ( i n t e r alia) 
John Facer of Gamlingay 1732-1756, Joseph Eayre of St.Neots 
1757-1771, and Edward A r n o l d of St.Neots 1771-3. An e n t r y i n 
1753 r e c o r d s a payment t o "the men who got the chimb weight out 
of the Hole" - s u g g e s t i n g a mishap with the chime weights! 

5.2 The c l o c k remains s u b s t a n t i a l l y as made by Thomas Powers i n 
1683. I t i s a two t r a i n movement i n a wrought i r o n b i r d c a g e 
frame with f i n i a l s . The t r a i n s are end-to-end and the c l o c k was 
o r i g i n a l l y capstan-wound. I t was overhauled and converted t o 
automatic e l e c t r i c winding by Thwaites & Reed i n 1973. 

5.3 The present mechanism of the chime b a r r e l resembles o t h e r s 
(e.g. Kings Norton, L e i c s . , 1764, and Holbeach, L i n e s , 1776) 
made by Joseph Eayre of St.Neots and h i s successor Edward 
Ar n o l d . The churchwardens accounts confirm t h a t a major 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n took p l a c e i n 1757 when the c l o c k and chimes 
were taken t o St.Neots f o r r e p a i r . The work was done by John 
Negus (who perhaps made a new wooden frame f o r the chimes) and 
Joseph Eayre ( r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the t e c h n i c a l work), whose 
r e s p e c t i v e b i l l s amounted t o £22 14s. 5^d. and £29 I s . 7d. 
I n t e r e s t i n g l y the names s c r a t c h e d on the w a l l s of the b e l l 
chamber i n c l u d e t h a t of " J . Eayre 1757". The chimes were 
r e s t o r e d and converted t o e l e c t r i c a l power i n 1973 and are i n 
good working order. The m u s i c a l n o t a t i o n f o r the tunes 
"Malbrook", " N u t b e l l s " , "Harvest Home", "Nehemiah" and Canaan" 
are g i v e n i n Owen's Church Bells of Huntingdonshire p.90. 

6 THE BELLFRAME: P o s i t i o n and f o u n d a t i o n s 

6.1 The b e l l f r a m e i s p o s i t i o n e d l e v e l with the b e l f r y windows. I t 
i s s e t d i a g o n a l l y i n the tower, and the corners of the p i t s go 
i n t o the window openings. The s i l l s r e s t on brickwork p i e r s 
b u i l t i n t o the openings. In p l a c e s the heads are t i g h t a g a i n s t 
the c e n t r a l m u l l i o n between the b e l f r y windows. 
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6.2 The four main foundations beams of the frame r e s t on an o l d e r 
g r i l l a g e of beams supported on ledges or o f f - s e t s on the e a s t 
and west s i d e s of the tower. The main beams ( i . e . the s i l l s o f 
the deep t r u s s e s as d e s c r i b e d i n s.8 below) span the tower 
d i a g o n a l l y from NW t o SE and are s i t u a t e d below the 
corresponding heads of the frame. The arrangement i s shown i n 
the f o l l o w i n g p l a n . 

The main foundations beams ( i n b l a c k ) r e s t i n g d i a g o n a l l y 
on a g r i l l a g e of o l d e r t i n b e r s 

7 THE BELLFRAME: P l a n 

7.1 The frame was b u i l t i n 1658 t o accommodate s i x b e l l s on one 
l e v e l . The plan has f o u r b e l l s i n p a r a l l e l p i t s a c r o s s the 
ce n t r e of the tower, w i t h s i n g l e b e l l s i n p i t s at r i g h t angles 
t o each s i d e . The p l a n of the frame remains as o r i g i n a l l y 
c o n s t r u c t e d and has not been m o d i f i e d , although the r o p i n g 
p o s i t i o n s may have been a l t e r e d . The date "1658" i s carved on 
the head of the frame a t the entrance t o the b e l l chamber from 
the s p i r a l s t a i r s . 
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8 THE BELLFRAME: Truss types 

8.1 The frame i s w e l l designed and massively b u i l t . In essence i t 
i s a simple c o n s t r u c t i o n of deep t r u s s e s b u i l t up from t he f o u r 
main beams or s i l l s p l a c e d NW-SE ac r o s s the tower. In t u r n 
these support f i v e s h a l l o w t r u s s e s (two long ones and t h r e e 
s h o r t ones) running a t r i g h t angles t o the main f o u n d a t i o n s . 
Each t r u s s c o n s i s t s of s i l l , main braces and long frame head, 
with a d d i t i o n a l members i n c e r t a i n t r u s s e s . The two main 
t r u s s e s - forming the deep r e t u r n s e c t i o n s of the f o u r p a r a l l e l 
p i t s - are double jack braced. The main braces are some way 
apa r t , and the c e n t r a l t r u s s (between b e l l s 2 and 6) j o i n s a t 
r i g h t - a n g l e s i n the middle. The l a t t e r t r u s s i s ja c k - b r a c e d -
an o r i g i n a l f e a t u r e - but t h e r e are no jack braces i n the oth e r 
s h o r t t r u s s e s . 

8.2 The arrangement of the s i l l s on two l e v e l s p r o v i d e s two p i t s 
( b e l l s 3 and 5) with deep t r u s s e s and f o u r (the p a r a l l e l p i t s ) 
with shallow t r u s s e s . The c o n s t r u c t i o n and depths of the main 
t r u s s e s are shown i n the f o l l o w i n g diagram: 

o o o o o o o o 

0 0 0 0 o o o o 

Sect ion of sha l low t russ - be tween bel ls 1 and 2 ( looking NW) 

o o 

Sec t ion of deep return sec t ion at S W end of the four paral le l pits (looking S W ) 

8.3 The ends of two f l a n k i n g p i t s ( b e l l s 3 and 5) have s i l l s w i t h 
s i n g l e braces ( a l l p o i n t i n g outwards from the c e n t r e of the 
frame) and wholly independent s h o r t heads between the t r u s s 
heads. To gi v e e x t r a l e n g t h t o the p i t s , the heads i n the p i t -
ends are s e t f u r t h e r out than the s i l l s beneath them. In each 
case the beams s u p p o r t i n g the shallow t r u s s e s of the p a r a l l e l 
s e c t i o n s are extended t o the w a l l s o f the tower t o form s i l l s 
f o r the r e t u r n s e c t i o n s of the f l a n k i n g p i t s . 
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8.4 There i s supplementary wooden b r a c i n g i n the p i t of the 4th (SE 
c o r n e r of the tower), and i n the p i t s of b e l l s 3 and 5. The p i t 
of the 4th a l s o has a d d i t i o n a l timber f i x e d t o the head a t the 
NE end. Iron p l a t e s have been f i x e d t o the heads i n v a r i o u s 
p a r t s of the frame. These appear t o date from 1850 or e a r l i e r , 
and there are no a n g l e - p l a t e s or t i e - r o d s of modern type. 

9 THE BELLFRAME: Other f e a t u r e s , comparisons e t c . 

9.1 The frame i s c o n s t r u c t e d of oak, apparently d a t i n g mainly from 
1658 and c o n t a i n i n g l i t t l e o r no reused timber. The members 
are square-cut and g e n e r a l l y of c o n s i s t e n t dimensions 
throughout. The braces are pegged t o the s i l l s and heads and 
the upper s i l l s are h a l v e d over the lower ones. The pegging 
c o n s i s t e n t throughout, and t h e r e are g e n e r a l l y f o u r pegs 
between brace/head and between b r a c e / s i l l , two between 
bra c e / j a c k - b r a c e , and two t o jack-brace/head. Some of the 
pegging i s concealed by l a t e r r e p a i r s . In the f o u r p a r a l l e l 
p i t s the heads are j o i n t e d i n t o the r e t u r n s e c t i o n s with dowels 
from the top. 

9.2 In the SE corner the o u t e r head of the t r e b l e p i t s i t s o u t s i d e 
the end of the r e t u r n t r u s s e s . I t may have been r e p l a c e d a t 
some time s i n c e 1658. 

9.3 Although the frame i s dated, the name of the maker i s not 
known. In Warwickshire, where he was a c t i v e i n the years 1656-
8, Bryan E l d r i d g e worked i n a s s o c i a t i o n with a Coventry 
c a r p e n t e r and b e l l h a n g e r named W i l l i a m Ragg. However, no 
complete examples of h i s work s u r v i v e and t h e r e i s nothing t o 
i n d i c a t e t h a t Ragg made the frame at Great Gransden. 

9.4 The i n i t i a l s "I B 1658" s c r a t c h e d on the masonry (with other 
g r a f f i t i ) may be s i g n i f i c a n t . A b e l l h a n g e r named John Baxter 
from Laxton, Northants., worked a t Buckden i n 1660 and l a t e r 
made b e l l f r a m e s f o r A l l S a i n t s Derby (1687) and L i c h f i e l d 
C a t h e d r a l (1688). The l a t t e r s u r v i v e s . 

9.5 Moreover, d i a g o n a l frames are r e l a t i v e l y uncommon and t h i s i s 
a p o i n t e r f o r f u r t h e r r e s e a r c h . Diagonal frames (both 
destroyed) a t Lyddington (1677) and North Luffenham (1701) were 
made by John Browne - another p o s s i b l e "I B". 

9.6 S e v e r a l other d i a g o n a l frames i n south L i n c o l n s h i r e (e.g. 
Holbeach and Gedney) were a t t r i b u t e d by J.R. Jerram t o the 
W i l l i a m s b r o t h e r s of Kings Sutton. Although John and R i c h a r d 
W i l l i a m s d i d make a l a r g e number of diagonal frames f o r 
churches i n v a r i o u s p a r t s of the country (e.g. C h i c h e l e y , 
Bucks., 1718) t h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Holbeach and Gedney seems 
tenuous and these frames ( s i n c e replaced) may m e r i t f u r t h e r 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n i f the r e l e v a n t p a r i s h records s u r v i v e . 

9.7 In t h i s case, comparisons w i l l be d i f f i c u l t u n t i l survey work 
has been undertaken i n the E a s t Midlands and West A n g l i a areas 
t o r e c o r d and i d e n t i f y f u r t h e r frames of s i m i l a r type. 
S i m i l a r l y , documentary r e s e a r c h would help t o e s t a b l i s h the 
names of the makers of frames (even i f the a c t u a l frames no 
longer s u r v i v e ) who were working i n the area i n the seventeenth 
century. 
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1 0 THE BELLFRAME: Assessment 

10.1 In my o p i n i o n the frame a t Great Gransden i s of i n t e r e s t and 
importance as a dated example of a C17th b e l l f r a m e which was 
i n s t a l l e d a t the same time as a new r i n g of b e l l s . T h i s i n 
i t s e l f i s s u r p r i s i n g l y unusual, as i n the seventeenth c e n t u r y 
i t i s common t o f i n d evidence of b e l l s and frames be i n g 
i n s t a l l e d a t d i f f e r e n t dates - f o r instance an o l d frame 
being f i r s t m o d i f i e d t o accommodate a d d i t i o n a l b e l l s and 
then l a t e r r e p l a c e d . C e r t a i n l y i t should never be assumed -
u n l e s s there i s good evidence as i n t h i s case - t h a t b e l l s 
are frame are c o e v a l . 

10.2 Using the e v a l u a t i o n c r i t e r i a as s e t out i n Bellframes 
(1993), I would c l a s s i t a t l e v e l 2 (out of 5), i . e . 
Important frame: should be p r e s e r v e d , but may be adapted and 
strengthened f o r c o n t i n u e d use. 

10.3 However, i n c o n s i d e r i n g a c o n s e r v a t i v e scheme f o r improving 
the "go" of the b e l l s the p a r i s h w i l l need t o c o n s i d e r a 
number of f a c t o r s : 

• The e f f e c t of movement i n the b e l l f r a m e - which i s 
p o s i t i o n e d very h i g h up i n the tower - on the s t r u c t u r e 
of the f a b r i c 

• The e f f e c t i v e n e s s and d u r a b i l i t y of any r e p a i r s , and 
whether i t i s r e a l i s t i c t o d e f e r replacement of the 
frame i f a renewal may become necessary w i t h i n (say) 25-
50 years 

• The need t o safeguard the c l o c k and chimes - themselves 
a r t i f a c t s of c o n s i d e r a b l e h i s t o r i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

The replacement of the e x i s t i n g r i n g i n g f i t t i n g s i s g e n e r a l l y 
agreed t o be d e s i r a b l e whether the e x i s t i n g frame i s r e t a i n e d 
or not. 

10.4 The a l t e r n a t i v e t o r e t e n t i o n i n use would be t o keep the 
frame in situ, t o i n s t a l l a new frame lower i n the tower, 
r e l o c a t e the c l o c k and chimes, and create a new r i n g i n g 
g a l l e r y . T h i s s o l u t i o n would reduce the s t r a i n on the tower, 
p r o v i d e a modern i n s t a l l a t i o n b e s t s u i t e d t o the needs of the 
r i n g e r s , and allow the o l d frame t o be kept without r e p a i r 
or m o d i f i c a t i o n (thus p r e s e r v i n g more of the h i s t o r i c f a b r i c 
than i f i t were t o undergo e x t e n s i v e conservation) . I f a new 
b e l l were t o be p r o v i d e d t o r e p l a c e the poor-toned t h i r d b e l l 
were t o be r e p l a c e d , the p r e s e n t one could be l e f t in situ 
i n the e x i s t i n g frame f o r use as a s e r v i c e b e l l . 

10.5 W h i l s t t h i s r e p o r t p r e s e n t s a d e t a i l e d record of the e x i s t i n g 
frame and summarises the key p o i n t s of i n t e r e s t , i t i s not 
wholly adequate as a permanent r e c o r d . D e t a i l e d drawings 
should be made before the frame i s a l t e r e d or strengthened 
i n any way, and the o p p o r t u n i t y should be taken t o photograph 
the s t r u c t u r e when the b e l l s (which make photography 
d i f f i c u l t ) are removed from the tower f o r rehanging. 

C h r i s t o p h e r J . P i c k f o r d , FSA 
15 November 1994 
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